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PROLOGUE

THE BORED PRINCE

Arthur was bored. Ever since he’d been named crown prince of Camelot, he’d done nothing but study, study, study, and study. He learned how to fight, how to talk politics, and how to make nice with other planets. He studied history, mathematics, social science, and economics. He was taught how to make war and how to make peace, and he listened to the people every single day.

It was all very boring.

If I had known this is what would happen when I became the owner of Caliburn, I’d have never pulled that blasted sword from the stone.

“That’s not a very nice thing to say about your own weapon!” a voice shouted in his ear.

“Stop reading my mind!” Arthur snapped.

It was late in the afternoon, and Arthur had just finished listening to the complaints and reports of his people. The light from the waning sun shone through the many windows that illuminated the hallway he and his aid were walking down. Their feet clicked against the floor with light taps. Tap-tap. Tap. Tap-tap. An offbeat rhythm that made him and his aid sound out of sync with each other echoed down the hall. Strapped to his waist, his sword thumped against his right thigh.

“Prince Arthur! Are you listening to me?” his aid demanded.

“Of course I am listening to you.” Arthur sighed.

His aide was an older woman with light brown hair tied into a severe bun. The hem of her black and purple dress swished around her legs as she walked, and her heeled shoes clacked against the tiles. While the dress had numerous frills, Arthur wasn’t fooled. Were he to look underneath that elegant outfit, he would find skintight leather and numerous daggers strapped to the woman’s body. This was Gwenn, his aide, bodyguard, and his combat instructor.

“Good.” Gwenn adjusted her glasses, which did little to hide her stern brown eyes. “Now that we’ve heard from your subjects and have properly allocated resources to them, you need to write up reports and read the latest on galactic news. You are almost done for the day, so please keep working hard.”

“Right…”

Arthur ran a hand through his hair as he and Gwenn passed through a set of large double doors guarded by a pair of knights in gleaming armor. As he tread across the dark red carpet of his office, he looked at the various decorations and accoutrements dotting the mostly spartan interior. There were a few portraits of previous kings to his left. On the right, a large shelf filled with old tomes. He didn’t know why they had them. Everything in there was also available through the planetary network, but he supposed it was tradition to have tomes like this or something to that effect.

Moving behind his large desk made of varnished wood, Arthur sat down, his butt and back sinking into the soft pillows of his chair. He would have liked to relax for a moment. He was tired. However, the moment he sat down, Gwenn set a tablet onto his desk and slid it before his eyes.

“Here are all of the current reports on the galactic community. Please read up before you begin writing your own reports,” she said.

He sighed again.

What I wouldn’t give to go back in time.

Arthur was one of four princes who had been in line for the throne. As the youngest, he was the least likely to actually become king, but all that changed when he accidentally pulled Caliburn from the stone. Ever since that moment, his life had been nothing but one big, hectic mess. Unlike the others, Arthur never wanted to be king. He would have been more than happy to spend the rest of his life playing with Princess Gabrielle.

I wonder how she’s doing…

As he read about the latest atrocity committed by a tyrannical king named MacArt, who had apparently attacked an undeveloped solar system with humans who had yet to invent a method of traveling outside of their solar system, Arthur thought about his friend from long ago.

Thanks to his solar system’s political power, he and his family had often gone over to visit with King Lucifer. He had been introduced to Gabrielle during that time and they became great friends. Over the course of the month he stayed there, he’d grown to love Gabrielle and had promised himself that he would marry her one day.

Sadly, he’d not seen the girl of his dreams since that time. Barely a week after that, he’d become the owner of Caliburn, and since then, he had not left the planet even once. It was a regular suckfest. The only good thing to come from being the crown prince was his first wife.

Of course, I haven’t seen her in months either.

“Thinking of your main squeeze?” a voice said in his ear.

“I thought I told you to stop reading my mind,” Arthur said.

“I can’t help it. Your thoughts are so loud.”

“Tch!”

“Please stop holding a conversation with your sword, Prince Arthur,” Gwenn said. “It’s disturbing.”

“I can’t help it. Maybe if this blasted thing stopped talking, I wouldn’t be having this problem.”

“That cannot be helped. Caliburn is a sentient sword created from the time before the founding of our solar system, and it awakened once you pulled it from the stone. That said, I’d prefer it if you ignored the sword while I was in your presence.”

“Such a cruel woman, this Gwenn is.”

“Be quiet, Cal. I’m trying to concentrate.”

Being the crown prince meant he was directly involved in his solar systems affairs. In most cases, his father was supposed to handle the vast majority of the workload regarding the solar system as a whole, though currently that task had fallen to his wives. He received numerous reports from his father’s wives regarding this solar system and the galactic community.

Arthur was in charge of ruling over Camelot, which meant he still had several dozen stacks of paperwork to deal with every single day. It often took him two or more hours to complete all the work, and by the time he finished, he was so exhausted that he barely made it to bed each night.

In other words, he didn’t need this damn sword bothering him while he worked.

However, as he continued reading about the debacle instigated by King MacArt, something caught his eyes. He stopped. He read a few lines, eyes slowly widening until it felt like they might fall out of his sockets. His breathing all but stopped as he finished reading. He set the tablet down, slowly, almost mechanically, and leaned back in his chair.

“Is something wrong, Prince Arthur?” asked Gwenn.

“Perhaps. Tell me, Gwenn, did you know that Gabrielle was living on a planet called Mars?”

Gwenn paused, and Arthur knew that his bodyguard was trying to think of what she should say to him. Should she lie? Should she tell the truth? How much of the truth should she tell him? He’d known this woman for many years, so he knew how she thought, and he knew that she knew what would happen if she lied to him.

She might have been his instructor in combat and his bodyguard, but he was still crown prince.

“I’ve known for several months now,” she admitted with a sigh.

“And why did you neglect to inform me of this?” asked Arthur.

“Because I do not believe it is in your best interest to pursue a relationship with that girl.” Gwenn paused again, gathering her thoughts to present him with a logical argument, no doubt. “Princess Gabrielle is currently the most wanted woman in the entire galaxy. Men from far and wide are traveling all the way to this backwater planet just so they can force her to marry them. Our solar system is powerful, but some of the forces after her are even more powerful. The chances of you successfully marrying her are low, so I thought your time would be better spent on more useful endeavors.”

While Arthur would have loved to tell this woman off for keeping this a secret, he couldn’t. Her argument was indeed logical. It made a good deal of sense.

Gabrielle had always been highly sought after. Her beauty, intelligence, and the power she wielded as a princess of Angelise made her the most desirable woman in the entire galaxy. Men would gladly murder their own mothers for her hand in marriage.

Their solar system was powerful, perhaps even one of the most powerful thanks to the many trade routes that ran through it. In terms of wealth, they were among the top ten most wealthy solar systems in the entire galaxy, but that did not mean they were at the top. They were wealthy. They had an excellent army. This much was true. However, there were some people who had far more power, wealth, and military might than they did. It would be those people who were going after Gabrielle.

At the same time…

“It says here that she’s marrying some human,” Arthur read. “Alexander S. Ryker.”

“Hey, his name starts with an A like you.”

“Quiet, Cal.” Arthur looked at Gwenn. “Do we have any information on this Alexander?”

Adjusting her glasses, which gleamed as the light reflected off her lenses, Gwenn typed into her own tablet. She looked at the information on her tablet. A frown marred her face.

“Alexander S. Ryker,” Gwenn began, “from what we can gather, he appears to be a normal human. However, lately a rumor has been spreading around that he might be Angelisian.”

“Might be?” Arthur raised an eyebrow.

“We only have rumors and hearsay, but I’ve heard tell that this Alexander fought and defeated both Nyx the assassin and the Tyrant King, MacArt. The rumor is that he defeated them both by using the Aura of Creation. What’s more, he also supposedly defeated Jāhilīyah’s reigning queen and her brothers.”

The Aura of Creation was a power unique to Angelisians. While most people simply thought of it as the ability to manipulate their internal energy to freely create whatever they wanted, the truth was far more profound. It was the ability to manipulate all of creation. While weaker Angelisians could create weapons, shields, and anything else they could think of, the more powerful ones could destroy or create planets, cause stars to go nova, and make black holes appear at will.

Fortunately, the only one strong enough to do that was King Lucifer.

Arthur had witnessed this aura before. Gabrielle Angelise had an extremely powerful aura. He remembered this one time when they had been running from her guards, Gabrielle had created this massive beam of energy that not only destroyed half of King Lucifer’s palace, but it had also annihilated the hanger, which had been on the opposite side of the palace—along with every ship that had been docked there. Arthur would later find out that Gabrielle hadn’t even used a fraction of her power.

“So he’s an Angelisian?” Arthur questioned, mostly to himself.

“Or a half-Angelisian who was lucky enough to inherit his Angelisian parent’s power.” Gwenn adjusted her glasses again. “Whether that is the case or not, it does not change what we do know. He did fight Nyx, King MacArt, and Jāhilīyah’s queen, and he defeated all of them. What hasn’t been confirmed is whether this was because he’s Angelisian, or if there is some other reason.”

Arthur took in everything that Gwenn told him, crossing his arms and closing his eyes as he decided on a course of action. Really, there was only one course of action he could take.

He stood up.

“Gwennyvere, prepare my shuttle,” he commanded. “We’re leaving for Mars.”

Gwenn looked like she wanted to deny him, to say they couldn’t go, but he had used her full name. He was not asking her to prepare his shuttle. He was commanding her.

“Very well, Prince Arthur.” Gwenn bowed. “I shall have your shuttle prepared within the hour.”

“Excellent. I’ll leave the details to you. Also, please get in touch with Nimue. I want her to come with me.”

“I shall inform your wife of what’s happening personally.”

“My thanks.”

Arthur began walking toward the door. He didn’t know who this Alexander Ryker was, but he would be damned if he allowed anyone beside himself to marry Gabrielle. He’d go to Mars, defeat this barbarian from a backwater planet, and return to Camelot with Gabrielle.

Yes, Gabrielle would become his bride. No one else appreciated her like he did. No one else cared about her like him. Out of all the people in this galaxy, he was the only one fit to marry her.

“Prince Arthur,” Gwenn said as he placed a hand on the double doors.

He paused. “Yes?”

“You still have work to do. Please sit back down and continue working diligently until the shuttle is ready.”

Arthur’s hand trembled. Slowly, painfully, he pulled his hand from the door, trudged over to the desk, and sat back down with slumped shoulders.

Being the crown prince really sucked balls.


CHAPTER 1

THE PRINCE COMETH

A brightly lit room bursting to the brim with medical equipment, white walls, a white ceiling, and a white floor filled his vision. Alex was lying on one of three beds with sheets that matched the interior. The bed wasn’t very comfortable, but it could have been worse. Surrounding him was a variety medical equipment. Several pieces of that equipment were connected to him via a series of cables, bleeping and blooping as they monitored and mapped his body.

It hadn’t been that long since Alex, Gabrielle, and Nyx had dealt with King MacArt, the evil tyrant who had tried to kidnap Gabrielle and turn her into his toy. While he hadn’t been hurt during the incident, he did have a machine meant to block Angelisian powers forced on him. He was currently getting a checkup from the resident black-market doctor to make sure the device hadn’t done any internal damage.

Alex had two powers inside of him. One was the Aura of Creation, the Angelisian power, which created a silvery blue around his body that he could manipulate freely. With it, Alex could create anything he wanted so long as he had the imagination for it.

Of course, there were limitations, such as the fact that the Aura of Creation couldn’t make anything that was too technologically advanced. Sure, he could technically create a shuttle out of his aura. However, the shuttle wouldn’t work. He wouldn’t be able to pilot it anywhere. This was because the Aura of Creation was only good for creating inanimate or mystical objects.

Alex primarily used the Aura of Creation to make weapons. Swords. Whips. Knives. However, he could also make shields with it. That wasn’t all it could do, though, as Alex still remembered his fight with the simulated King Lucifer during his prime. The Emperor of the Galaxy had shot the aura out of his hand as a massive beam of light that had engulfed Alex and killed him on the spot. There were probably millions of uses for this power that he wasn’t even aware of. It would probably be years before he learned them all.

The other power was one of unknown origins, something that neither Gabrielle, Michelle, nor even Nyx had been able to tell him anything about. It made Alex wonder if perhaps this power was the reason he had voices inside of his head.

“Okay, we’re finished here (^_^),” a voice said to his left.

Alex turned his head. Sitting on a stool beside his bed was a woman with green hair that traveled down her back, flowing past her butt, and rabbit-like ears that hung from her head and twitched periodically. Eyes a bright amethyst blinked several times behind wireframe glasses. It was very old-school. He actually assumed the glasses were a fashion statement instead of something she needed. No one who wore those actually needed them anymore. She also wore a white lab coat over a dark black dress that clung to her body, stretching across her bust and wrapping around her wide hips. In complete contrast with her looks, the smile on her face brighter than the sun and more childish than Gabrielle’s beaming smiles.

“What’s the damage?” asked Alex.

“Well, you do have a shit ton of seals covering your core and your mind (^_^), but if you are talking about whether or not you were injured during the incident with MacArt, then I would have to say that you are in perfect working order.”

Alex sat up with a slight jerk and stared at the woman in shock. “Did you just say seals?”

“That’s right. (-_-)” the woman, who went by the name Ēostre, said, frowning at him. He even heard the emote in her voice. “Did you not know about them? I could have sworn Gabs would have told you already…”

“S-she did.” Alex tried, and failed, to contain his shock. “I’m just surprised that you know about them.”

“Who do you think you’re talking to?” asked Ēostre, hitching a thumb at herself and smiling brightly. “I might not be an Angelisian, but that doesn’t mean squat. I know more about seals than any Angelisian alive.”

Alex had no idea this woman knew about seals. Angelisian sealing techniques was the act of combining ancient Angelisian writings into a variety of sentences that held a specific meaning, and then infusing the Aura of Creation into them in order to create a certain effect. For example, if someone wrote, “create water” using ancient Angelisian writing, then pushed their energy into it, the seal would activate and create water.

Well, that was the simplified explanation that Ariel had given him the other day when Gabrielle had brought it up during dinner. He was sure there was a lot more to it than that.

“Do you know what these seals do?” asked Alex.

“Of course I do (T_T). The seal on your forehead has sealed away some of your memories.” Ēostre hummed. “I suspect there are one or more memories locked away inside your head that someone doesn’t want you knowing. Perhaps they’re incriminating. The seal on your core has locked away your power. That seal is slowly crumbling, which is why you can use the Aura of Creation. I suspect that whoever sealed your power was unaware of how powerful you are. A seal this shoddily crafted was bound to break at some point in time. Now, the seal on your mind, that is a true masterpiece right there. (=＾● ⋏ ●＾=)”

Alex ignored the pride ringing clearly in Ēostre’s voice. He had already assumed that the seals inside his head sealed away his memories, and it only made sense that the ones on his core sealed his power. If what Ēostre said was to be believed, then the reason he could use his Aura of Creation and that red power was because the seal around his core was weakening.

He supposed that was a good thing since, if nothing else, the seal breaking meant his power was simply too strong for it to contain. On the other hand, he was kind of worried. There was no telling what would happen once the seal broke completely. Would he still be the same person he was now? What about those voices? Would they be set free, unable to be contained? Alex wasn’t sure he wanted that.

“Is something wrong, boy? (0_0)”

“No…” Alex slowly shook his head as he decided to shelf his worries for now. “Nothing is wrong.”

Ēostre studied him with a surprisingly scrutinizing gaze. She leaned in close, until their noses were almost touching, and frowned at him from beneath her fringe of green hair, the long ears on her head twitching in what he supposed was curiosity. Alex tried to bear with her proximity until she leaned back.

“Are you not going to ask me to break the seals on you?”

Alex shook his head. “No… I might have the previous day had I known you understood seals, but Gabrielle asked Ariel to look at them, and she seems pretty excited about getting a chance to try and break them herself.”

He would never forget the way Ariel’s eyes had been shining as she looked at the seals inside of him. She’d been so excited that she’d completely forgotten herself and began touching his face and stomach without any sense of propriety—at least, until she remembered who he was. After that she had tried to act annoyed, but she had also told him she would begin working on decoding those seals for him.

“Ariel?” Ēostre’s entire demeanor suddenly shifted. She leaned forward, eyes like two shining beacons gazing upon him with a brightness that he didn’t think was possible. Her eyes were so bright they were nearly blinding. “How is she? (✿◠‿◠) Is she doing well? So, she’s interested in seals, huh? Yes, yes. That does sound a lot like her. ＼(^_^ ) Hahahaha! I had no idea she was on Mars! ~(˘▾˘~)”

“Erm… do you know Ariel?” Alex asked, leaning back as far from this woman as possible. She was beginning to freak him out.

“Hmm! Know? Yes, yes, she and I are actually related. ヘ( ^o^)ノ That said, it’s been so long since I last saw her, I wonder if she’d even remember me.” Ēostre leaned back, a sudden melancholy overcoming her, though it left so quickly Alex wondered if he hadn’t imagined it. Her bright smile returned. “Well, if she wants to take a crack at those seals, then I suppose we should let her. This will be a good test to see how well she knows Ancient Angelisian.”

“Um… okay.”

“Oh!” Ēostre suddenly looked at him as though she had remembered something. “Please be sure to keep my existence a secret from Ariel. (^_-)” She winked. “I’d like to keep the knowledge that I’m living here to myself for a bit longer, and I would also like to be the one who reveals myself to her. It wouldn’t be appropriate if you were the one to tell her about me. ( ▀ ͜͞ʖ▀)”

“Um… sure…”

Alex had no idea how this woman was related to Ariel, but he supposed it didn’t matter; he could keep her presence on Mars a secret if she wanted. There didn’t seem to be any harm in it.

As Alex began the process of getting the top half of his black and white Angelisian suit, which was currently pooled around his waist, to crawl back up his body and synchronize with him, the curtain surrounding the bed was pulled open.

A girl who didn’t look much older than Alice, Alex’s younger sister, stood there. Her skin was a pale white, almost translucent. Contrasting with her skin was her hair. Darker than even the pitch-black of outer space, the girl’s hair trailed all the way down to her ankles, shimmering and beautiful. Crimson eyes like blood sat on a face that was too perfect, too beautiful, to be human.

Nyx, the assassin who had tried to kill him at one point and was now a resident of his house, was dressed in a white, sleeveless gown. Armbands covered her arms, and more bands covered her thighs. They were weapons, he knew. Nyx could use alchemy, which was the ability to transmute one object into another object, allowing her to create a variety of weapons. Her powers were so strong that she could even transmute her own body.

The reason for this were the nanomachines inside of her. Nyx’s body was made from billions of microscopic nanomachines. This gave her alchemical abilities unparalleled strength, but they also ran the risk of overheating and killing her.

“Are you done?” asked Alex, shivering in pain as the Angelisian crisis suit he wore fully synchronized with his body.

Nyx nodded. “Yes.”

Like him, Nyx had come in for a checkup. Actually, she was the primary reason they had come today. Since Nyx had used her powers so much the day before, Alex wanted to make sure she wasn’t at risk of her body overheating. He still remembered what had happened when he had saved her from the police. Every moan, shudder, and cry of ecstasy remained seared into his soul. He didn’t want a repeat of that incident.

“In that case, would you like to leave?”

“Yes.”

Alex stood up and wandered over to Nyx, who held out her hand for him to take. It was impossible to contain his joy as he slid his hand into hers. She used to shoulder throw him every time he so much as touched her, but recently, she’d begun initiating contact with him. He took that as a good sign. It meant Nyx was becoming acclimated to the peaceful life on Mars.

Despite being a former assassin, Nyx’s hands were incredibly soft, to the point where descriptors like “softer than velvet” simply did no justice to describe the sensation. As held her hand in his, he guiltily enjoyed the smooth sensation of her palm and fingers against his.

“You two have become awfully close,” Ēostre commented. “I never thought I’d see the day when Nyx becomes close to a man, and to think it’s her former target no less. X3”

Nyx glared at Ēostre as her cheeks turned a surprising shade of red. Alex was pretty embarrassed himself, but he knew that responding to the woman would only invite more teasing.

“We’re heading off,” he said instead. “Thanks for your help.”

“Anytime, boy.” Ēostre waved him off.

Alex left the black-market hospital with Nyx, and together, the two of them navigated through the Lower District of Mars City. They went through several twists, turns, up elevators, and through a variety of allies before finally finding themselves in the Middle District.

Mars City was divided into several levels. Lower. Middle. Upper. The lower level was considered the poor district, while the middle level was for the middle class, which consisted of office workers and small-time business owners who ran local businesses like restaurants, mechanic shops, and so on. Naturally, the upper level was where nobles like Jasmine de Truante and her brother, Jameson, lived.

Alex led Nyx to the nearest shuttle stop, where they hopped on a shuttle that would take them to the Outer District. They sat down side by side. Nyx still gripped his hand in hers.

“You know, Gabby and the others aren’t going to be home yet, since they still have school,” Alex said.

“Indeed. Princesses Gabrielle, Michelle, and Ariel are attending their first day of school today,” Nyx agreed.

“Right.” Alex nodded. “So I was wondering…”

Nyx looked at him, her eyes containing silent permission to continue. He took a deep breath.

“Would you like to spar in the simulator with me?”

Nyx continued to stare at him, but then, quite suddenly, she smiled.

Alex shuddered.

Asking her to spar probably wasn’t the best idea. That said, he really needed to get stronger. The incident with MacArt had made that clear.

Ugh. He could already imagine the pain he was going to be in once they arrived home.

1

Gabrielle’s heart was beating in her chest, exhilaration mixing with nervousness, congealing within her and making her every step hesitant.

As per the usual, Alex had made them all breakfast and then walked her, Alice, Michelle, and Ariel to school. The difference lay in the fact that she had not gone back home with him. Instead, she, Michelle, and Ariel had entered the school with Alex’s sister, Alice, and their friend, Jasmine. Everyone had left her after that. Michelle and Ariel were the same age as Jasmine and Alice, and they even shared classes, so they had traveled off together, leaving her alone.

It’s not fair.

Gabrielle felt lost as she wandered through the hallway. Alex had been going to show her the way to class, but Gabrielle had told him not to worry, that she could find her own way. She hadn’t wanted to rely on him. Alex was already doing so much for her, so the least she could do was find her own way around school. Plus, Nyx had a checkup that day, and she knew Alex was worried about the assassin.

Unfortunately, Gabrielle had no idea where she was, or where her class was. She regretted not asking Alex for help. She shouldn’t have been so hasty.

“Gabrielle?” a voice said behind her.

Whirling around, Gabrielle was greeted by a girl with flaxen hair that was long and shiny. Light brown eyes. A small nose. Pink lips. The girl before her was around the same age, wore the same knee-length checkered skirt, dark blue jacket, and white-collared shirt that Gabrielle had on. She was also very familiar. This was Alex’s friend, the girl he’d gone on a date with, and someone who had rescued Gabrielle and her sisters just a few days ago.

“Kiri-kiri!” Gabrielle greeted with a smile.

“It’s Kazekiri!” the girl snapped, paused, and then sighed. “Anyway, Gabrielle, what are you doing wandering around like this?”

“Ah…” Heat rose to Gabrielle’s cheeks. “I was… trying to find my classroom, but I don’t know where that is.”

Kazekiri frowned. “Shouldn’t Alex be showing you around? He knows the school well enough.”

“I told him to go with Nyx to have her checkup.” Gabrielle rubbed the back of her neck and smiled sheepishly at Kazekiri, who merely sighed once more and rubbed her face.

“What’s your class number?”

“Um… two-two-six-five.”

“That’s the same class as me.” Kazekiri turned around and gestured at her. “Follow me. I’ll guide you there.”

“Thank you, Kiri-kiri!”

Grunting, Kazekiri turned her head to look at Gabrielle. Her right eyebrow was twitching. Gabrielle watched the twitch and was tempted to touch the other girl’s eyebrow, but she didn’t because Kazekiri spoke seconds later.

“Look, I have a name, okay? It’s Kazekiri. Don’t take after Alex’s bad habits and use my real name, got it?”

“Ka-ze-ki-ri. Kazekiri.” Gabrielle smiled. “I’ve got it.”

“Good. Now come on.”

Gabrielle followed Kazekiri as the other girl led her through a series of hallways that were brightly lit, covered in blue tiles, and had doors on either side. There were no windows. Alex had told her it was so no one would get distracted by people walking by during classes. That said, there were several people standing outside the hallways who stared at them as they passed.

“Um… Kir—I mean, Kazekiri?” Gabrielle asked as a thought suddenly occurred to her.

“What is it?”

“Do you love Alex?”

Gabrielle winced when Kazekiri’s left foot struck her right leg, which caused the girl to nosedive into the floor. Her wince came from the loud crunch that echoed across the hall. That had to hurt.

“K-Kazekiri!” Gabrielle knelt down as the girl pushed herself up. Kazekiri’s nose had turned a dark red and blood trailed down it. “You’re injured! Hold on. I’ll use Mr. Healer to fix that.”

Gabrielle swiped her finger through the air, opening a rift to access her D-space and summoning Mr. Healer. It didn’t look like much. Long and shaped like a tube with buttons, Mr. Healer’s primary feature outside of being bright pink was the nozzle on the end.

“Let’s see. The nose doesn’t look broken, so…”

Pressing a button, Gabrielle waited until a small bulb on the other end of Mr. Healer turned green, and then pressed it against Kazekiri’s nose. The other girl issued strange noises, like she was talking, though her words were incomprehensible. However, she grew silent when Mr. Healer went to work. The redness and swelling around Kazekiri’s nose soon vanished and the bleeding stopped.

“T-thank you,” Kazekiri mumbled as Gabrielle put Mr. Healer back into her D-space.

“You’re welcome.” With a bright smile, Gabrielle helped Kazekiri to her feet. “Are you okay?”

“Yes, I’m fine. Thanks.”

“So… about Alex…”

“W-why do you want to know whether or not I like Alex?”

They began walking again, more slowly this time. Gabrielle remained by Kazekiri’s side instead of behind her. She placed her hands behind her back as she walked.

“Because you went on a date with him a little while ago, didn’t you?”

“D-date—who went on a date with Alex?!”

“You did. I saw you and Alex coming out of a café one day.”

“T-that wasn’t a date,” Kazekiri said. “I was just repaying Alex for helping me with something.”

“Oh…”

Gabrielle felt the strange knot in her chest lighten. She had naturally believed Alex when he said that he and Kazekiri hadn’t gone on a date, but hearing it confirmed by the other party made her feel a lot lighter. How weird was that?

Kazekiri glanced at Gabrielle out of the corner of her eye. “So… um, why would you ask me something like that?”

“I love Alex,” Gabrielle declared. “I love him so much that my heart feels like it’s going to burst whenever I think about him. Selene said she doesn’t love him, but I think she does. I just wanted to know if you felt the same way.”

“Well, I… it’s not like I hate him or anything.” Kazekiri looked at the floor. She didn’t speak until after they had turned a corner. “Would it bother you if I said I did like Alex?”

“No, why should it?” Gabrielle smiled. “I think it would be great if you loved Alex. That would mean we could both love him together with Selene. We could even become a family!”

“Huh?”

Gabrielle beamed at Kazekiri, thinking of how nice it would be if this girl also loved Alex. One of Gabrielle’s dreams was to have a big family. She wanted to have a lot of sisters to spend her life with.

Of course, she loved Michelle and Ariel, but if she could have even more sisters to have fun with, that would be the best. They could go on adventures together, travel the galaxy together, and take baths together. It would be amazing.

It wasn’t long before they entered the classroom. As the sliding door closed behind them after they had stepped through, Gabrielle looked around at the interior she found herself in. The classroom was built in a tertiary style. One row of desks sat at the front, while a second level sat behind and above it, followed by a third, a fourth, and a fifth. All the desks sloped in a gentle U-shape. At the front of the classroom was a platform with a massive screen that was currently black.

Several people were already inside, either sitting or standing. Gabrielle looked at all of the unfamiliar faces that stared back at her. Barely a second had passed before she spotted three familiar people amongst the crowd.

“Selene! Ryoko! Serah!”

Gabrielle darted away from Kazekiri, ran up the steps to the third level, and almost tackled Selene to the floor in a hug.

“I’m so glad you three are in the same class as me!” she laughed.

“G-Gabrielle?” Selene stuttered. “What are you doing here?”

Grinning, Gabrielle took a step back and gave them a victory sign. “I’m now attending Atreyu Academy. Pretty cool, right?”

Selene Metronome stared at her with dark brown eyes. Her skin was really dark, which made Gabrielle think of chocolate cake, which consequently made her kind of hungry. Selene worked in a bakery, too, so she could totally get her some cake. Like everyone else, Selene was wearing the Atreyu Academy uniform. Gabrielle thought the colors complimented her friend’s dark skin and hair.

“Ho?” Someone came up behind Gabrielle and cupped her boobs. Blinking, Gabrielle looked over her shoulder as a face suddenly appeared in her field of vision. It was Ryoko. “So you’re now attending Atreyu Academy? That’s interesting. Very unexpected. However, I do like the idea of being able to feel these sweater stuffers whenever I want.”

“Right?” another girl, Serah, agreed as she knelt before Gabrielle and rubbed her thighs. It kind of tickled. “These wonderful thighs are so amazing. So supple but so strong. I’ve never met another girl who has such a perfect pair of thighs, and now I get to touch them whenever I want!”

Gabrielle tilted her head as the two continued to fondle her. “Are my thighs really that great?”

“Of course they are!”

The two touching her were Ryoko and Serah, a pair of best friends who couldn’t have looked more different but were the same on the inside. Ryoko’s dark skin was several shades lighter than Selene. She had yellow-ish eyes that must have been from extraterrestrial blood. Serah had pale skin. Really pale skin. She also had brown hair and hazel eyes, and her face was a little plain. Honestly, if it weren’t for her personality, Gabrielle thought she might forget this girl’s name.

“Would you two stop groping Gabrielle!” Kazekiri shouted as she marched up to their level. She stopped two steps down and pointed at them. “Quit your shameless behavior this instant! You’re going to kill the moral backbone of this school with your blatant perversion!”

“Oh, great. It’s Rule Book,” Ryoko grumbled as she and Serah let go of Gabrielle. “You really need to lighten up. It’s just some friendly skinship.”

“Friendly skinship?” Kazekiri narrowed her eyes. “That’s not what it seemed like to me, you molester!”

“Now those are fighting words,” Ryoko said while Serah watched on. The two girls, Ryoko and Kazekiri, were literally glaring each other down, practically nose to nose. It reminded her of how her sisters would argue. However, this felt a lot more serious.

Not sure what she should do, Gabrielle wandered over to Selene.

“Do those three not like each other?” she asked.

Selene sent her a pained smile. “Ryoko and Serah have never gotten along with Kazekiri. Since the moment those three met, they’ve been at each other’s throats. Kazekiri is a stickler for the rules, while Serah and Ryoko tend to do whatever they want, and as I’m sure you’ve noticed, they have a habit of inappropriately touching girls, which causes Kazekiri to get mad at them.” She looked back at the argument. “It’s caused a lot of friction. Actually, Serah and Ryoko played a really cruel joke on Kazekiri a few years back. It’s made her hate them even more… not that I can necessarily blame her.”

Gabrielle didn’t know what Selene meant when she said “inappropriately touching” but understood the rest well enough. She looked back at the three as they argued. While her sisters fought a lot, she knew they loved each other, but there didn’t seem to be any of that here.

“Oh… that’s really sad.”

Ryoko and Serah were her friends, but Kazekiri was also a good friend. Kazekiri had even helped rescue all of them (her, Ryoko, Selene, Jasmine, Alice, Ariel, and Michelle) from MacArt just a few days ago.

Of course, neither Ryoko nor Selene knew what had happened. It seemed the trauma from having the Parasyte—a device used to control people—forcefully inserted into the bodies had caused enough mental stress that they had a minor case of amnesia. Fortunately, it wouldn’t cause them any lasting harm.

All that said, Kazekiri was a great person, and Alex had confessed that he had a great deal of respect for her. It made Gabrielle want to befriend her, and if possible, she’d like it if Ryoko and Serah could befriend the girl, too.

Is there any way I could help these two understand each other and become friends? I must have an invention that I can—Oh! I know!

Gabrielle swiped her finger through the air and summoned one of her devices.

“Mr. Adhesive! I choose you!”

What appeared in her hand looked like a tiny green sphere. It was very innocuous. However, when Gabrielle squeezed it, a ripple passed over the ball. She tossed it between Ryoko and Kazekiri. The two barely had time to study the object before it suddenly elongated into two tendrils. Each tendril latched onto their hands, sticking to their palms, and then pulling their respective left and right hands together.






[image: ]






“W-what is this?!” Kazekiri shouted as she tried to pull her hand away from Ryoko’s.

“The hell?!” Ryoko added while attempting to do the same thing. However, no matter how hard either of them tried to pull themselves apart, Mr. Adhesive refused to let them separate.

Gabrielle crossed her arms and pouted at the two. “Fighting is bad. Since you two are fighting, I’m going to have you stay together until you learn to understand one another.”

“Why would you do this to me?!” asked Ryoko, her voice practically a loud shriek.

Kazekiri was much calmer. “Gabrielle, I think I understand what you are trying to do, but while I appreciate that you want us to get along, I do not believe this is the right way to go about it. Please undo this… whatever it is, so we can both go free.”

“I can’t.”

Kazekiri was taken aback. “Excuse me?”

“Mr. Adhesive is an adhesive that works on the principles of Particulate Relativity. It hasn’t stuck you two together. It’s temporarily melded your hands together by rearranging the particles that make up your skin. Of course, it has a time limit, so your hands will eventually return to normal. However, your hands won’t separate until twenty-four hours have passed.”

“WHAT?!” Kazekiri and Ryoko shouted at the same time.
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Alex grunted as he leapt backward, avoiding a giant ball and chain that Nyx had created from a boulder she had transmuted with her alchemy. The massive ball with spikes all over it slammed into the ground. He winced as the earth broke apart, cracking, denting, breaking. That could have been his head.

Alchemists were a huge threat in combat. They didn’t need to carry weapons. They could create weapons from anything. What’s more, Nyx was a trained assassin who excelled at using a variety of different weapons. Alex had seen her make everything from swords and sentient whips to spears, sickles, and that massive ball and chain she’d thrown at him just down.

And that wasn’t the only thing she could do with alchemy.

Clapping her hands together, Nyx slammed her hands onto the ground. Alex barely had time to blink before the earth rose up on all sides, formed into nearly half a dozen hands, and tried to squash him flat.

“Hgggnnn!!”

Alex called upon his Aura of Creation and generated a shield. He pictured a dome surrounding him, protecting him. The hands came in, slammed against the silvery blue dome, and bounced off, though that didn’t stop their assault. Rather than be discouraged, the hands formed into fists and began punching his dome as though attempting to break it with brute force.

“I’m pleased that you can create shields now,” Voice Number Two opined. “However, a shield is the most basic form of protection you can make. Try expanding it to turn your defense into a strong offense.”

“Che! Do you really think this brat can do that? Look at him. He’s barely holding on as it is,” Voice Number One said. “You know if you used my powers, you could easily overpower this little girl.”

I’m not… gonna use… your power!

Alex screamed as though doing so would somehow give him strength. He strained his mind and imagined the dome surrounding him expanding, pictured it pushing the hands away—no, he pictured it destroying the hands.

Sadly, it was not to be.

A crack appeared in his barrier. More cracks spread from the one, expanding outward and multiplying until they covered the entire dome. Alex fell to his knees. There was a loud groan, like metal squealing when too much stress was placed on it. Barely a second later, a loud shattering sound echoed around him, and then the hands came down.

Darkness.

When Alex woke up again, he was lying on his back. Soft grass was underneath him, and his head was resting on a soft pair of thighs, which he recognized belonged to Nyx. They were firm but soft. The moment he opened his eyes, Nyx’s modest chest, beautiful facial features, and emotionless crimson eyes were practically in his face. The only features he couldn’t see were her chin and mouth.

“I died again,” he sighed.

“You did indeed.”

“You got your ass kicked, you fucking pussy.”

Shut up…

“I wish you would fuck some pussy.”

I said shut up!

“You lasted longer this time,” Nyx said, and Alex didn’t know if she was complimenting him or being condescending. He knew she wasn’t the type, but his own feelings of inferiority made her words sound more mocking than complimentary. “The last time we fought, you only lasted five minutes. You lasted ten minutes this time.”

Alex sparred with Nyx every day. Of course, they’d only known each other for about two and a half weeks now, but he had already learned a lot from her. Unlike King Lucifer, who was all power, and Azazel, who used brute strength, Nyx was a finesse fighter. She relied less on power and more on tactics designed to deceive her opponents.

That wasn’t to say she couldn’t just overpower him, because she could, and she did sometimes. Nyx had created tidal waves of earth that crushed him, built giant walls that suddenly shot spikes to impale him, and had even transmuted a miniature sun by creating plasma with her alchemy and dropped it on his head. She had power in spades. She just preferred not to use it.

I guess that’s an assassin for you.

“You are still too reckless, however,” Nyx added. “You’re very smart, but you always try to attack me head on. You rarely use any feints or tactics meant to deceive, which is what you should be doing when faced with an opponent you can’t overwhelm through power alone.”

“Ugh… I know.”

“You also don’t ever counter my attacks,” Nyx continued. “I’ve noticed it before, but it seems you have problems getting the timing of my attacks down. If you can’t learn to read my movements, you’ll never be able to time my attacks, which means you won’t be able to counter me, and if you can’t counterattack, then you’ll be stuck playing reactionary defense.”

Alex had noticed it before, but Nyx, who rarely ever talked, had a lot to say on the matter of his combat abilities, or his lack thereof. It was interesting. Nyx barely said two sentences at any other time. However, after they finished fighting, she could lecture him for an hour or longer, depending on how many flaws she found in his combat abilities.

Nyx frowned at him. “Are you listening to me?”

“Of course I am.” Alex smiled from his position on her lap. “Thank you, Nyx. Your advice is always helpful. It’s because of you that I lasted five minutes longer than last time.”

Nyx’s eyes widened as she looked away. “S-so long as you’re taking my advice to heart, you’ll continue to grow stronger.”

“I know. Thanks again.”

Since their battle was over, Alex shut off the simulator. The area around them, an alpine prairie with numerous holes, pockmarks, scars, and trenches, undulated and wavered before slowly vanishing like it was a holographic image. What replaced the prairie was a large room made of white cube-shaped tiles.

This was the simulator, named Mr. Simulator by Gabrielle, which relied on dimensional transphasing technology to create realistic simulations of various locations across the galaxy. Alex wasn’t sure how it worked yet. Gabrielle had explained it to him, but she used a lot of terms that he had never heard of. However, he was studying up on the various theories and principles behind dimension-based technology, so he would hopefully be able to recreate it at some point.

“You can take a shower first,” Alex said to Nyx as they left the simulator.

Nyx nodded, paused, and then said, “You’d better not peep on me.”

“Don’t worry. I would never do something like that.”

“I mean it, don’t peep on me.”

“I won’t. I promise.”

Nyx frowned, then slowly nodded, and then left the laboratory. Alex watched her go before deciding to work on some of his experiments. He had a few that Gabrielle didn’t know about because he was hoping to surprise her. As he sat down at the workbench he and Gabrielle spent so many hours at, he grabbed a hydrospanner, a screwdriver with several configurations, a welder, several wrenches, and an object that looked like a sphere that was at least 24 centimeters in circumference.

I wonder if I can finally make that D-sphere work properly…
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Classes were surprisingly boring. Gabrielle hadn’t realized how easy they would be, but thinking about it logically, perhaps she should have. The humans in this solar system didn’t have a very high level of math or science. All of their classes taught subjects that she could do in her sleep. On the other hand, she did have a history class, which was actually kind of interesting, but she’d never been a big fan of history, so listening to their teacher lecture was hard on her ears.

It was lunch time now, and Gabrielle was eating alongside Selene, Serah, and the still stuck together Kazekiri and Ryoko.

“Damn it! I can’t eat with only one hand!”

“Stop swearing! It’s vulgar and is a corrupting influence on today’s youth!”

“Shut up, you damn Rule Book!”

“Don’t call me Rule Book!”

Kazekiri and Ryoko were arguing as they tried to eat their lunch, but because they were arguing so much, it looked like they had forgotten about their food. They reminded Gabrielle of her sisters. Sadly, unlike Ariel and Michelle, Gabrielle couldn’t make them get along by getting them both angry at her instead. That was why she used Mr. Adhesive. Extreme measures would be required to make these two become friends.

I’d like it if all my friends could get along.

Speaking of getting along…

“Selene, Kazekiri, Ryoko,” Gabrielle said suddenly. “I wanted to apologize to you for what happened the other day.”

“The other day?” Selene blinked.

“You mean when we were kidnapped by that alien?” asked Ryoko.

“Yes.” Gabrielle nodded before pausing. “Wait. Do you remember what happened?”

Ryoko shook her head. “No, we don’t actually remember what happened, but Karen Kanzaki told us all about it. She said that an extraterrestrial kidnapped us and controlled our bodies using some kind of machine.” She shuddered. “To be honest, it gives me the creeps thinking about how somebody was controlling me and I didn’t even know it.”

“I’m sorry.” As though a weight were pressing down on her, Gabrielle’s shoulders slumped. “That was all my fault.”

She didn’t know how much Karen had told these three, so Gabrielle decided to simply tell them everything, about how she was the princess of Angelisia, how her father controlled the galaxy, how Alex was her fiancée, and how he was fighting against her marriage candidates to prove himself. She told them everything. They were her friends. It was only right.

“Whoa,” Ryoko murmured. “I had no idea that’s what was going on. So Alex is a candidate to becoming the Emperor of the Galaxy? That’s crazy.”

“Somehow… I’m not as surprised as I feel I should be,” Selene added with a sigh. “This sounds exactly like something that reckless idiot would do.”

Kazekiri frowned. “So, Alex… he’s marrying you?”

“Yes!” Gabrielle beamed. “Alex and I are engaged!”

She still had to work on getting Alex to confess his feelings to her, but she knew that he loved her, that he wasn’t just protecting her because of altruistic reasons anymore. Fortunately, she had Michelle with her now. Her sister said she was going to find a way to make Alex confess his feelings. She trusted Michelle on this matter.

“I… see…” Kazekiri looked away. “I had heard about all this the other day when I was rescuing Alex from the Mars Penitentiary, but I guess this confirms it.”

“You seem awfully depressed, Rule Book.” Ryoko leaned over and grinned. “Were you hoping to have Alex for yourself? Don’t tell me you’re secretly in love with Alex? You were always complaining about how he kept breaking the rules back when he went to Primary with us.”

“T-that’s not it at all!” Kazekiri shouted. “I don’t love Alex! He’s just… he’s just a friend, okay?!”

“Still, it is pretty depressing,” Ryoko mused. “I kinda had the hots for Alex myself, but it seems he’s already taken, and by a sexy alien princess to boot! I can’t compete with that.”

“You like Alex?” Gabrielle asked. “In that case, why don’t you just join us?”

“Excuse me?” asked Serah, frowning.

“Yeah!” Gabrielle brightened as another idea came to her. “You and Kazekiri can both marry Alex with me! Then we can become one big family!”

Ryoko laughed. “That’s quite the joke. You’re a pretty funny girl.”

Gabrielle crossed her arms and pouted. “I’m not joking. Why does everyone always think I’m joking?”

“Because polygamy is illegal,” Kazekiri said. “It corrupts the moral backbone of our society!”

“I don’t know what polygamy is,” Gabrielle confessed, “but it’s perfectly acceptable for a man or a woman to have more than one spouse where I come from.”

Everyone froze at her words. They stared at her with eyes so wide Gabrielle thought their eyeballs might simply roll out of their sockets. Had she said something wrong?

“You mean polygamy is legal in the rest of the galaxy?” asked Serah, her voice trembling. “A woman can have her own harem?”

“Harem?” Gabrielle tilted her head.

“It’s when someone has more than one spouse,” Selene said with a sigh. “That’s also called polygamy.”

“Oh…” Gabrielle paused. “Yes, it’s perfectly possible for a woman to have her own harem. Why wouldn’t it be?”

Her words caused an even greater ripple of shock to run through her friends.

She didn’t understand why everyone was so surprised by a woman having a harem. Huh. And now she knew what Michelle meant when her sister kept bragging about getting the harem end. Anyway, there were lots of Angelisian women, soldiers in the military, who had multiple male spouses. Papa always told her that the strong attracted members of the opposite sex. She hadn’t really understood what Papa meant until meeting Alex.

Alex was strong and brave and kind, which was what attracted Gabrielle to him, but she wasn’t the only one who was attracted to those traits. Jasmine, Selene, Kazekiri, Ryoko. They were also attracted to Alex. It was just like Papa had said.

“I can’t believe I’ve been living in this solar system,” Serah muttered.

Ryoko nodded. “Screw my parents’ shop. Once I graduate from Primary, I’m getting out of this solar system and making a harem.”

“Ho-how shameless,” Kazekiri muttered.

Selene just sighed.

Lunch continued on, and the chatter of the other students surrounded Gabrielle and her friends.
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Alex wondered if he would ever get used to putting on his Angelisian crisis suit. He supposed he would, eventually, like when Ariel managed to crack the seals on his memories and core. However, until that time came, he would need to put up with excruciating agony as the suit sealed itself to his pores and synchronized with his nervous system.

The Angelisian crisis suit was a body enhancement unitard created by Gabrielle, worn by the Angelisian military, and made from a sentient plant found only on Angelisia. It was an impressive piece of tech, capable of enhancing the body by stimulating the nervous system. This sped up the neural synapses reaction time and pushed a person’s physical prowess to the absolute limit, allowing for tremendous power and speed. However, it had limitations.

Angelisian crisis suits protected people against elemental damage. They nullified electricity, were heat and cold resistant, and regulated a person’s body temperature. On the other hand, they couldn’t protect against physical damage. Slashing attacks and blunt force trauma would still hurt. Despite this, they were excellent suits. He could see why the Angelisian military had adopted them as their official uniform.

The suit that Alex had put on was translucent, so no one would realize he was actually wearing it. Even the fabric had been adapted to simulate the sensation of bare skin. Gabrielle had made this one just a few days ago after he talked to her about how MacArt had his suit removed when he’d been incarcerated in the Mars Penitentiary.

He liked this invisible version because it gave him an edge during combat. He wore his regular clothes over the crisis suit, black pants, a white shirt, and a dark gray hoodie, along with a pair of black spacer boots. No one would even realize he was wearing a body enhancing suit now. If something like the incident with MacArt ever happened again, he would be ready.

Since it was just him and Nyx that day, he spent most of his time in the lab, working on his invention, the D-sphere. It was based off Gabrielle’s D-glove. Well, it was inspired by the D-glove. It wasn’t anywhere near that complicated. The principles behind it ran more along the lines of the D-box, which was the precursor to the D-glove that Gabrielle, her sisters, and now he used.

Nyx was present while he worked. She sat beside him, watching his hands as he fiddled with his invention. He guessed she was bored and, having nothing better to do, decided to watch him.

He was having some issues calibrating the D-sphere’s ability to create a separate dimension inside of it. The problem was that he was trying to create this without using Gabrielle’s design, which he knew for a fact worked. Sure, using her original blueprints as a template would have made his work easier, but he was trying to make this from original parts and recreate the ability to make a dimensional space inside of an object without help. This was a test to see how much he’d learned.

The parts look good, but…

Alex finished fusing together some of the last few circuits inside of the device. He was using Mr. Welder, which was a giant spherical object that used a combination of anti-gravity technology with precision machinery. Objects floated inside of the sphere, and Alex used a pair of joysticks to control the precision lasers and welding technology inside. Not only were the joysticks very precise and easy to manipulate, but the screen floating above him gave him a perfect view of what he was doing. This made it easier to do precision work.

“Okay.” Alex breathed out slowly as he powered down Mr. Welder. “Time to see if it works.”

A small panel opened in Mr. Welder, and Alex reached in, grabbed the D-sphere, and pulled it out. As the panel slid closed, he wandered over to the testing ground.

Because a lot of his and Gabrielle’s inventions had a bad habit of exploding, they had decided to create a place where they could test their new devices without fear of causing property damage. It used a similar concept as the simulator. The space was separated by a transparent bubble, which acted as a phaser that shifted people from one dimension to another one. Nothing outside of the bubble would be harmed.

On a side note, Alex had noticed that Gabrielle really enjoyed screwing with dimensions and spatial distortions.

I should probably be worried about that.

Setting the D-sphere on a small pedestal, Alex backed away several meters before holding up his wrist and pressing a small button on his IDband. A light on top of the sphere blinked once. It blinked again. Okay. Good. That meant it was activated. Now he needed to—

“Is it supposed to blink that much?” asked Nyx. She had followed him and was standing on his left.

“Huh?” Alex looked back at the D-sphere and noticed, with some shock, that was it rapidly blinking. In fact, the light flickering in and out was picking up speed. “Oh… that’s not good.”

Acting without thinking, Alex grabbed Nyx and shielded her with his body just as the D-sphere exploded. If it had just been a regular explosion, this wouldn’t have been a problem. The issue was that the very space around the D-sphere was warped. Reality bent around the explosion, undulating and twisting as everything within a several meter radius was sucked into what appeared to be a black hole.

Alex dug his feet into the ground, but even so, he was sliding back. Thankfully, Nyx was there. She transmuted her hair into several spikes and impaled the ground, using them as hooks to keep them from moving further.

Reality eventually returned to normal. The black hole, a false black hole creating by the warping of reality, disappeared as all the energy that created it was spent. Alex breathed a sigh of relief. Then he looked longingly at his now destroyed D-sphere… or, well, where it had been. It wasn’t there anymore.

“Well,” he began, “that was a failure.”

Nyx just nodded.

They had spent a lot of time in that lab, about two hours all told. When Alex looked at the time, he realized that school would be ending soon.

After taking a quick shower, he and Nyx left the house and walked toward Atreyu Academy. They arrived at the gates just as everyone was leaving. Dozens of students streamed out of the front gates, barely paying them any mind as they passed together in clumps, chatting up a storm. Alex and Nyx stood there and waited until Gabrielle arrived with Kazkiri, Selene, Ryoko, and Serah.

“Hey,” Alex greeted everyone.

“Alex!” Gabrielle collided with him and gave a bone crushing hug. “I missed you!”

“Erm…” Alex set aside his discomfort and patted Gabrielle on the head. “Nice to see you, too. How was school?”

“It was okay. Classes were boring, but I liked spending time with my friends!”

“I’m glad to hear that.” Alex smiled as Gabrielle took a step back, and then he addressed everyone else. “Thank you for looking after… erm… why are Kiri-Kiri and Ryoko holding hands like that.”

“Don’t ask,” Ryoko moaned.

“It’s Gabrielle’s fault,” Kazekiri grumbled.

“Huh…”

Alex looked at Gabrielle, who explained what happened. He tried his hardest not to facepalm as she told him about how she used a device to literally fuse their flesh together.

“Gabby, I know you wanted them to make nice, but you should probably avoid using anything that could cause molecular damage if it goes wrong.”

“Don’t worry!” Gabrielle gave him a thumbs up. “This is one of the inventions I made that doesn’t explode.”

“Right…”

Selene and Serah left first. Selene was needed at her family bakery, and Serah didn’t like men. Kazekiri and Ryoko left soon. Ryoko had tried flirting with him, but the girl she was stuck to dragged the dark-skinned female off. It seemed they would be spending the night at Kazekiri’s house. The last he saw of them before they disappeared into the crowd, the two were arguing about something, though he couldn’t hear them so he didn’t know what it was about. After that, Alex, Nyx, and Gabrielle stood by the front gate and waited for Alice, Jasmine, Michelle, and Ariel to show up so they could go home.

Sadly, there was someone else who found them first.

“Gabrielle and Nyx! Ah! I must be blessed to be graced by such beauty after school. Truly, for a man such as myself, who has often been called the King of Beauty, seeing a pair of lovely young flowers is a blessing in and of itself.”

This guy…

The person now kneeling before Gabrielle and Nyx was a pretty boy with tousled blond hair, blue eyes, and the pleated pants and blazer that boys wore to Atreyu Academy. For whatever reason, sparkles surrounded this boy. Likewise, he appeared to have purposefully narrowed his eyes as if doing so made him look more seductive… or something. Alex didn’t really get it.

Gabrielle looked at the boy, blinking several times as she tilted her head. “Who are you?”

Alex would never get over Gabrielle’s reaction to Jameson, or Jameson’s reaction to Gabrielle. The way his sort of fiancée kept forgetting all about the noble jerkwad made him want to giggle. Likewise, watching Jameson’s face rapidly pale as his eyes widened in shock was priceless. In fact, just because it was so great, Alex took a quick snapshot with the camera function on his IDband. He’d see about getting it converted into a digital photo for later.

“H-how cruel,” Jameson wept shamelessly. “How could you forget about me? It is I, Jameson de Truante, the King of Romance, the man who is going to steal you away from that vagabond Alexander and make you my bride!”

“Jameson… Jameson…” Gabrielle crossed her arms and scrunched up her face. Finally, it cleared. “Wait. Did you say ‘de Truante’?”

“Yes! The de Truantes are a noble family dating back to the age before the new calendar. Our ancestors were amazing people who pioneered space travel and made it possible for others to follow in our footsteps.”

As the man waxed poetic about his family’s great history, Alex recalled a bit about the de Truantes, who were indeed well-known for owning several trade routes through the Sol System. These routes were used primarily by traders and merchants. The de Truante family’s success in finding those space lanes, which cut down on the time it took to travel the solar system, were what had made the family so successful.

Jameson looked at Gabrielle, hope shining clearly in his eyes as he continued talking up his family name.

“That means you’re related to Jasmine, right?” asked Gabrielle.

And just like that, all the hope vanished as Jameson realized the reason Gabrielle was so interested in his family name.

Alex burst out laughing.

This was the scene that Alice, Ariel, Michelle, and Jasmine arrived at. Alex saw them pass through the gate first, and he greeted the group with an easygoing smile.

“Hey, how was school?” he asked.

Jasmine huffed as she flicked her long, drill-like curls behind her back. “Oh ho ho ho ho! It was easy, of course. For one such as I, who has often been called the Queen of Education, attending classes is simpler than snapping my fingers.”

“It was troublesome,” Alice yawned.

Jasmine de Truante was Jameson’s little sister, but unlike Jameson, who had no redeeming qualities that Alex could see, Jasmine was a nice girl with a few cute quirks. She had blonde hair and blue eyes, which was a genetic feature of the de Truante family, and they complimented her aristocratic features. Her hair was done up in numerous drill-like curls. She only came up to about his chest. While she was short, that merely enhanced some of her more prominent features, like her bust, which strained against the white-collared shirt of her school uniform.

Alice was his little sister. She looked nothing like him, though. Her hair was brown and her eyes were the same color and half-lidded, as though she was perpetually bored. She was about the same height as Jasmine.

Jasmine spread her legs apart, placed one hand on her hip, and brought the other to her mouth. “Oh ho ho ho ho! It was only troublesome to you because you couldn’t be bothered. You should learn from my example. I am the Queen of Precedence, after all! Oh ho ho ho ho!”

Alex ignored the pair as they bantered and focused on Gabrielle as she greeted her two sisters.

“What do you think? Did you have fun at school? Did you make any friends?” Gabrielle’s eyes sparkled as she spoke with her sisters.

Michelle smiled as she twirled a strand of hair between her fingers. “I had a decent time at school. I did meet a lot of new people, though it’s too soon to call them friends. They were nice, though the kept asking about my wings and ears. I had to tell them they were accessories since we’ve been told not to reveal our alien nature.”

Ariel huffed. “I would never call those sycophants friends. They were only interested in staring at your tits.”

“That does not mean much coming from the girl who has no tits,” Michelle said.

“I dare you to say that again!”

“Give it time,” Alex said. “I’m sure you’ll make friends eventually.”

“I’ll do my best to follow your advice.” Michelle tucked a strand of hair behind her ear and smiled at him.

“Piss off.” Ariel didn’t seem to appreciate his words like her sister did.

Alex wondered how odd they looked to the people walking by. There was a group of beautiful girls congregating around one guy, and there was another guy kneeling on the ground and crying his eyes out. People surely thought they must have looked weird. Alex couldn’t hear the words being spoken, but he saw several people glance at them and begin whispering as they walked by.

“Are you sure you don’t want to attend school, Nyx?” Alex asked the girl by his side.

Nyx shook her head, though she didn’t say anything, or rather, she couldn’t say anything.

“There you are!” someone called out among the crowd of onlookers.

It was like magic. Every single person stopped what they were doing and turned toward the voice. Alex couldn’t see anything at first, but soon, the crowd of students parted to reveal…

What the heck?

He walked forward, a young man around his age with wind swept dark hair and dazzling green eyes. Clad in, of all things, plate mail, his greaves and shoulder pauldrons clicked together as he strode forward with a confident gate. Light reflected off his chest plate. The crimson cape thrown over his shoulders swished as he walked forward. A sword hung at his side, sheathed in a scabbard made of glittering gold.

Is he staring at Gabrielle?

The boy was, indeed, staring at Gabrielle. He walked up to her, a stern-looking woman at his side. Gabrielle gazed curiously as the boy knelt before her. He took one of her hands in his and gazed up at her with a look that made Alex want to gag and punch him in the face at the same time.

“Gabrielle, my love, my life, how I have longed to see you again,” he said. “I have never once forgotten the days we used to spend together during our youth. Oh, Gabrielle! Come! Let me take you away from this dreary, backwater world!”

Alex wasn’t sure what to do. This guy was clearly one of Gabrielle’s marriage candidates. He was dressed in ridiculous clothing, had mentioned taking her away from this backwater planet, and seemed to know exactly who she is. On the other hand, his assault was so straightforward that Alex didn’t know if he should respond with violence or just let things play out.

“I’m sorry,” Gabrielle apologized with a bright, cheerful smile, “but who are you?”

The young man stared at Gabrielle like she had just farted in his face. His expression, those wide eyes and gaping mouth, was about even funnier than when it happened to Jameson. Alex even imagined an aura of gloom appearing around the boy, hovering about him like a raincloud drenching his hair. It was an unusual image for him to conjure.

“H-how could you not remember me?!” the boy asked. “We spent an entire month together when we were little! Do you remember nothing of those times? You said that we would always be friends!”

“Did I? Hmm…” Gabrielle went into what Alex recognized as her deep-thinking mode. Her eyes became squinted as she crossed her arms and gazed into the distance. He thought the way her nose wiggled was cute. “Sorry, but I don’t remember you.”

“That… cannot be…”

As the young man slumped onto his hands and knees, laughter rang out from Jameson, who, like the dead rising again, stood up with renewed life. Continuing to laugh, he flicked his hair out of his face and gazed at the boy decked in armor with a superior expression.

“How pathetic. I do not know who you are, but to come here and speak so extravagantly, only for my sweet Gabrielle to not remember who you are is beyond sad. You poor, thuggish fool.”

The boy in armor raised his head and glared at Jameson. “I see. You must be him.” Standing back to his feet, he pointed at Jameson. “Alexander Ryker! I challenge you to a duel for Princess Gabrielle’s hand in marriage!”
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A nearly deafening silence engulfed the area around the school gate. No one spoke. Even the students who’d been minding their own business were now watching on in interest, crowding around the group. Alex and his friends remained silent as Jameson’s face morphed into first bafflement, and then anger as what the boy said finally set in.

“How dare you insult me by insinuating that I am that lowly peasant! I am Jameson de Truante! A noble of such pedigree that people often call me the King of Atreyu Academy! Do not dare insult my noble lineage by mistaking me for that peon!”

During Jameson’s tirade, the boy in armor faltered, raised arm slowly falling to his side. “Really? Then… if you are not Alexander Ryker, who is?”

As one, every single person present, Jameson included, pointed at Alex. The boy in armor turned to him. Alex felt like a rat at a dissection table as the boy studied him. Everything about this situation felt so surreal that he had no idea what to do.

Finally, the boy nodded and pointed at him. “Alexander Ryker! I challenge you to a duel for Gabrielle’s hand in marriage!”

“Oh, my,” Michelle murmured, twirling a strand of hair between her fingers. The peculiar smile on her face said she was probably amused. Beside her, Ariel facepalmed as if this spectacle was too stupid for her to watch.

“Yeah… no,” Alex said.

The boy, once more, faltered. “W-why not?”

“There are many reasons, but let’s stick with one. I don’t know who you are.”

“I see. Yes. It is true that I forgot to introduce myself. Very well.” Coughing into his hand, the boy squared his shoulders and stared at Alex like he was a fighter in a dueling ring. “I am Arthur, crown prince of Camelot! I have come to rescue Princess Gabrielle from your vile clutches!”

“Uh huh…”

So… this guy really was one of Gabrielle’s marriage candidates. Alex couldn’t tell whether this guy, Arthur, was honorable or pompous. His ridiculous outfit and ludicrous way of challenging someone was the height of pomp, worse even than the nobles Alex knew, but then again, he was actually challenging Alex and not using deceit. Alex had to at least respect that.

However…

“I still refuse.”

“W-what?” Arthur nearly tripped despite standing in completely still. “Wh-why?! You have no right to refuse me!”

“Of course I do.” Alex shook his head. “You’re asking me for something that I have no right giving. A fight for Gabrielle’s hand in marriage? I don’t have the right to make such a challenge, never mind accept one. And you. Who the hell do you think you are? You can’t waltz up here and just challenge me for Gabrielle. That’s not your call to make.”

Alex finally hardened his expression into a glare, which he used to pin Arthur in place. Behind him, the stern-looking woman suddenly stiffened and reached into her blouse, but he ignored her for now.

“Listen up, because I’m only going to say this once! Whoever Gabrielle marries will be her choice! Neither you, or I, or anyone else can choose this for her. The decision to marry rests solely with Gabrielle and no one else. If you try to take that choice away from her, then I’ll kick your ass to the sun, but I’m not going to challenge you for the right to marry her when that right doesn’t even exist with me.”

Love was not something that people could decide for someone else. Marriage, as an extension of love, was something that only the person in question could choose. Alex didn’t care if Gabrielle was the princess to a galaxy spanning empire. She had just as much right to choose who she wanted to marry as anyone else did.

Months ago, Alex had decided to protect Gabrielle from her suitors, from her father, from anyone who thought they could decide what she should do with her life. He was not going to let some pompous prince get in the way of his promise.

Alex thought he looked pretty cool standing up to this Arthur guy. Indeed, he even felt like a real hero. Sadly, someone else did, too, and she was determined to ruin his image.

“ALEX!”

He felt her breasts on his back before he felt her arms around his neck. It was Gabrielle, hugging him in her hug that crushed bones into a fine powder. Alex swore he could feel his spine being crushed.

“G-Gabby… can’t breathe… neck…”

But Gabrielle was not listening to him.

“This is the reason I love you so much, Alex! You know exactly how I feel and are willing to help me! This is why you’re the only person I’ll ever marry!”

Alex was vaguely aware of the people around them, but they were background noise as he struggled to focus past the pain of his back being accidentally snapped and his neck being squeezed into a fine paste. He squinted and looked at Arthur. The young man was staring at him with large, teary eyes. What the heck was up with him now?

“That… don’t think you’ve won yet!” Arthur pointed at him. “You might have bested me here, but I’ll be back to reclaim Gabrielle from you! Just you watch!!”

With tears streaming down his face, Arthur turned around and ran back the way he had come, his armor jingling together as he grew smaller and smaller, until, at last, he disappeared. The woman by his side watched for several moments. She relaxed her stance, bowed to them, and then walked off to follow the armored young man.

In the silence that followed, Alex could only wonder about what the next few days had in store for him. Knowing his luck, it would probably involve challenges for a duel, Arthur’s attempts to woo Gabrielle, and a lot of explosions.

I guess this is the price I pay for trying to be a hero.

Alex wouldn’t say he was beginning to second guess his career choice, but dang it, he wished the galaxy would give him a break.


INTERLUDE

KAZEKIRI AND RYOKO

Kazekiri could not imagine something worse than being stuck to Ryoko. Out of all the people she knew, Ryoko was by far the worst person to have ever existed. Alex was reckless, yes, and he had a bad habit of destroying property like it was all the rage, sure, but Alex still tried his best to do the right thing. He just went about it the wrong way. If nothing else, she could respect his dedication to saving others.

Ryoko had no such good qualities.

“I cannot believe I am stuck with an immoral wretch like you,” Kazekiri complained as she sat on the shuttle beside Ryoko.

“An immoral wretch, am I?” Ryoko glared at her. “Better to be an immoral wretch than a stuck-up bitch with several tons worth of durasteel shoved up her ass.”

“What crude language.” Kazekiri scoffed. “Then again, what should I have expected from someone who’s very existence corrupts the moral backbone of our society?”

“There you go again with that ‘moral backbone’ crap of yours.” Ryoko rolled her eyes. “Do you even listen to yourself talk? Maybe if you did, you’d realize that the reason nobody likes you is because you’re a complete killjoy.”

“That isn’t true,” Kazeki said softly, trying not to let the words sting. They hurt because it was true that a lot of people didn’t like her for this very reason. “Alex likes me. He told me that he respects my willingness to stand up for myself.”

Kazekiri would have never used Alex’s name like this before, but they had become closer in recent days, and she was beginning to respect Alex. He tried to do the right thing. She admired his tenacity. What’s more, he was the only person who had ever told Kazekiri that he respected how she stood up for her beliefs. That, more than anything, sent a warm feeling straight to her heart.

Perhaps it was her words, but Ryoko said nothing after that. She just scoffed and turned her head. The rest of the shuttle ride, and the walk to Kazekiri’s house, was done in silence.

It had been decided that they would go to Kazekiri’s because she didn’t have any parents, just a brother. That would make things easier on their argument when she mentioned that she lived in a large house. Ryoko lived in a small apartment with two bedrooms. There was no contest.

The only issue was Kazekiri’s brother.

“I was wondering when you would get home, Kazeki… ri…”

Keiichi, his messy black hair wet as though he’d just gotten out of the shower, walked into the hallway wearing nothing but a pair of pants. He stopped upon seeing her and Ryoko.

Kazekiri gave him a disgusted look. “How many times have I told you not to walk around the house half-naked?!”

“I lost count,” Keiichi said, still looking at Ryoko. “Is this a friend of yours? You’ve never had friends over before.”

“She’s not a friend.”

“My name is Ryoko. It’s a pleasure to meet you,” Ryoko introduced herself, while making googly eyes at Keiichi. Kazekiri wanted to vomit.

“Pleasure’s all mine,” Keiichi said what he probably thought was a seductive smirk. “Anyway, Sis, I’m heading out to meet my girlfriend in a bit. Try not to ruin the place while I’m gone.”

“I won’t ruin anything. I’m not you,” Kazekiri snapped, voice filled with scorn.

Keiichi laughed. “Yeah, I guess not.”

Her brother wandered up the stairs, disappearing. Kazekiri waited for several seconds to see if he would come down. When he didn’t, she sighed and decided that it would be safer in the living room.

“That was your brother?” Ryoko asked. “He’s hot.”

“You’re disgusting.”

Making dinner was difficult that night. Ryoko was useless in the kitchen. She didn’t know a spatula from a fork, and to make matters worse, their hands were still stuck together, so Kazekiri was left with only one hand to do everything. Giving instructions to Ryoko didn’t work either. Kazekiri didn’t know if the girl was purposefully sabotaging her efforts, but after the wretched corruptor of order did the impossible and somehow lit water on fire, Kazekiri decided to do everything herself.

Likewise, bathing was just as hard, the first issue being undressing. Since their hands were stuck together, they couldn’t pull apart, which meant they had to get creative. Afterward, Kazekiri had to deal with something she’d never dealt with herself.

Ryoko’s groping.

“Holy shit! These melons are amazing!” Ryoko complimented as she placed her free hand on Kazekiri’s left breast and grabbed, squeezed, and groped her. “What size are these? G-cups? F-cups?”

“S-stop it,” Kazekiri said, biting her lower lip as Ryoko tugged on her nipple. Why did that feel so good?

“Damn. Look at these.” Ryoko grinned as she placed a hand under Kazekiri’s boob and hefted it up. Because of how large her chest was, a good portion of her breast spilled over the other girl’s hand. “Serah is going to be so jealous when I tell her about how I groped your tits.”

“W-would you… stop that this instant, you pervert!”

Crash!

A resounding smack echoed around the changing room. Ryoko plummeted face first into the changing room’s clothing rack, smacking the metal with a harsh crack. She dropped to the floor, dizzy and insensate. Kazekiri huffed as she dragged the girl behind her into the shower room.

Sitting down on the stool, Kazekiri began cleaning herself off. Ryoko woke up soon after and offered to help, but Kazekiri refused her, and then threatened to hit her again if she tried to grope her. In the end, Kazekiri was able to get clean without complaint and switched places with Ryoko. They moved into the bath after that.

It was awkward. Kazekiri and Ryoko sat back to back in the small tub, their hands still joined. She could feel the other woman’s back and butt touching her. It gave Kazekiri jitters despite the water being quite warm.

“Say, where are your parents?” asked Ryoko. “Do they come home late?”

“I don’t have any parents,” Kazekiri said.

“What do mean? Everyone has parents.”

“Not me.” Kazekiri, her knees curled into her chest, watched the water ripple as she ignored the sensation of her breasts being pressed to her knees and spilling out from between them. “My father was a no good, law-breaking idiot, and my mother wasn’t any better. Keiichi and I left them when we were still young. Last I heard of them, both my parents had been arrested, so they are probably still in jail.”

“Oh…” Ryoko mumbled. “I’m sorry.”

“What’s this? Is Ryoko apologizing?”

“Of course not! I just… didn’t realize that your parents were such bad people. Kinda makes me thankful my family is so nice. We might not make a lot of money, but they’re good parents.” Ryoko paused. “Is that why you’re so hung up on rules?”

“Maybe. Why do you wanna know?”

“Just curious.”

After their bath, Kazekiri and Ryoko got dressed in some flannel pajamas that Kazekiri had in her closet, yellow for Ryoko and blue for her. Since there wasn’t much to do, Kazekiri let Ryoko watch the holovid while she did her homework. Later that night, Keiichi was still out with his girlfriend, but she and her unfortunate roommate were stuck sleeping in the same bed.

Kazekiri laid on her back, eyes closed, breathing regular. Once more, Ryoko was laying right next to her, so close their shoulders were touching. The heat the other girl radiated was most palpable.

“So… look,” Ryoko suddenly began, “about Serah and I calling you Rule Book… I think maybe we went a little overboard.”

“A little?” Kazekiri would have scoffed, but Ryoko couldn’t see her anyway. “You and Serah used to draw inside my locker and even painted my physical education uniform with the words Rule Book on it. You tormented me when I was younger. Every day. Without fail.”

Kazekiri still vividly remembered being bullied by Ryoko and Serah throughout most of her life in Atreyu Academy. Every day had been a nightmare. She would come to school and find her locker and clothing graffitied. Sometimes they would even do the same to her desk, though they had to be careful because the teacher would get angry at them. She couldn’t even count the number of times she had been actively teased and picked on by those two.

“Really?” The bed shifted as Ryoko changed positions. “Then… I’m sorry. I never meant to be that mean. I just didn’t like you telling me what I could and couldn’t do.”

Kazekiri sighed. Arguing over what had happened was pointless, though it would have probably made her feel better. Still, Ryoko was at least apologizing, and Kazekiri didn’t want her to be the bigger woman.

“It’s fine,” Kazekiri said.

“Truce?”

“Yeah, sure. Truce.”

There was no telling if this truce would last, or indeed, if things would go back to the way they had been before their hands became stuck together. She didn’t know. She wanted to say she didn’t care, but the truth was, Kazekiri didn’t really want to fight with Ryoko or anyone else over such silly matters. There were true criminals in this world. She wanted to focus on putting the real monsters like that King MacArt behind bars.

As they lay there on their sides, back to back, Kazekiri heard the entrance door open and close, followed by her brother’s mild swearing as he stubbed his toe on the stairs. She followed the sound of his footsteps to his bedroom. Another door opened and closed. Silence reigned once again.

Kazekiri slowly fell asleep. The next morning, she would wake up with her hand no longer stuck to Ryoko’s. Only one issue would present itself.

Ryoko’s face would be buried nose deep in Kazekiri’s breasts.


CHAPTER 2

A PRINCE’S VANITY

Alex was standing in the kitchen making dinner. The kitchen was a large room with a floor made of fake marble tiles that were easy to clean. The counters were, likewise, fake marble and curved around two of the walls with a more organic appearance. In the center of the kitchen was an island with several of his inventions, including an instant cooker that used nuclear fission instead of regular heat, an automatic mixer that stripped people’s clothing off instead of working properly, and a chilling unit where he kept the wines and other alcohol he used for cooking purposes.

The kitchen, like the rest of the house, had been remodeled after Ariel and Michelle destroyed it. Now the kitchen was about two times bigger than it had been previously. The half he was currently standing in was the kitchen, while the other half was dedicated to a large table big enough to seat a dozen people.

He had decided to go all out tonight, so he was going to make cheese ravioli with a red wine sauce and Italian sausages. Of course, it wasn’t real Italian sausage, which cost an arm and a leg. In either event, he was making everything, including the ravioli, from scratch.

I’m sure Alice will still complain that it isn’t curry.

There were a lot of people at his house now, and not just the people who lived there. While Michelle and Ariel added another two mouths that he needed to feed, Jasmine was also at the house that night, along with Madison, her personal android, which Alex had built for her several years ago so she wouldn’t be lonely. Fortunately, because Madison was an android, she didn’t need to eat.

One less mouth to feed was definitely a good thing.

From where he stood, Alex could hear all of his housemates and guests in the living room, which didn’t shock him as they were quite loud. Ariel and Michelle were arguing about something. He hoped they wouldn’t destroy the house again. Jasmine’s laughter floated up to him, while likewise, Alex could hear Gabrielle as she tried to mimic the rich girl’s laugh with little success.

He had already finished making the dough, which meant he needed to cut it into the shapes he desired, fold it, and then stuff it with the several different kinds of cheese he’d mixed together. He thought about using Mr. Processor to stuff the ravioli, but if he was being honest, Alex thought food was tastier when made by hand. It was a bit vain of him. However, he liked to think a machine couldn’t match his cooking skills.

“Excuse me? Alexander?” Jasmine’s voice called out to him as the door to the living room slid open.

Alex turned his head. “Yes?”

Jasmine was peeking her head in through the now open doorway. “Oh ho! I was just wondering if you needed any help?”

Opening his mouth to say that he was fine and didn’t need help, Alex paused as he realized that Jasmine probably wasn’t asking because she thought he needed help. They’d known each other for years now. She had stayed over numerous times. That meant she was probably asking because she wanted to help, not because she thought he actually needed it.

Maybe she needs some advice about something and wants to use this moment to talk with me… or she could just want to help, I guess.

“I could use some help stuffing the ravioli,” he said. “Would you like to assist me with that?”

The way Jasmine’s eyes brightened until they were brilliant enough to outshine the sun told Alex that he’d been right. Stepping fully into the kitchen, Jasmine shifted into what Alex called her Rich Girl Pose Number 22, which involved her spreading her feet shoulder-length apart, placing one hand on her hip, the other near her mouth, and throwing her head back while simultaneously thrusting out her chest.

“Oh ho ho ho ho! In that case, I shall aid you in your task of preparing dinner, Alexander! Do not worry, for I, who am known by all as the Queen of Cooking, will not let you down!”

“I know you won’t.” Alex gave her a warm smile as she walked into the kitchen.

As Jasmine rolled up the sleeves of her pink pajamas, which Alex recognized as a pair he had bought for her birthday last year and wandered over to the sink so she could wash her hands, the living room door slid open again and Madison wandered into the kitchen.

With the appearance of a beautiful young woman with long, russet hair and amethyst eyes, Madison could have fooled anyone into thinking she was just a normal maid. Her black and white dress, with its frilly accoutrements, swished around as she moved. Semi-translucent white stockings and a bonnet completed her outfit. When combined with how natural her movements were, anyone would have thought she was just a pretty woman working as a maid.

However, Madison was actually an android that Alex had built for Jasmine after they had become friends. When he had discovered that Jasmine’s parents were never home, that her brother all but ignored her existence unless he wanted something, and that she didn’t have any friends to play with, he had made Madison to be her companion.

There were laws against the creation of artificial intelligences. Alex had heard that it was thanks to a war that had broken out between humans and machines some couple hundred years prior, though he’d never bothered confirming it. In either event, only people who had a license could create androids.

Alex was one such person.

Madison was easily his greatest creation, an artificial intelligence that was capable of learning. Her operating system was something he’d created after having his own brain mapped out and translated into code. Madison went about her day to day life, learned and experienced new things, and when she shut down for the day, her memories wiped clean anything it deemed unimportant so it didn’t use up extra space. What’s more, her OS evolved and became more streamlined. The longer she existed, the more efficient she’d get at removing only the memories she didn’t need, retaining what she did, and becoming more human-like in the process.

“Are you also going to help us, Madison?” asked Alex.

“Negative, Master.” Madison shook her head as she stood behind them, hands clasped in front of her. “Mistress Jasmine has informed me that she would like to help you alone. I assume she wishes to deepen her bond with you by sharing this moment. As Mistress Jasmine’s maid, I will not interfere and merely observe.”

“You’re already interfering by just being here,” Jasmine snapped, her face redder than a red star. “And don’t tell Alexander that! H-he might get the wrong idea.”

Alex withheld a chuckle as he prodded Jasmine into focusing on her task instead of bantering with Madison. That said, it did his heart a lot of good to see them getting along so well. Madison had been made specifically to be Jasmine’s companion, and it looked like she was fulfilling her task admirably. Jasmine always seemed very at ease in Madison’s presence.
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“S-say, Alexander,” Jasmine started.

“Yes?”

“Um… oh ho! I was just wondering… with Gabrielle, you are protecting her from her suitors by pretending to be her fiancée, yes?”

“That’s about the gist of it. Why do you ask?”

“Oh ho! W-well, I was just wondering.” Jasmine stopped stuffing raviolis and poked her cheese coated index fingers together. “I-if I was in Gabrielle’s place and was getting married against my will, would you do the same thing for me? Marry me to keep me from being married off? I-I mean, you know, pretend and stuff.”

Jasmine was acting awfully bashful, though he guessed that with a subject like this, even the inscrutable rich girl would get embarrassed.

What was happening between him and Gabrielle was complicated. Gabrielle’s father, King Lucifer, the man who controlled more than three-fourths of the galaxy, was trying to marry his daughter off. To keep her from being married to someone against her will, Alex was pretending to be her fiancée. At least, that was how it had been.

“You know that you can tell me anything, right? 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.”

Only a little over a week had passed since Gabrielle had told him that she loved him. She had been so sincere as he was sitting in the hospital bed, injured, that he was left with no choice but to believe her. The problem now was that he didn’t know what to do.

Alex wanted to return her feelings, of course. Truth be told, he was almost positive he loved Gabrielle back, but he hadn’t been able to respond to her like he wanted. The reason was…

Blood flowed to Alex’s crotch as he wiped the cooling agent from Nyx’s body, his hand brushing her against her nipples, which had stiffened into a pair of points.

Several weeks ago, the police had tried to kill Nyx, and Alex had gone against the police and rescued her. During that time, Nyx had used her nanomachines to transmute her body too much. This had caused her body to overheat. Alex had saved her, but doing so involved him stripping her naked, using a cooling agent on her body, and then cleaning her so the chemicals in the cooling agent wouldn’t interfere with the healing process.

Even now, Alex still remembered how aroused he had gotten. He recalled, quite clearly, how his body had responded to Nyx’s cries and his actions. It made him sick just thinking about it.

Alex had realized that day that he was nothing but a disgusting freak. He got off on doing something perverse to a girl while she was unconscious. Only a sick, perverted freak could ever get aroused from something like that.

“Alex?” Jasmine’s voice snapped Alex out of his self-loathing. He looked at the girl, who was staring up at him with a worried expression.

Realizing that his silence was bothering Jasmine, Alex presented her with his best smile. “If your parents ever decided to marry you off against your will, I would fight tooth and nail to stop it from happening.” He paused. That wasn’t really answering her question. “Also, if it ever came down to it, I would gladly marry you.”

Alex hated himself for saying those words, which, no matter how true they were, merely reinforced why he was such a loathsome person. He was already fretting over what to do about Gabrielle and what happened with Nyx. Now he was adding Jasmine’s problems onto his shoulders. He felt like a two-timer—no, a triple-timer.

However, when he saw the smile on Jasmine’s face, the joyous glimmer in her blue eyes, Alex knew that he would gladly put up with his self-loathing if it meant keeping this girl happy.

“Oh ho! Oh ho ho ho!” Jasmine turned her head. “T-then if that time ever comes, I shall be counting on you to rescue me, Alexander! Oh ho ho ho ho!”

“Yeah,” Alex whispered. “I’ll be sure to come and save you.”

Dinner was a lively event that night, though that was like comparing hydro spanners to tractor beams. With people like Gabrielle, dinners were almost always lively, but this time, with the additions of Jasmine, Madison, Michelle, and Ariel, dinner was nearly five times more rambunctious. Conversation flowed. Laughter erupted from around the table. Even Alice was smiling, though she stopped when she noticed that Alex had seen her smile.

Nyx had also seemed quite happy. It was hard to tell because she didn’t really smile. However, he thought her lips had been turned into a slight expression of happiness as she sat between Gabrielle and Alice.

After dinner, Gabrielle and Michelle offered to do the dishes for him. They claimed it was only right since he made dinner. Alex had accepted this and let them wash the dishes. The last he saw, the pair were standing by the sink, their wings enthusiastically flapping as they smiled and talked while their arms were buried elbow deep in soapy water.

As he entered the living room, Alex looked at the couch. Alice was laying on it, sprawled out like a lazy bum with her eyes affixed to a tablet. Earbuds were in her ears. She was probably being conscientious of Ariel and watching Titan Girls on her tablet instead of the holovid. Speaking of Ariel…

Alex wandered up to the girl, who sat in front of the low plasteel table, staring at the tablet in front of her while biting her lower lip in what he could only assume was frustration. He looked at her tablet. It listed off several math problems based on Quantum Theory. The problems were basic, easy to solve, but math must not have been her strong point. The look of frustration made him think she was about to begin boiling.

“Would you like some help?” Alex asked.

“Gya!” Ariel shrieked, tried to jump up, slammed her knee into the table, and went back down. “Ow! Ow! Ow! Damn it, that hurts!”

“Erm… sorry,” Alex apologized as the girl held her knee and swore up a storm. “I didn’t mean to startle you.”

“You should be sorry!” Ariel snapped. “What kind of jerk sneaks up on a girl like that?!”

Alex wanted to point out that he hadn’t snuck up on her, that she’d just been so engrossed in staring at the tablet she hadn’t heard him walk up to her. He didn’t. It would have only made her argue more.

“Would you like any help?” he asked again. “I’m pretty good at math.”

“Are you saying I can’t do this on my own?!” Ariel asked, and Alex realized that this girl was the kind who liked to make things difficult for others.

“Not at all,” Alex tried to respond calmly. “I just thought it would be faster if I helped you out. That way you could do something more fun.”

Ariel paused. He could almost see the cogs in her head spinning. She clearly disliked math, but she didn’t want to appear incompetent in front of others, especially since it looked like Alice, Jasmine, and Michelle were already finished with their homework. Not being able to do something on her own was probably a blow to her pride.

She bit her lip for only a moment, then huffed and turned her head. “I can do this myself. I don’t need your help.”

Alex knew she was going to say that. “All right. I won’t bother you anymore, but the offer is always open if you need help.”

“W-whatever…”

Since Ariel didn’t want his help, Alex left the living room in search of Nyx. Perhaps he could convince her to spar with him.

Before he could begin to search for her, however, the doorbell to his house rang, and Alex sighed as he wandered up to the front door and opened it, wondering who it could be.

“Greetings, Groom-to-Be!” Azazel boomed from the other side.

Alex stared at Azazel for a full one second, and then he slammed the door shut.

“Don’t close the door on me! I have something important to discuss!”

Alex opened the door again, a frown on his face. “What do you want, Azazel?”

Azazel was a tall man who towered over Alex by several heads and shoulders. Dirty snow-colored hair framed a pretty boy face with purple eyes. A segmented breastplate was strapped to his chest, clinking against his shoulder pauldrons as he shifted in place. He wore a sword strapped to his waist. Jutting from his back was a pair of white wings that reminded Alex of an old image he saw of an angel in a history holobook.

“I sent your response to King Lucifer in regard to Princesses Ariel and Michelle. He said he wanted to speak with you.”

Alex paused. King Lucifer wanted to speak with him? As in actually hold a conversation? Did that mean this wasn’t going to be a simple message like the last one had been? In that case…

“Let’s go up to my room and talk,” Alex said at last.

“Of course, Groom-to-Be.”

Alex sighed but didn’t say anything.

His bedroom was on the second floor, and it was much larger now than it used to be thanks to Gabrielle’s expansion technology. Saying that, since it was now so big, it meant all of his furniture looked tiny, and his room appeared quite spartan in comparison to how it used to be.

Alex wandered over to his desk and sat down in the swivel chair. He studied the inventions lining his shelf for a moment, but then turned to Azazel and gestured to him.

“All right. Let’s see what King Lucifer wants to talk about.”

“Of course, Groom-to-Be.”

Azazel pulled a device out of his own D-space, which reminded Alex of a disc, except this had the telltale angel wings of an Angelisian device jutting from either side. Pressing a button, Azazel set the device on the ground and stepped back. The device blinked once, a small light from inside of the hole in the center of it flickered, and then, appearing before him like a ghost, a figure silhouetted in black stood before Alex.

Like the other male Angelisians, this man had angel wings jutting from either side of his body. Alex could make out nothing else about his save his eyes. They were a startling silver so bright they almost glowed.

Is he presenting just his silhouette on purpose?

“You must be King Lucifer,” Alex said.

“And you must be Alexander S. Ryker,” the figure spoke in a deep, rumbling baritone.

“I heard you wanted to speak with me.”

While Alex presented a calm, composed front on the outside, on the inside, he was a boiling pot of emotions. This was the man who had tried to force Gabrielle into a loveless marriage. It would be inaccurate to say that Alex did not like him. If it wasn’t for how powerful King Lucifer was, and how the two of them lived in different quadrants of the galaxy, Alex would have gladly punched this man’s face in for what he’d put Gabrielle through.

“I hear you have decided to let my two daughters, Ariel and Michelle, stay with you. However, that does not work for me. You see, those two have already been promised to someone else. I can’t have you ruining their only chance at getting married.”

Alex twitched as he clenched his right hand into a fist. “I see… so you’ve decided to force them into a loveless relationship like you have their sister.”

“Love can be earned later on. What’s important is that I had finally found someone who was willing to marry these two before they ran off, and now he is wondering where his brides have gone.”

As King Lucifer spoke, Alex noticed something odd about his words. “You’re speaking as if they’re both engaged to the same person.”

“Indeed. The man who has agreed to marry them has… eccentric tastes, and he has agreed to marry them both. It is quite fortuitous, really. I had honestly given up hope of anyone ever wanting to marry such defective daughters.”

D-defective daughters…?

It took everything Alex had to keep his body from shaking with rage. This man… these words… he was… Alex was so angry that he could scarcely think. Disjointed thoughts flitted through his mind. Broken. Fragmented. A red film had been cast over his vision, a dark crimson like blood, and then there was the voice, the seductive whispers of Voice Number One inside of his mind, tempting him, seducing him.

“Isn’t this man a real fucker? Don’t you hate him?”

Alex normally ignored Voice Number One. Nothing good ever came from listening to it. This time, however, he didn’t. This time, he listened.

I… I do…

“Good. This is good. Hating someone like him is natural. He’s treating those three like his toys, but they don’t belong to him. They belong to you.”

What? No… those three are…

“They are very precious to you. Unlike him, you won’t treat them like that, right? You’ll protect them, right?”

Yes… of course…

“Then hold them tightly. Don’t let this man have his way. Show him that Ariel and Michelle can’t go to someone else because they already belong to you.”

Alex did not think Ariel or Michelle belonged to anyone, but he also wasn’t going to let King Lucifer have his way. He wasn’t going to let this man force those two into marrying someone they didn’t love.

“I won’t let you do what you want with them,” Alex said in a quiet voice filled with anger. “I’m not going to let you lay one fucking hand on them, and I sure as hell won’t let some pompous ass who thinks he can just claim them like they’re his property touch them either! Ariel and Michelle will make their own damn choice! They’ll decide who they want to marry! Not you!”

His words caused Azazel to gawk at him, but Alex was almost entirely focused on the image of King Lucifer.

“Ho?” Alex couldn’t see his face, but it felt like King Lucifer was grinning. “You don’t seem to understand something. Those two are defective. The chances of them ever finding a person willing to marry them is slim to none. I was lucky to find even one person. Are you telling me that I should not let them have this opportunity because you don’t want them to marry? Aren’t you being cruel?”

“You’re the one who’s being cruel!” Alex snapped. “Marriage isn’t something you do just because! It’s a precious bond between people who love each other!”

“Such a naive way of thinking. Then tell me, boy, will you marry my daughters?”

“I…” Alex hesitated, but only for a moment. “I will protect them, and if they decided they wanted to marry me, then I would, but I won’t make that choice for them. I’ll let them make their own choices.”

Alex knew that what he was saying was stupid, but he couldn’t think of anything else to say. There was no way he could let them be married off. At the same time, he couldn’t just say he’d marry them. That would amount to the same thing he was trying to avoid. However, if he didn’t at least agree to the idea of marriage, then his argument wouldn’t hold as much weight.

Defective products…

That was what King Lucifer had called them. Their own father had called them defective. He didn’t know what that meant, but no father should ever consider their child defective.

“Hmm… very well. Since you feel so strongly about this, here is what I propose. I am going to let their suitor know about you, about what you told me. He’ll probably show up sometime in the next month or so and challenge you. If you win, I’ll let those two do what they want. If you lose, they come back and marry the man I chose for them.”

Alex’s arms shook as he curled his fingers into a fist. He didn’t like this idea. It felt like he was deciding Ariel’s and Michelle’s fates for them, but he liked even less the idea of their father marrying them off.

“Fine. You have a deal. Send that man my way. I’ll kick his ass so hard, he won’t want to be in the same quadrant as Ariel and Michelle.”

“We have an accord. It’s been a pleasure, son of Samael.”

The holographic image vanished, and Azazel, who’d been standing behind his king, picked up the device and returned it to his D-space. The expression on his face, the look he gave Alex, was quite strange, containing a mixture of emotions that Alex couldn’t place. Not that he cared right then. It might have been wrong, but he was just as upset with Azazel for going along with his king’s plans as he was at King Lucifer.

“You’ve done what you needed to do,” Alex said in a soft but harsh voice. “So do me a favor and leave.”

“I suppose that would be for the best,” Azazel admitted. “Before I go, let me say this. I do not approve of how you spoke to King Lucifer just now. However…” The Angelisian commander took a deep breath, let it out, and smiled. “… I can’t say I dislike how you’re willing to stand up for those three. It might not be my place to say it, but please look after them. Those princesses can be quite the handful.”

Azazel stalked over to the door, which slid open with a hiss. A loud squawk echoed from the now open entrance. Azazel hopped backwards as Ariel, of all people, tumbled into the room.

“Ariel?” Alex blinked. “What are you doing? Did you finish your homework?”

“Erm… well, I…” Ariel fumbled with her words for a moment, but then she stood up, crossed her arms, and huffed. “It’s not like I was worried about you, but I came to see what was taking you so long since your sister was worried! I was just deciding to be nice!”

Azazel quietly slipped out of the room as Ariel tried to come up with a suitable excuse to explain why she’d been kneeling in front of his door. It was clear to him that she’d been listening into his and her father’s conversation. However, if she wasn’t going to admit it, then he wouldn’t say anything. Considering how ashamed he felt of his own words to King Lucifer, he was more than willing to let this matter lie.

“I understand.” Alex smiled. “Thank you for checking up on me for Alice. As you can see, I’m fine, so could you tell her that everything is okay?”

“Y-yes, of course I will!”

“Good. Thank you.”

Ariel dithered in place despite herself. She looked at him, then looked away, and then looked at him again, only to look away once more. Alex waited patiently for her to say what she wanted to say. This girl was nothing like Alice, but he was well-versed enough in the art of being a brother to know that prodding the girl would only make her more stubborn.

“H-homework…” she mumbled at last, still not looking at him.

“Excuse me? Homework?”

“Y-you said… that you would help me with my homework.”

So that’s what this is about…

“I did.” He stood up and gestured at the chair. “Why don’t you sit down here and show me what equations you’re having problems with.”

Ariel stumbled as she slowly sat down in the chair and placed her tablet on the desk. Her cheeks were an inflamed shade of crimson as she pointed at the screen. “I-it’s these ones here.”

That’s problem number one… Alex felt a small trail of sweat travel down his face. It’s not just that she’s bad at math. She’s absolutely terrible at it.

“In that case, let’s go over these problems together,” Alex said.

For the next two hours, Alex leaned over Ariel’s shoulder and slowly helped the girl with her math homework.
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Gabrielle watched Alex through her monitor as he helped Ariel with her homework. She was surprised that her younger sister had asked Alex for help, as Arial was a stubborn individual who rarely sought help from others. Even she had been rebuffed when offering to help her sister. However, it made her happy to know that the two of them were getting along. She had been worried.

She and Michelle were sitting inside of her room. While she sat on the bed, a large circular bed with pink and blue sheets, Michelle was sitting on a chair beside the desk. The desk was right next to the bed, though, so both of them were watching Alex as he helped Ariel with her math.

“Isn’t Alex a wonderful person?” she asked Michelle.

“Huhuhu, he’s like a harem protagonist in one of my video games,” Michelle giggled.

Gabrielle studied her sister. Michelle’s face had taken on a strange quality that, if she had to describe it with words, Gabrielle would have said it reminded her of an old man. It actually sort of reminded her of Papa when he was with one or more of their mamas.

Papa always got that look when he was with their mamas.

“Hmmm…” Gabrielle crossed her arms and narrowed her eyes. “A harem… that’s when someone marries more than one person, right?”

Michelle stopped giggling. “Yes, that’s right. Typically, a harem is when one person has at least three spouses.”

“Papa has a harem.”

“He does.”

“Does that mean Papa is also a harem protagonist? By the way, what does it mean to be a harem protagonist?”

Michelle stared at her for several long, silent seconds, making Gabrielle wonder if she had said something wrong. Perhaps her question was hard to answer? No, wait. Maybe her question was really easy to answer, which was why Michelle looked like she had said something stupid.

Finally, Michelle sighed. “You are way too pure, Sister.”

“Hm?”

“Nothing.” Michelle waved her off. “Anyway, I’ve been thinking about how to get Alex to show more interest in you, but I haven’t thought of anything yet. I believe more information is needed.”

The chair that Michelle was sitting on was Gabrielle’s hover chair. Of course, she called it a chair, but it was actually a pad made of memory foam sitting on an anti-gravity repulsor field. There was a control on the left side of the chair. Michelle used it to make the chair turn around and face Gabrielle.

“What sort of information do you need?” asked Gabrielle.

“I’d like to see how he responds when new variables are thrown in,” Michelle said. “Fortunately, we have a new variable in Prince Arthur.”

“Yeah… Prince Arthur…” Gabrielle hummed some more. “Who is that guy?”

Michelle stared at her. “Do you mean to tell me that you don’t remember who Prince Arthur is? You two played together for the month that his parents stayed at the palace.” She paused. “Well, it was more like you dragged him around and used him for your experiments, but it amounts to the same thing.”

Gabrielle squinted even more as she racked her brain trying to remember. Her past was something she tried not to think about. Nothing fun had ever happened back when she was younger. Papa ignored her, her mamas were always traveling so she never saw them, and the old men and women in the military kept demanding that she make them more weapons. There were very few bright spots in her past.

Saying that…

“Oh! I think I remember now!” Gabrielle slapped her left fist into the palm of her right hand. “You’re talking about Arty, right? Yeah, I remember him! Huh, so he was a prince. You know, I had forgotten all about him.”

Gabrielle only vaguely remembered Arty, the boy she had met when she was younger. It was back when she’d been six. The king from another planet and his wives had come to visit Papa, and they’d had a son who’d come with them, Arty. She remembered having him help her test all of her inventions. It had been fun, but Arty had only stayed in the palace for about a month. Once he left, life had returned to normal, and Gabrielle had forgotten all about him.

“It’s just like you to forget someone so easily.” Michelle sighed. “Anyway, Sister, there’s something I want you to do that will help us determine how to proceed with making Alex confess his feelings for you.”

“What is it?” asked Gabrielle, tilting her head.

Michelle smiled as she told Gabrielle her plan.
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Alex was up bright and early Tuesday morning. Having just finished showering after his spar with Nyx, his hair was still damp as he stood in front of the stove, dressed in pants and a T-shirt as he made a breakfast of eggs, bacon, and toast.

Since the number of guests living in his house had increased, he had to buy more groceries to make more food. This put a bit of a strain on his new budget. Just as she said she would, Karen Kanzaki had taken basically all of the money he made from his patents and inventions. Alex had checked his bank account the day before to discover that only 10,000 of the 9.5 million credits he had were left.

He didn’t blame Karen for this. Alex knew that he had caused her a lot of problems throughout the years. During his time in the Mars Police Academy, Alex had caused an estimated total of 16.6 million credits worth of property damage. That he was only paying 9.5 million credits was getting off easy.

As he added some grated cheese into the scrambled eggs that he was cooking, the padding of feet reached his ears. He turned his head just as the door leading into the hallway opened. He had expected to find Nyx coming down, but the person entering was Ariel instead.

“Good morning,” he greeted with a smile. “Breakfast will be ready in a little while. Why don’t you sit down while I serve you up?”

Ariel dithered for a second before eventually nodding. “O-okay.”

“Would you like anything to drink?”

“Erm… uh, w-what do you have?”

“Let me check…” Alex went over to the cooling unit and looked inside. “It looks like we have… milk, orange juice, and caffa… I could also make you some tea or hot chocolate if you would like one of those instead.”

“I’ll have hot chocolate… please.”

Alex nodded, went over to his walk-in cupboard, and rummaged around the shelves before finding the pure cocoa and some cinnamon and sugar. He didn’t like using the instant stuff most people used. While he finished breakfast, making sure the bacon was extra crispy, Alex made Ariel some hot chocolate and added a few marshmallows to her drink.

“Here you go.” He placed the drink in front of her before moving back to the kitchen side to grab the breakfast.

“T-thank you,” Ariel mumbled.

“You’re welcome.”

As he prepared the plates and put all the food onto a set of trays, Alex looked at Ariel out of the corner of his left eye. She held the mug he’d given her in both hands. She blew gently on the drink to cool it, took a slow sip, and then paused. Her long ears suddenly wagged once before, taking another sip, they waggled again.

I guess that means she likes it.

“So…” Ariel started. “That seal inside your head…”

“Hm? You mean the one sealing my memories?”

“Yeah. I think I can break part of it now.” Ariel paused to take another sip of her hot chocolate. “It looks like whoever made it did a very good job. They made the seal in segments, so one seal only blocks certain memories, while the other seals block the rest in a sort of overlapping set of layers or compartments. I don’t know what memories each seal blocks, but the first seal is easy enough to undo.”

Alex felt a jolt ripple through him. While he had tried his best to not think about the seals currently locking away his memories, and the ones around his core, which Gabrielle believed was blocking—partially blocking—his Angelisian genes, it was something he worried over.

Quickly setting the trays of food on the table, Alex wandered over to Ariel and took her hands in his. Like the rest of her, Ariel’s hands were quite small. His hands engulfed hers. He ignored that in favor of staring at her in abject hope.

“Can you really?” he asked.

Ariel leaned back. “W-w-would you stop getting so close to me?! And let go of my hands!”

“Oh.” Alex released Ariel’s hands, allowing her to jerk them back. He took a step back. Sucking in a deep breath, he forced himself to calm down. “I’m sorry. I got so excited I lost myself.”

“It’s fine…” Ariel mumbled. “Anyway, I can undo the first seal right now if you’d like.”

Alex seriously debated having Ariel release the first seal right now. He really wanted to know what memories were locked away inside of his mind, but after a few seconds of thought, he realized that there were a few problems with doing it right now.

“Let’s wait until later in the day,” he said. “I don’t know what memories have been sealed, but there’s a chance it could be something bad.” Why else would his memories be sealed if not because something terrible had happened? “I’d rather wait until after everyone is ready for bed before doing this. That way I can look after all of you until then.”

It would really suck if he was incarcerated because the seal was undone and something happened while he was incapable of helping.

“B-Bed?!” Ariel squeaked.

“Is there a problem?”

“No! No, no!” Ariel waved her hands back and forth in front of her face. “There’s no problem. Um, then if you want the seal released later tonight, how about I come to your room after everyone else is asleep?”

Alex thought for a moment before nodding. “That sounds like a good idea.”

Before Ariel could respond, another voice spoke up.

“Ho? What’s this? Is Arial having a midnight tryst with our Honorable Sister’s fiancée?”

The person who spoke was Michelle, twirling her silvery blue hair as she stood in the doorway. An amused smile was plastered on her face. Amethyst eyes gazed at them, half-lidded and possessing an amused gleam. Unlike Ariel, who wore modest yellow pajamas, Michelle wore only a semi-transparent nighty that did nothing to cover her purple G-string.

Behind her was Nyx, wearing an all-black set of pajamas that Alex had bought for her.

“W-w-what?! T-this isn’t a midnight tryst!” Ariel squeaked as she leapt to her feet and pointed at Michelle. “Don’t take what’s being said out of context like that, you… you… you perverted beast of a sister!”

“Falling back on insults because you’re embarrassed? My, how childish.”

Alex went up to Nyx as Michelle wandered over to Ariel and began arguing, not at all bothered by their loud shouting. This seemed to be their standard dynamics. He guessed since they were so close in age and had such different personalities, they tended to clash. Selene and Melanie were kinda like this, too, though there was less screaming with them.

“Would you like some breakfast, Nyx?”

Nyx nodded. “Yes, please.”

“Then just grab a plate and start piling up food. I’m going to get Alice and Gabrielle.”

“Okay.”

Nyx walked past him and sat down at the table, where she began piling eggs and sausages onto a plate. Alex felt a moment of dismay when he saw the mountain she soon had on her plate. He really hoped she wouldn’t eat everything he’d made by the time he came back.

Because manipulating her nanomachines to fuel her alchemy used up a lot of energy, Nyx ate more than the average person, about three or four times more. Alex had always been proud of how much he could eat. However, Nyx’s appetite put him to shame.

Alice was in her room. He knocked on the door, received a muted response, and told the girl that breakfast was ready. To increase her desire not to be a sloth, he added that Nyx would eat everything if she didn’t hurry up. He’d never seen the girl come out of her room so fast before.

Going up to Gabrielle’s room, which was right next to his on the newly created circular loft, Alex knocked on the door several times. No response. He frowned and knocked again. When he received no response again, Alex pushed a button on the door’s left and stepped inside when it opened.

He’d never been in Gabrielle’s room before. He wasn’t sure what to expect, but it looked pretty plane all things considered. The beige carpet was soft beneath his feet. The walls were a light pink. A few of Gabrielle’s inventions lay scattered about, but outside of that, the only thing of note was the large desk with a really big six-screen computer, the massive bed, and a small table with a few cushy-looking, bag-shaped chairs.

Gabrielle was at the table. She was sitting in one of the chairs, but she was leaning so far over that her entire torso was resting on the table. An object sat before her. It was one of her inventions, though it had been taken apart. Gabrielle’s arms lay at her sides, still gripping her all-purpose tool.

As he wandered up to her, Alex saw that Gabrielle’s eyes were closed. Her lips were partially opened. Her back and shoulders rose and fell as she breathed in and out, a slow, deep, even breathing that let him know she was quite asleep. The white angels’ wings jutting from her back were folded in.

He knelt down and stared at her face.

Gabrielle’s silver hair fell in front of her face, light reflecting off it to give it a sparkle effect. Long eyelashes the same color as her hair gave her an ethereal aesthetic. They complimented the fair color of her skin. As he continued to watch at her, Alex found himself staring at her glossy pink lips.

“Look at those sumptuous lips. Don’t you just want to nibble on them?”

“Do not be so crass. If Alex was going to do anything, a soft kiss would be it.”

“Ugh, how disgusting. If he was going to kiss her, it should be passionate and filled with lust.”

“Only a Daemon would say that.”

“And only an Angelisian would think kissing someone softly was somehow romantic.”

Be quiet, you two.

Alex closed his eyes and slowed his breathing, attempting both to calm down as his desire to kiss Gabrielle suddenly skyrocketed and also to quell his growing sense of shame. This was just like what happened with Nyx. He was getting aroused because he felt a desire to do something to Gabrielle that he had no right to do. Kissing an innocent girl while they were asleep? Disgusting. Perverted. Shameful.

“There’s nothing disgusting about it. Quit denying yourself and just go for it.”

“Do not be so hasty, Alex. While there’s nothing wrong with what you are feeling, you must also consider Gabrielle’s feelings.”

“Don’t listen to this prude. Just go in and nibble on those lips!”

“Act with prudence. We still don’t know if Gabrielle even knows what a kiss is.”

“That’s why he should take the lead.”

“He should only do that after Gabrielle has given her consent.”

“Fuck consent. She already sneaks in bed with him. Why wouldn’t she be okay with it?”

“There are steps that one must follow, Daemon.”

“Whatever. I think you’re just—”

SHUT UP!

Alex roared inside of his mind. He waited a moment, then two, and then three, all to see if the two voices would speak up again. When neither said anything, he sighed in relief.

“Gabrielle.” He placed a hand on her shoulder to wake the girl up. “Gabrielle. Wake up. Breakfast is ready.”

Gabrielle’s eyes slowly fluttered open as the girl stirred. She sat up, stretching her arms above her head, while her wings extended from her back and flapped as though also stretching. Alex thought it was adorable, but most of his attention was focused on her chest.

Her bare chest.
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Alex hadn’t realized it until just now, but Gabrielle was not wearing a stitch of clothing. Her large breasts jiggled as she moved her arms. Impossible big, they jutted from her chest like a pair of hills. Alex imagined they would feel fairly heavy if he lifted them. Light pink nipples beckoned him forward. Slowly, his eyes trailed down. He already knew it, but seeing it again just confirmed that Gabrielle did indeed have natural silver hair.

“Alex… hello.”

“G-Gabrielle! Where are your clothes?!”

“My clothes?” Gabrielle looked down. She blinked. Then she looked back up. “I don’t like wearing clothes when I work on something small like Mr. Digitizer.”

“Mr. Digitizer?” Alex blinked as his mind switched gears. He looked at the device. “Is that what this is?”

“Yup!” Gabrielle grinned broadly as she gestured to the device on her table. “Mr. Digitizer is something new that I’m working on. Instead of transporting something into a separate dimension like the D-space, it converts objects into digital data and stores it inside of a hard drive.”

Alex frowned as he tried to work out how such an idea could possibly work. He could accept warping dimensions and whatnot since Gabrielle played with dimensions like children played video games, but converting something that had mass into digital data didn’t sound possible, unless…

“Does this use the theory that everything in our solar system can be represented in 1s and 0s?” he asked.

“No.” Gabrielle frowned at him. “Not everything can be represented as 1s and 0s. What kind of theory is that?”

“Never mind,” Alex muttered.

“This uses an advanced form of string theory. Instead of everything being made up of strings, everything is made of data, and the data that our universe is made of can be converted into digital format by using a converter like this one. I haven’t tested it yet,” she added as a last second addition. “I’m still in the process of building it.”

Alex nodded along with her explanation; this advanced theory was probably an Angelisian theory since humans didn’t have one like it. He somehow doubted Angelisians had string theory. Gabrielle was probably trying to explain it in a way he could understand. Saying that, the idea did have merit.

In some ways, their galaxy was made up of data. A theory had been proposed long ago about how their universe consisted of data that told everything about the world, from how it worked to how it affected the senses, and it was this data that humans, that all creatures, received and interpreted in the form of their five senses. Even humans and other animals were supposedly made up of billions of complicated sets of data in the form of atoms, or so the theory went.

However, if the theory itself was true, there were a lot of potential repercussions. A good example was the idea that they were really just fictional characters who’d been created by beings from the fourth dimension, and all of the struggles they went through was being created by these fourth dimensional beings for the purpose of entertainment.

Such theories had never been proven, of course, but the theory Gabrielle proposed gave this other theory merit.

It was as all these thoughts floated through his head that Alex remembered Gabrielle was still naked. Slowly, he raised his hands and covered his eyes… tried to cover his eyes. The sight was too tempting to pass up, so even though he felt guilty, he ended up peeking at her between his fingers.

“Gabrielle?”

“Yes?”

“Could you please put some clothes on?”

Gabrielle looked down at herself, and then back up at him.

“Sure,” she said, standing up and moving toward her closet, which was where all of her Mars clothing and her new invisible crisis suit was kept.

Alex sighed in relief. The day had only just started, but it already looked like this one was going to be a doozy.

Same as every other day, he lamented to himself.
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Fortune favored Gabrielle and Alex; Nyx had not eaten all of the food. It seemed she had been considerate and saved enough food for them. When they came down that morning, two plates had been set aside for them both. Gabrielle had thanked Nyx, of course, and so had Alex, before they quickly scarfed down breakfast. Afterward, Alex and Nyx walked Gabrielle, Ariel, Alice, and Michelle to school.

Gabrielle met up with her friends. Kazekiri and Ryoko were no longer attached to each other, but it looked like sticking them together was no longer necessary. They didn’t speak to each other. However, they didn’t argue either. It wasn’t much, but Gabrielle thought it was a definite improvement.

As she was sitting on the third level in her classroom with Kazekiri, Selene, Serah, and Ryoko, the doors down below slid open and a voice shouted.

“Gabrielle, my dear, my sweet, my flower, I, the King of Romance, have come for you!”

The person who had appeared was wearing a white tuxedo that was different from everyone else’s plaid pants and blazer combination. He had bright blond hair that was slicked back. His eyes were blue. Gabrielle had seen him numerous times already, but she couldn’t for the life of her remember his name.

The blond man walked up the stairs toward her, his hand extended in a grand gesture. “My love, you are the only one whose beauty can captivate me so. Please, allow me, the King of Love, the sweep you off your feet!”

The blond knelt before Gabrielle and took her hand in his. He stared into her eyes. Why was he staring into her eyes so hard? It looked like he was trying to drill holes through her with his gaze. Creepy.

Gabrielle responded to this man the same way she had done every time he appeared.

“Who are you again?”

The reaction around the room was instant. The whole class burst out laughing. Ryoko and Serah were the worst perpetrators, bent over the table and howling with laughter as they were, but even Kazekiri was snickering into her hand while trying to look stern. Gabrielle just smiled. She didn’t really know what was so funny.

“W-why is it that you can never remember my name?” The blond cried out. “I’m Jameson de Truante, the most handsome man in this entire school. I am so handsome that people often call me the King of Good Looks.”

“Hmm…” Gabrielle crossed her arms. That’s right. This boy was Jasmine’s older brother, wasn’t he? She remembered now. However… “I’m sorry, but you’re nowhere near as handsome as Alex.”

“Hurk!”

Jameson jerked backwards as though he’d been shot through the heart with something, though all this did was cause him to lose his balance. With a loud squawk that reminded her of an Angelisian parocetian (a lizard found on Angelisia that sounded like a parrot), he rolled down the stairs, bounced along the floor, and hit the stage with a harsh thud. And there he lay, insensate to the world around him.

“Oh! That was rich!” Ryoko continued to laugh. “He keeps… keeps making passes at you… and you… you can’t even remember his name!! Bwa-ha-ha-ha!”

“Serves the jerk right,” Serah added.

Kazekiri sighed. “I normally would not approve of such behavior, but Jameson has always been a problem child, so I will let this slide once.”

“Um, thank you?” Gabrielle said, not quite sure if she should be grateful or not.

“Don’t worry,” Selene said upon seeing her confused look. “You might not understand right now, but you did a very good thing.”

“Oh.” Gabrielle paused, and then beamed brightly at her friend. “Okay!”

Class eventually settled down, though Jameson remained lying on the floor. Students chatted about this and that. Gabrielle engaged in her own conversation with her friends, discussing the possibility of going to sing karaoke this weekend. Of course, she invited Kazekiri to come as well, to which the young woman replied that she would think about it. Gabrielle hoped that meant she would come.

It wasn’t long before the students were forced to settle down as their teacher came in and barked at them.

Their homeroom teacher, a stern-looking man with neatly combed gray hair named Mr. Sanchez, took one look at Jameson, sighed, and then said, “Does anyone want to explain why Mr. Truante is lying unconscious on the floor?”

No one said anything. Mr. Sanchez sighed.

“Right. Someone get Mr. Truante to the nurse’s office. I don’t want him lying on the floor while I teach.”

Class began as it usually did. Homeroom was mostly used for self-study, so the students were allowed to work on anything so long as it was school related.

Gabrielle frowned as she realized that she had nothing to study, having already done all of her homework and studied up on the two upcoming tests she would have in math and history. Since students could choose what courses to take, Gabrielle was only taking courses that interested her, and thus, she had studied ahead. Did that mean she should find something else to do?

“Um, excuse me, Mr. Sanchez?” Gabrielle waved her hand. “What if you’re already done with all your school work and studying?”

Mr. Sanchez raised an eyebrow. “Are you telling me that you expect me to believe you have finished all of your homework and studied for your tests?”

“Yes.”

“Ms… Angelise, was it? While I am sure you believe you have done all the required studying necessary, I would like to remind you that Atreyu Academy is the foremost school in Mars City—no, on Mars itself. Our academy has strict academic standards that even geniuses have trouble keeping pace with. You are a brand-new student who has only been here for several days. Please, do not lie to me and grab your material to study.”

“But I’m not lying,” Gabrielle said.

“That will be quite enough, Ms. Angelise.”

“But—”

“Ms. Angelise!” Mr. Sanchez snapped. “Do not talk back to me, pull out your material, and start studying.”

As Mr. Sanchez proceeded to ignore her, Gabrielle puffed out her cheeks and sat down. She didn’t know much about Mr. Sanchez, but from this conversation, she had determined that she did not like him at all. He was mean. Not only was he mean, he didn’t believe her when she said she had finished doing all of her homework and studied all the required material.

This is just like that time when Bara-bara didn’t believe I had built his new battleship from scratch.

Thinking about Bara-bara made her remember the second biggest reason she had run away from Angelisia. It wasn’t something she wanted to think about, though, so she did her best to put it out of her mind.

Gabrielle wondered if she should prove to Mr. Sanchez that she really had done all of her work and studying. When Bara-bara had laughed in her face and called her a pretentious brat, she had taken his new battleship apart right before his eyes to prove that she was the one who had built it. But what could she do here to prove that she’d studied all the required material? She didn’t have a battleship to take apart. She just had her… tests…

That’s it!

She stood up. “Mr. Sanchez!”

Her homeroom teacher sighed. “What is it now?”

“I would like to take the tests now, to prove to you that I did do all the studying required.”

“Sit back down, Ms. Angelise,” Mr. Sanchez said. “I don’t have to time to listen to you spout nonsense.”

“It isn’t nonsense!” Gabrielle argued. “It’s—”

“Sit. Down.”

Gabrielle didn’t think herself the type who got mad easily. Getting upset at others just wasn’t in her nature, but right then, she was mad. The only time she’d been angrier than she was now had been when Alex was nearly killed by Nyx. However, unlike Nyx, who had proven herself to be genuinely remorseful, this man clearly had no remorse for his words.

“Take it easy, Gabrielle,” Selene said, tugging on Gabrielle’s sleeve to make her sit back down. “Just sit down and pretend you’re doing something. Getting upset at the teacher isn’t going to help anything.”

“I guess…”

Gabrielle sat back down and tried to pretend she was studying, but much of her mood was ruined. She really hoped the rest of her school day wasn’t like this. Her entire reason for coming to school was so she could have fun with her friends and learn more about human culture. If she couldn’t have fun, then what was she going to school for?

Fortunately, the rest of school was nowhere near as bad as homeroom. In fact, both her math and science teachers praised her for acing their exams, and her engineer professor, a woman wearing a grease-stained spacer suit, had been impressed by her all-purpose tool. Many of the students also expressed admiration for her talent at building things. The guys loved it when she repaired the engines of an old shuttle they had been working on.

Of course, repairing a fuel-based engine was easy, since it was a simple engine-type that used fuel cells and combustion to power it. It was nothing like the Angelisian pulse generator that she had built for the Angelisian Military. That had been tough since it required creating an entirely new type of energy, or rather, discovering a type of energy that hadn’t been thought to exist.

She didn’t say anything about their lack of advanced technology. Gabrielle knew that the humans of this solar system were behind technologically, and she knew that not every human was going to be a genius like Alex. It kind of sucked, but it was also fun to learn about human engineering. She even had a few ideas of incorporating human technology into her Angelisian inventions.

School eventually ended. Gabrielle walked out of the gates with Kazekiri, Selene, Serah, and Ryoko. Alice, Ariel, Jasmine, and Michelle were already at the front gate. With them were Alex and Nyx.

However, they were not the only one’s present.

“Look,” Alex said with a sigh, “I don’t know how many times I have to tell you this, but I am not challenging you to a duel, and I can’t offer you Gabrielle’s hand in marriage because that’s not my choice to make.”

“And I am telling you,” Arthur began, “that I am not requesting this duel for Gabrielle’s hand in marriage. This is a challenge I am issuing to you for the sake of seeing who between us is superior.”

“And I’m not interested.”

“Because you’re afraid?”

“Because I don’t care.”

“Alex!” Gabrielle raced ahead of her friends, ready to pounce on Alex—when Michelle gave her a look.

“Don’t go after Alex anymore. Pretend you aren’t interested. Guys like it when you play hard to get.”

Gabrielle slowed to a stop in front of the group, quivering in place as her natural desire to hug Alex fought against her sister’s advice. She took a deep breath. She held it in. Then she released it. Okay. She was good now.

“Gabby,” Alex greeted with a smile, ignoring Arthur altogether. “How was school?”

“Don’t ignore me!” Arthur shouted.

“It was good!” Gabrielle chirped. “I had some problems with Mr. Sanchez, but after homeroom ended, the rest of school was fun. A lot of the technology you guys possess is really retro, but I think working with old technology was even more fun than if I had the latest equipment.”

“I’m glad you had a good time.” Alex smiled.

“Hey! Are you really going to ignore a prince?!” Arthur pointed a quivering finger at Alex’s back.

“Hey there, Alex. You’re looking scrumptious toda—waaa!”

Ryoko darted past Gabrielle, slipped behind Alex, and tried to grope him. Tried was the keyword since she failed. The moment she tried to stick her hands under his shirt, Alex grabbed her arm, twisted around, kicked the back of her knees, and put her in some kind of grappling technique or something. Everyone was shocked. Even Alex seemed shocked.

“Ouch! Ouch! Alex, you’re gonna break my arm!”

“Oh, crap!” Alex let go and jerked his hand back. “I’m sorry, Ryoko! When you came up behind me, my body reacted on its own.”

“No, no. I think I’m the one at fault,” Ryoko admitted. “Given everything that’s happened, I should have realized you’d have those fighting instincts.” She winked at him. “To be honest, being roughed up by you is kind of hot.”

Alex rolled his eyes. “Always with the jokes.”

“Oh ho ho ho ho!” Jasmine suddenly laughed as she stepped in front of her Ryoko. “I do not know what you think you’re doing, but please refrain from trying to inappropriately touch Alexander in front of me. As the Queen of Pureness, I’ll not have you tainting his purity.”

The sound of Alice smacking herself in the face made Gabrielle’s ears wiggle.

“Troublesome,” the girl muttered.

“Oh? Aren’t you that Jaz-girl?”

“Oh ho ho ho ho! My name is Jasmine. For someone not to know the name of the person who has been hailed as the Queen of School is unthinkable. You must not be very well informed.”

“I think the only one calling you that is you,” Ryoko said.

“You mean she’s really not called the Queen of School?” asked Gabrielle. Everyone turned to stare at her. “What?”

“You’re cute, Gabrielle,” Ryoko said with a wink.

“HEY!” Arthur suddenly shouted, and his voice was so loud that it reverberated across the entire campus, causing everyone who’d been around the gates to stop what they were doing and stare at him. “Don’t think you all can just ignore me! Alexander S. Ryker! I am challenging you to a duel!”

“No,” Alex said almost immediately.

Arthur ground his teeth together. “F-fine. Since you seem so set on refusing, I’ll not bother with you. You’re clearly not a true man if you aren’t willing to face me in honorable combat.”

“The only honor that comes from combat is when it lets me protect the people I love,” Alex countered. “Fighting without a just cause is nothing more than casuistry.”

Arthur paused, his cheeks turned red, and then he coughed into his hand. “W-whatever. It’s not important. Gabrielle!” Arthur focused on her instead. He walked up to her, knelt down, and took her hand. “Gabrielle, I apologize for being so hasty the previous day. I realize that you and I have not spoken for a long time, so it’s only natural that feelings and memories would fade. I would like for us to start over. Allow me to take you on a date tomorrow.”

Gabrielle shook her head. “I can’t. I have school tomorrow.”

Arthur twitched. “Then… the day after?”

“I have school then, too.”

“W-what days don’t you have school?”

“Um, Saturday and Sunday. That’s four days from now.”

“Then allow me to take you on a date four days from now,” Arthur said.

Gabrielle was about to deny him, to tell him that she had no intention of going on a date with him because she loved Alex, but then she paused. The conversation she’d had with Michelle the night before floated into her mind.

“Arthur will probably come back to ask you out at some point. When he does, tell him that you’ll go on a date with him.”

“But I don’t want to go on a date with him!”

“It doesn’t matter. Going on the date with him is necessary to make Alex confess to you.”

“How does that work?”

“Look, Honorable Sister, when you begin to show interest in other guys, Alex will realize that he needs to hurry up and admit his feelings for you before someone else steals you away. It will give him that sense of urgency that if he doesn’t do something, he’ll lose you.”

“I don’t know…”

“Please trust me on this, Honorable Sister. This is exactly like one of the scenarios in my games.”

Gabrielle fought with herself. She didn’t want to accept his offer of a date. She didn’t want to do anything with him. All Gabrielle wanted was to be with Alex.

But if I do this, Alex will realize that he should confess to me.

Michelle knew how this romance stuff worked better than her. Gabrielle had never thought about romance until Alex, so she didn’t know what to do. That was why she would listen to Michelle’s advice.

“Did you really just ask her on a date?” asked Alex. “You never learn, do you? Gabrielle clearly isn’t interested in—”

“I’ll do it,” Gabrielle said, having come to a decision. “I’ll go on a date with you.”

Her proclamation was met with stunned silence, though none looked more stunned than Alex. The expression he gave her almost made Gabrielle take her words back and say she was just kidding. She didn’t. Gabrielle sucked in the unpleasant roiling of her stomach. This was all so Alex would confess to her. To hear his confession, she would do anything…

Even if though she really didn’t like what she had to do.

4

Alex spent the next day mostly in a daze; it was as though a film had been thrown over his eyes, as though his mind was shrouded with fog. His thoughts were slow. Thinking at all required more effort than it should have. He couldn’t even work on his inventions, that was how difficult it was for his mental faculties to process information.

It was a school day. Everyone but Nyx was in class right then. Alex had made them breakfast and walked them to school as always, but he hadn’t spoken much, and he’d left soon after they reached Atreyu Academy. Now he was inside of his and Gabrielle’s laboratory, trying to work on the wings that they had been building. It was almost finished. There were only a few more feathers that he needed to add.

The problem was that he couldn’t concentrate.

“I cannot believe you are being such a pansy about this,” Voice Number One said. “Are you really just going to stand around here in a daze all day? If it bothers you that much, then go up to the angel bitch, push her against the wall, and shove your throbbing hot—doof!”

A loud crashing echoed through his mind. Alex imagined that the owner of the other voice had hit Voice Number One.

“I apologize for her words,” Voice Number Two began. “She is becoming more unruly by the day. You need to remain calm, Alexander. The more negativity you feel, the stronger Asmodeus becomes, and while I disagree with what actions she believes you should take; I do believe that you should communicate with Gabrielle and express how you feel.”

I can’t do that.

“Why can’t you? Expressing your feelings should be easy. You know that Gabrielle will accept them.”

I…

“Psh! You know why he won’t as well as I do. This kid’s a pussy! He’s afraid she’ll reject him because he’s horny all the time.”

“And who’s fault do you think that is?”

“Hehe.”

“This is no laughing matter, Daemon!”

Alex listened as the two began yelling at each other and tried not to sigh. This had been happening more and more often lately.

He had not told anyone about these voices because he didn’t want people to think he was insane, though he had asked Ēostre if Angelisians had a second personality, or perhaps an alter ego. She told him they didn’t. That meant these voices were unique to him.

He didn’t know what to think about that.

There were a few things that he had discovered on his own, namely that Voice Number One was somehow tied into the red power that he could unleash, while Voice Number Two was tied to the Aura of Creation.

It was entirely possible that the cause of the voices was thanks to the seal. While only a theory, Alex believed that it was because of the seal’s degradation. Gabrielle had mentioned that the seal on his core likely locked away his Angelisian genes. If that was indeed the case, then it stood to reason that these voices were because his powers weren’t fully unlocked. Perhaps the seal was holding strong enough that his powers, still separated from him, had created alter egos.

Then again, all this could be in his mind.

“Are you okay?” Nyx asked.

Alex blinked.

He was sitting at a work table in the lab. While most of their inventions were created using Mr. Welder, there were times when Alex and Gabrielle wanted to work directly with their hands. The worktable was just a sturdy slab of durasteel with a long bench surrounding it. The wings, nearly complete and shining with a metallic sheen, sat on the table.

Nyx was with him, seated to his immediate left as she watched him work with emotionless eyes. Her dark hair trailed along the seat before pooling on the floor. He wanted to ask if he could cut her hair, give it a trim, but he knew better. Nyx liked to transmute her hair into weapons using alchemy. Alex assumed that it was this length so she could have more materials to work with.

“I’m sorry. What?” Alex asked.

Nyx’s frown was almost imperceptible. “I asked if you were okay? You’ve just been sitting there in a daze. I thought something was wrong.”

“Oh…” Alex shook his head, relaxed, and then put on a smile. “I’m sorry for worrying you. I’m fine.”

“You are not,” Nyx stated with certainty.

“W-what?”

“You are not fine,” Nyx said again. “You didn’t even last ten seconds during our spar this morning, and now you aren’t even paying attention to your invention. You are not fine.”

Alex looked away, unsure of what to say.

“Is it because of Prince Arthur?” asked Nyx.

Alex swiveled his head back to her. “Do you know this Prince Arthur guy?”

“I do not know him, but I know of him.” Nyx continued to stare at him as her normally emotionless eyes narrowed. “Prince Arthur is the fourth prince of a solar system closer to the galaxy’s core. It’s a very busy solar system, since a lot of space lanes pass through there, which makes the solar system one of the wealthiest in our galaxy.”

Nyx paused. Alex assumed she was waiting to see if he’d absorbed her words, so he nodded for her to continue.

“There is a legend among their people about an ancient and powerful sword that was embedded into a stone. The sword is called Caliburn. The legend goes that whoever manages to pull Caliburn shall become the king that leads their solar system into an even greater era of prosperity. Ten years ago, Prince Arthur pulled Caliburn from the stone and became the crown prince.”

“So, basically, Prince Arthur went from being last in line for the throne to the one who will become king,” Alex summarized.

“Yes.”

“Huh… I see.” Alex smiled as he grabbed one of the feathers that had yet to be attached to the wing system and began toying with it. “I guess that explains why Gabrielle was willing to go on a date with him. Not only do they know each other, but he’s an actual prince, a true knight in shining armor.”

Alex remembered when Gabrielle had first started living with him, they had met Mrs. Metronome, Selene’s mother, and she had called Alex Gabrielle’s knight in shining armor. It seemed she was wrong. He wasn’t the true knight. He was no prince coming to the rescue. He was just the guy who Gabrielle had chosen to be her shield from unwanted marriage suitors. Now that Prince Arthur had come, she could be with him. He was sure she’d be happier with a real prince.

“ARE YOU AN IDIOT?!”

“Gya!”

Pain wracked Alex’s brain as the loud shout made him jerk backwards. He fell off the bench and slammed head first onto the durasteel floor, crying out again when the harsh crack of his head meeting metal echoed around the room.

What was that for?!

“That was because you’re a fucking idiot! What kind of pathetic loser are you? Boy, do you have even a modicum of common sense in that head of yours?!”

I have plenty of common sense.

“NOT FROM WHERE I’M STANDING!”

Alex winced again as the sound of Voice Number One’s shout bounced inside of his head. He felt as though the shout were reverberating inside of his very bones.

“I would normally never agree with Asmodeus,” Voice Number Two said. “However, you know as well as I do, as well as she does, that the person Gabrielle loves the most is you. I’m pretty sure she’s not interested in this Arthur. She’s more than likely trying to make you jealous so you’ll confess to her.”

“I bet this is that younger sister’s plan. She’s a cunning girl, that one.”

Alex knew they were correct, though he wanted to deny it. If he could just pretend that Gabrielle loved Prince Arthur, it would make things easier. He couldn’t give her the happiness she deserved, couldn’t treat her the way she deserved to be treated, couldn’t protect her, not even from himself.

Alex froze when his hand caressed her bare breasts. That noise, it hadn’t been a whimper of pain. It had been a moan. A soft, delicate sound breathed through slightly parted pink lips, which tenderly caressed the ear and caused his arousal to spike. He gulped, and then began moving his hand again.

Because Alex was a freak.

His pants became unbearably tight when he felt her nipple stiffen under his touch. He bit his lip, trying not to think about how undeniably sexy that sound was, about how nice her breast felt in his hand.

He had felt aroused when Nyx’s life had been in danger, when she’d been injured and her nanomachines overheating from overusing her alchemy to transmute her body. It was disgusting. He was disgusting, and that wasn’t even the only problem.

Alex was unfaithful.

He hadn’t been looking at just Gabrielle. Kazekiri, Jasmine, Nyx, Selene, even Ryoko had been subjected to his lust. They’d featured prominently in his dreams. He’d imagined them doing all kinds of erotic things with him, sometimes alone, sometimes together. What made it worse was that while he was awake, he’d catch himself staring at their breasts or their hips when they weren’t looking. Just thinking about the lustful stares he’d given these girls made him sick to his stomach.

“Damn… you really are a pussy.”

Shut up.

“I can’t believe you’re making such a big deal out of this.”

Be quiet…

“It’s not even that big of a deal. So you get aroused by hot women. Boo fucking hoo. You think you’re the only one who gets turned on by a hot chick? News flash. Every male is the exact same way. There are even some females like myself who find other females attractive. I’d definitely fuck any of the women you’re living with.”

I said shut up!

“Oooh! So scary. Listen, brat, trying to make me stop talking by telling me to shut up isn’t going to work. If you want to make me listen to you, then you’re gonna have to man up, get your ass in here, and make me submit to you. Until that time comes, I’m going to say whatever I fucking want. Got it?”

“I apologize for not being able to stop her, but with your current state of mind, my powers are waning. Alexander, I know this is hard for you. However, I think you should understand that what you feel is, well, I don’t want to agree with Asmodeus, but it’s natural.”

I got aroused by touching an unconscious girl. I can’t look at the women around me without feeling lust. I’ve had dreams of having orgies with them. How is that natural?

“Hmph. That’s completely natural. Even Angelisians have orgies. You’re just a pansy.”

“Asmodeus is at least partially correct, though I would hesitate to call what we do orgies. It is not as if we will have sex with anyone. Unlike Daemons, Angelisians only have sex with people they love.”

“Trying to make yourself sound noble by saying you only have orgies with loved ones? You Angelisians always have to find some manner of justification for what you do, don’t you? At least we Daemons don’t need to do that. We do what we want, when we want.”

“And that is why you and I will never get along.”

“Good, because I don’t want to get along with you.”

Alex gnashed his teeth together as he sat on the floor and covered his face with a hand, as though doing so would somehow block out the debate being waged inside of his mind. He didn’t know what to do. He was hopelessly lost, with no one who could possibly understand what he was going through or help him figure out what he should do. The two voices inside of his head weren’t helping either.

Why did he have to be this way? Why couldn’t he have been born normal? Why did he have to feel this lust, listen to these voices, deal with this intense sexual desire? He hated it. He hated it hated it hated it hated it!

What should I do? Someone… tell me… what am I supposed to do?

He wished someone would tell him what path he should take. He wanted someone to hold him and tell him that everything was okay, that he wasn’t a freak, that he was just having a hard time and things would get better.

“It’s okay,” a voice said.

Alex froze like a block of ice when Nyx knelt before him. She stared at him with red eyes, and even though they still looked emotionless, Alex thought he could detect compassion in her gaze.

“Nyx, I…”

“Everything will be okay,” Nyx said. “I do not know what is wrong, but I know that everything will be okay.”

“How can you say that?”

“Because…” Nyx paused, her head tilting. “Because you are the person who gave me a new chance at life. Even though I tried to kill you, you forgave me and gave me something I never thought I would have. A home. I will never forget your incredible kindness. That is why… even if you can’t tell me what’s wrong, I would like you to rely on me. Even if I do not know what the problem is, I will make everything better.”

Alex didn’t know when he started crying, but tears stung his eyes. He tried to stop them. It was no use. They poured out, streaming from his eyes, running down his cheeks, and dripping off his chin.

“Nyx… I…”

Before Alex knew what he was doing, he had fallen forward and wrapped the pretty assassin before him in a hug. He felt her body stiffen. She was probably going to throw him. Even though she was now willing to hold his hand, she still threw him when he unexpectedly touched her. However, rather than judo toss him to the ground, Nyx reciprocated his gesture, wrapping her arms around him. This only made Alex cry that much harder.
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Alex didn’t know what he should do, about Prince Arthur, about Gabrielle, about his own self-loathing and disgust. He had no idea. However, in that moment, Alex felt like maybe, just maybe, everything would be okay.

“Your hair is surprisingly soft,” Nyx murmured as one of her hands caressed his head.

“I-is that so?” Alex was glad his face was buried in Nyx’s shoulder. It meant she couldn’t see him blush.

“It is,” she said. “Are you feeling better?”

“I am.” He sniffled. “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome. Now, while I do not know everything that is wrong, I believe I have found a solution to at least one of your problems.”

“What’s that?”

“I can kill Prince Arthur for you. He can’t bother Princess Gabrielle if he is dead.”

“… Please don’t.”

“Okay.”
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The day after Arthur asked her on a date, Gabrielle found herself being corralled to the shopping district by Ryoko and Serah after school. The two had told her that she needed clothes for her date. Well, Ryoko said she needed clothes for her date. Serah said she shouldn’t go out with a disgusting man, but her friend was still going to help her find new clothes.

On a side note, Gabrielle wondered what her friend’s problem was with men.

Selene and Kazekiri weren’t with them. Selene was needed at her parents’ bakery, and Kazekiri was working at the police headquarters. Gabrielle had asked Alice and Jasmine if they wanted to come, but Alice had told her it was too troublesome, and Jasmine had simply laughed and said that she was working. Gabrielle hadn’t even realized Jasmine had a job.

The store that Ryoko and Serah had dragged her to was called Overdress, and it was a small outlet that had a lot of really flashy outfits. Most of them were gowns. That wasn’t all it had, though, as Gabrielle could also see strangely shaped pants with different cuts. Some of them flared out, others had frills, a few had rips, and still more changed random colors as time passed. There was a lot of variety.

“Here, why don’t you try this on?” Ryoko suggested, holding out a dress for Gabrielle to wear. It looked like a white dress of some kind, though she couldn’t tell the type.

“Um, I’m still not sure why I need a new dress,” Gabrielle said.

Ryoko paused. “Um, because you’re going on a date?”

“With a disgusting prince,” Serah added absently.

“Right, with a prince. You need something that will wow and awe him, something that will leave him speechless and begging at your feet.”

Gabrielle didn’t understand why she’d want to leave someone speechless and begging at her feet, but she was beginning to realize that everyone expected her to do something that she didn’t know about.

Because Ryoko and Serah seemed to know more than her, she did what they asked. Gabrielle went into the changing room, pulled off her clothes, and put on the dress. Fortunately, while Gabrielle often had maids dress her back home, she’d been clothed in expensive gowns enough times that putting on a dress was a simple matter.

“What do you think?” asked Gabrielle.

“Hmm… it looks good on you, but…” Ryoko tilted her head this way and that.

Serah shook her head. “It’s too ordinary to compliment your beauty. You need something a bit flashier.”

The two made Gabrielle try on several more outfits; they had her wear a slip dress with spaghetti straps, a leather outfit that was tight around her chest and flared out at the hips, a dress that looked almost like a spacesuit with a high collar, and numerous other frilly outfits.

The next one her friends had chosen was black, only had one sleeve, and had a slit running along her left thigh. It felt a little lopsided because it was missing a sleeve. She guessed it was a fashion thing. She’d read about fashion statements on the holonet. In either case, she walked out of the room and presented herself to Serah and Ryoko.

“Wow!” Serah mumbled, while Ryoko whistled.

“Do you think this looks good?” Gabrielle asked, moving around, the hem swishing about her ankles.

“It looks amazing, but let’s try on a few more outfits,” Ryoko said.

Ryoko and Serah selected several more outfits, everything from regular gowns to dresses with huge collars and dangerous dips and they had her try on every one of them. Gabrielle had fun, sort of. She probably would have liked it more if she was shopping for Alex instead of Arthur. Still, she understood that this was important. Michelle had said that she needed to make it seem like she was actually interested in Arthur.

In the end, Ryoko and Serah kept arguing over what she should wear. Serah wanted her to wear a purple and black maid outfit, while Ryoko said she would look better in a strapless red dress. Since they were so busy debating with each other, Gabrielle had chosen herself, a silver dress that she thought looked cute.

Serah and Ryoko expressed their disappointment with her choice, but Gabrielle had told them it was their fault for not being able to decide; they couldn’t argue with her.

The three of them parted ways. Gabrielle hopped onto a shuttle and walked back home.

“I’m home!” she called out as she closed the door behind her, took off her boots, and stepped into the hallway. Shuffling reached her ears before two figures exited the living room.

“Big Sis, welcome home,” Ariel said.

“Indeed. Welcome home, Honorable Sister,” Michelle added.

“Hehe!” Gabrielle bashfully rubbed her head. “Thank you. Where’s Alex?”

Ariel and Michelle shared a look, but before Gabrielle had time to ponder what their expressions meant, they turned back to her.

“I believe Alex is training in the simulator with Nyx,” Michelle said at last.

“They were fighting each other pretty hard,” Ariel added.

Michelle smiled. “Ariel was watching Alex for quite a while.”

“I-I was not!”

“It’s great that you two are getting along,” Gabrielle said, taking Ariel’s hands in her own and smiling. “That makes me really happy!”

Ariel had a really bad habit of pushing others away, so she had been worried that her younger sister wouldn’t get along with Alex. Of course, Gabrielle didn’t blame her sister. She knew the reason.

Everyone treated Ariel poorly.

No one expected anything from Ariel, who had neither the technical expertise that Gabrielle had or the political cunning that Michelle had. Ariel was physically strong and could talk to animals. That was it. Those were her only skills, and while physical strength would prove useful in the military, outside of it, being strong meant nothing.

There was also Ariel’s curse. Gabrielle was sure her sisters didn’t know she knew about their personal problems, but she had overheard Papa talking about it with Ēostre-Mama. She hadn’t said anything because there was nothing she could do. No amount of technological advancements could fix their problems right now, though one day she would find a way to solve both of Ariel’s and Michelle’s problems.

“O-oh, does it? Well, I guess he’s all right for a perverted beast,” Ariel mumbled. She looked away.

“You aren’t going to go down and see him, are you?” asked Michelle.

Gabrielle shook her head. “I’ll follow the plan.”

“Plan?” Ariel asked.

“That’s good.” Michelle nodded. “It’s best to pretend you aren’t interested in him. He’ll eventually grow more frustrated the longer you refuse to talk to him, and then, he’ll finally break down and confess his feelings.”

“Right.”

Gabrielle nodded along with her sister, though deep down she didn’t want to do this. All she wanted was to race down to the lab, crash through the simulator, and hug Alex for all he was worth.

However, hugging him and paying him lots of attention hadn’t gotten her anywhere. Michelle said it was because of some hang-ups he had. She didn’t know what hang-ups Alex might have, but she suspected it was something that he refused to tell anyone.

She’d occasionally notice the pained expressions on his face when she caught him looking at her boobs. At first, she thought something was wrong with her boobs. It wasn’t until she’d spoken with Alice one day that she had realized this wasn’t the case. Alex apparently liked big boobs, and hers were pretty big. This led her to believe that the problem lay elsewhere. Sadly, she didn’t know where the problem lay, which meant all she could do was patiently wait for him to tell her what was wrong.

Gabrielle wandered into the living room with her sisters. Alice and Jasmine were there, sitting on the couch as they watched Titan Girls, a popular show about a girl who had the strength of a hundred people and could bash bad guys’ faces in with ease.

Well, it was more like Alice was sprawled on the couch, while Jasmine sat on the tiny portion that her friend left for her. As she sat down on the floor with her two younger sisters, Gabrielle paid only half attention to the holodrama.

She wondered how long it would take before Alex confessed to her. Did these things take a long time? Michelle said it depended on the person, but she wished her sister could have given a more definite answer.

She really didn’t want to go on that date with Arty.


CHAPTER 3

PRINCE VERSUS HERO

It was two days after Gabrielle agreed to go on a date with Prince Arthur, Thursday, and Alex was trying to spend his free time doing something that would get his mind off what had happened.

“I’ll do it. I’ll agree to go on a date with you.”

He didn’t want to think about it, but he knew this was his fault. Gabrielle had, for the past month, been telling him that she loved him. No, she had been telling him that ever since he’d fought Azazel and promised to protect her from her father. At that time, he had merely assumed she was using him, but he’d been forced to recognize her feelings were true just before he’d decided to save Nyx from the police.

Gabrielle wasn’t the kind of person who’d say something like that so sincerely and then go on a date with someone else—well, maybe she would. According to Selene, polygamy was acceptable among the rest of the galaxy. That said, he didn’t think that she was attempting to seduce Prince Arthur in order to build herself a harem with both of them.

Alex wasn’t stupid. He might not know much about relationships, but he was at least smart enough to recognize that she was probably trying to make him jealous. If he had to guess, this was a plot coined by Michelle, who was apparently a wiz at playing dating simulations.

Dating simulation was a term that Alex hadn’t heard much of, but it was apparently popular among certain crowds. It was all about playing as a character and getting other characters to fall in love with your character. He had no idea how that worked, but according to some holo documentary, virtual reality dating simulations had been really popular in the past and were making a comeback now.

Alice, Ariel, Gabrielle, and Michelle were at school. Alex hadn’t wanted to remain at home, and he was too preoccupied to work on his inventions, so he and Nyx were wandering around Mars’ City’s Entertainment District.

While all of the other districts looked industrious, truly what people from ancient times must have imagined an advanced civilization to look like, the entertainment district looked almost like it had been transplanted from Earth. Rather than multiple walkways, it was made up of several large plates, which could be accessed via escalators and warp points. Shops, restaurants, arcades, theaters… everything that a person could imagine to entertain themselves was in this district.

The hub that he and Nyx were strolling through was fairly empty. Places like this usually had few customers during school and work hours. Several people walked past them, but they were older people who seemed less interested in the arcades dotting the area and more interested in walking to and from the next shop. A pair of young women in fashionable wraparound dresses and space boots were chatting as they ambled passed him and Nyx. Several young men in street clothes sat around a table and seemed to be in a passionate discussion about something. A few other people dotted the area here and there, but for a place that could hold over a hundred thousand people, it looked empty.

“See anything you want to check out?” Alex asked Nyx, who shook her head. “Well, be sure to let me know if there’s something you like.”

Nyx nodded and Alex continued leading the girl around by the hand so they wouldn’t get separated. He honestly wasn’t sure what they should do. Before Gabrielle had started school, all of his free time had been spent inventing stuff with her, but now…

Try not to think about Gabrielle right now, Alex. Just have fun with Nyx.

He was stopped from moving further when Nyx ceased moving. He looked back at her, noticed that her head was turned toward something, and then looked at what she was looking at. A small crowd had gathered in front of an arcade. Alex couldn’t see what they were staring at, but many of the people were cheering.

He looked back at Nyx.

“Come on.” He tugged on her hand. “Let’s see what this is all about.”

“Yes.”

He and Nyx journeyed to the crowd, which was bigger than Alex had initially expected. It wasn’t just older people either. There were a few individuals who looked like they were his age—ditchers, probably. Alex pushed his way through the crowd with Nyx, who helped by subtly using alchemy to stretch the area they were walking through. What they found on the other side was… shocking.

“Isn’t that Prince Arthur?” Alex asked.

“It is,” Nyx said.

Prince Arthur was playing a fighting simulation game. It was a game where players stood on a platform that used highly advanced sensor technology to create a polygon version of the person playing on a screen. Then two would fight using that polygon character by moving their bodies in real-time. It was a popular game right now. Alex had never played it himself, but he had read on the holonet that there were several tournaments being played, where the people who won could earn a lot of money.

At the moment, Prince Arthur was fighting against some lady, and he was kicking this lady’s butt. Her character could barely even fight. Whenever she did manage to throw a punch, Prince Arthur countered it with a block, then launched a series of swift punches and kicks, and her health gauge dropped some more.

He’s been trained in combat.

A lot of the people who played these fighting games didn’t have real combat experience. However, Prince Arthur clearly had training. His movements were crisp, clean, and precise. No wasted energy. They were nothing at all like the woman, who while clearly experienced with fighting games, did not have his kind of real-world experience. Her moves were much sloppier, and she left herself open to his counters. In the end, her health gauge went to zero, and her character was “killed.”

“It was a good fight!” Prince Arthur boomed as he shook the lady’s hand. His bright smile was so dazzling Alex thought his teeth were sparkling. Despite having her ass handed to her on a silver platter, the woman looked ready to swoon.

“Is there anyone else who wishes to challenge me?” asked Prince Arthur, looking at the crowd.

Many people seemed interested, if the raised hands, shouts, and general exuberance being displayed were any indication. Alex pulled Nyx closer so she wouldn’t get jostled around. In a surprising turn of events, not only did Nyx not respond with violence, but she actually conformed herself to him. He felt a moment of tension run down his spin when her modest chest pressed into his side. However, the bodies closing in around them diminished his arousal.

As the crowd grew increasingly out of control, Prince Arthur’s eyes landed on them. His frown grew. His eyes narrowed. Then he raised his left hand and pointed.

“Alexander S. Ryker! I see you have finally accepted my challenge!”

“Erm…” Alex tried to think of what he should say. “No… that’s not quite—”

“Come! Step up onto the platform and let us see who is more fit to become Gabrielle’s husband!”

Alex was this close to telling Prince Arthur to shut up, but before he could, Nyx tugged at his sleeve. She looked up at him from her place snuggled against his torso. Her eyes looked the same as always, emotionless. Even so, there was something within them that made him pause.

“Do you think I should battle him?” he asked.

Nyx nodded. “Prince Arthur has combat experience. Even if it’s a simulation like this, it will be good practice.”

“I guess.” Alex sighed. He’d been hoping to avoid a confrontation with this guy, but he guessed a simulated video game battle would be fine.

“It is good to know that you have accepted my challenge,” Prince Arthur said. “I commend you for your courage.”

“Whatever.”

Alex resisted another sigh.

The fighting simulator used very basic technology. When someone stepped onto the platform, it scanned a person’s body and created a perfect three-dimensional avatar of them using polygons. There were numerous sensors located within the platform’s floor and the walls behind and to Alex’s left. Whenever he moved, the sensors saw it and made the avatar move.

I could probably recreate this if I wanted to. Gabrielle might like it.

“Do not fret when you lose,” Prince Arthur said as he bounced on the balls of his feet. “I have been trained in combat for most of my life. It is no exaggeration to say that I am on par with many of my best knights.”

“Whatever you say,” Alex murmured as he moved into a lose fighting stance.

Arthur’s stance was unusual. He had his feet slightly spread apart, his left foot forward. While his left hand was held in front of him, the right was behind him, hand closed as though he was holding something.

He must use a sword in normal fights. Alex narrowed his eyes as he adopted a southpaw fighting stance, right hand and foot forward.

The simulator began the countdown with the standard voice of: “Ready? Three. Two. One. Fight!”

Alex had already seen a bit of what Arthur could do, so he moved back and was grateful that he did. Arthur had swiped at him with his right hand. The movement was definitely the kind someone who usually swung a sword used. Had his avatar possessed a blade, Alex was sure his health gauge would have dropped.

Two steps forward brought Alex into Arthur’s guard. He attacked with a standard one-two punch combination, a straight jab with his right hand followed by a wide swing with his left, which Arthur blocked by bringing his forearms together. The health gauge dropped a little. However, because it was blocked, the damage was cut by about one-fourth of what it would have normally been.

Arthur was definitely talented, Alex soon discovered as he tried to pick apart his opponent’s guard with little success. His initial block had been an orthodox one, but after that, all his methods of blocking Alex’s punches and kicks were sword-based techniques. He’d parry the attacks with a straight-edged hand, swinging it like it was a sword to deflect Alex’s attacks. A left punch was diverted to the right. A straight jab was redirected over his head. Alex’s kick did more damage to his health gauge than his opponent’s when Arthur hit his shin while hopping over it.

“I hope this is not the best you can do, Alexander S. Ryker,” the prince boomed. “For if it is, then you might as well give up now!”

Alex clicked his tongue as he moved back. If his attacks weren’t going to get through, then his best option was to let Arthur attack him.

“Oh ho! Goading me into attacking, are we? Very well! En garde!”

Arthur’s attacks were fast. Alex vaguely recognized his fighting style as a form of fencing. He relied mostly on thrusts that were combined with quick slicing attacks. Fortunately, he only used one hand to attack with. For Alex, who had been fighting against Nyx and her ridiculous alchemical attacks that came at him from every conceivable angle, avoiding one weapon was easy.

As the two of them continued to trade strikes, Alex noticed that their health gauges were dropping slowly. Neither could land a good blow on the other. Most of their attacks were either blocked or dodged. He frowned.

I need to find a way around that sword hand.

“You are awfully good at fighting for a barbarian,” Arthur complimented as he thrust out his hand once more.

Alex dodged left, rotating his torso to evade the strike more fully. “And you’re awfully good at running your mouth for a prince.”

If this had been a real fight, Alex would have already ended it with his Aura of Creation, but it wasn’t a real fight. It was a simulated battle. This simulator couldn’t mimic Angelisian powers.

Alex watched Arthur’s sword arm come in swinging. He timed the attack. Three. Two. One. Duck. The attack flew over his head, but Alex became shocked when a foot filled his vision. The attack slammed into his avatar’s face. The health gauge dropped to 50%.

“Tch!”

Retaliating for the loss of his health, Alex feinted a high kick that Arthur tried to back away from, then threw a low kick that hit the boy’s shin. As Arthur’s avatar went down, Alex pulled his fist into his torso, then rotated his body and hyperextended his fist, which slammed into the face of Arthur’s avatar. The action resulted in Arthur’s health gauge going down 24%, which dropped his overall health to below half.

As the battle picked up in intensity, with the two of them throwing punches, kicks, counters, and trying to deceive the other, Alex found a smile working itself onto his face. His blood was pumping. He’d felt like this on occasion. It usually happened when he used that red power, but he hadn’t felt it since then, not like this.

Arthur looked like he was having fun as well. He was wearing a mile-wide grin as he threw attacks left and right.

Their battle continued as their health decreased more and more. Shouts and cheers echoed all around them, but Alex ignored all of that, focusing everything he possessed on defeating this guy. He wanted to wipe that smug grin off Arthur’s face.

The fight eventually came to an end when Arthur knocked Alex’s avatar onto his back, then thrust his hand out as though to impale him through the throat. At the same time that his opponent attacked, Alex kicked Arthur in the chest, resulting in the two attacks hitting simultaneously and dropping their health gauges to zero.

“It’s a double knock out!”

“No way!”

“That was intense!”

Alex and Arthur frowned at each other as the simulator announced that they had tied.

“It seems you truly are talented in combat,” Arthur said. “I had not expected that.”

“I didn’t expect a prince to know how to fight,” Alex said.

“A leader is also a warrior,” Arthur retorted. “However, while I acknowledge your skills in combat, I cannot accept a tie so easily. Let us have one more bout to decide who will emerge victorious.”

Alex was about to accept; he wanted to fight Arthur just as much. He was unsatisfied by the results. Sadly, neither of them would get to do any such thing because the lady who had come with Arthur, the woman wearing the severe bun in her hair named Gwenn, marched through the crowd.

“Prince Arthur, what do you think you are doing?” she demanded. “Did you not tell me you were planning to explore the city? Why are you playing human games?”

“Erm…” Arthur suddenly looked like a teenager who’d been caught masturbating to their father’s hidden porn stash. “I was exploring the city at first, but then I happened upon this game and one thing led to another and… hehehe… you know?”

“No, I do not know.” Gwenn adjusted her glasses, which flashed in the light. Alex had no idea how such an innocuous gesture could be so ominous. “However, you can tell me all about it after we return to your ship.”

“F-fine,” Prince Arthur muttered. He then turned to Alex. “However, let me say this. I do not know exactly what your relationship is with Princess Gabrielle, but a boy such as you cannot make her happy. I’ve watched you two. You seem content on keeping her at arm’s length for some reason. Princess Gabrielle is a woman who needs a lot of attention—attention that you do not seem to be giving her.”

Alex looked away. “I… I have my reasons.”

“Whatever your reasons are do not matter,” Arthur said. “What matters the most is making sure Princess Gabrielle is happy, something that you seem to be incapable of doing. I can make Princess Gabrielle far happier than you. Now, then. I shall take my leave. Farewell, Alexander S. Ryker.”

As Arthur disappeared into the crowd, Gwenn following close behind him as though to make sure the boy didn’t run off again, Alex thought about what the prince had said and couldn’t deny the truth in those words. He looked up at the ceiling several dozen meters above him and sighed.

So troublesome.
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Alex and Nyx spent several more hours wandering the Entertainment District before hitching a ride on a shuttle that took them to the Outer District. Once there, they walked to Atreyu Academy, where they picked up Alice, Ariel, Gabrielle, and Michelle.

Dinner was not as lively as it usually was. That was probably his fault. Normally, he and Gabrielle would discuss their inventions during dinner, but that didn’t happen this time. Alex silently ate his meal, while Gabrielle spoke with her sisters. She would occasionally glance his way. However, they didn’t interact beyond that. The others also seemed to sense the tension and remained quiet.

Later that evening, while everyone else was watching something on the holovid, Alex sat on the porch, sipping some tea. It was expensive stuff. Earl Gray. Mars currently didn’t have a dome that created tea. It was all imported from Earth, which naturally made it expensive because it was being shipped between planets.

Alex used to have a lot of money before the incident with Nyx. While Jameson had often called him a peasant, the truth was that Alex, thanks to his patents and inventions, had a net worth of around 2.5 hundred million credits. Certainly, it was not on the same level as a noble family. Even minor noble houses were worth over a billion credits. That said, it was nothing to scoff at either.

The door behind him slid open.

“Alex?” Gabrielle’s voice. He turned to see the girl standing by the sliding door, head tilted, hair swaying. The clothing that she wore, cute pink shorts that allowed him a perfect view of her gorgeous thighs and calves, and a sleeveless top that did little to hide her bountiful assets, made him gulp.

“You mean she’s like sex on legs, right? Don’t you just want to fuck her into a coma?”

Alex gritted his teeth, even as he forced his lips to twitch into a smile. “What’s up, Gabby? Something wrong?”

“One of these days, I am going to close that mouth of yours for good.”

“No.” Gabrielle shook her head. “I was just wondering why you weren’t watching Titan Girls with us. Is something wrong?”

“Good luck with that.”

“Back before you arrived, I used to watch Titan Girls all the time with my sister.” Alex turned back to look at the dome. There was no sky, no stars. The dome lit up during the day using an artificial sun. At night, the sun went down and everything became black. It wasn’t yet time for the sun to shut off. “She would force me to watch it with her, so I became quite intimate with the characters over the past two years. To be honest, I’ve grown a little sick of it.”

“Oh… I was hoping you would watch it with us.”

Alex winced at the disappointment in her voice. It seemed he’d said something he shouldn’t have. Stupid move. He should have asked her if she wanted him to watch it with them.

Gabrielle walked onto the porch, slid the door closed, and sat down next to him.

“In that case, I can just sit here with you,” Gabrielle said in a cheerful voice.

“Always so vibrant,” Alex said with a smile. “I love how you can always smile like that.”

Gabrielle stared at him with slightly wide eyes, and Alex blushed as he realized how his words could be construed. However, he didn’t take them back either. Making up excuses, backtracking on his own words, trying to pretend he’d never said them, that wasn’t really his style.

“Thank you.” Gabrielle looked at her feet. She wasn’t wearing any socks, so her small, elegant feet were subjected to the slightly warm air. She wiggled her toes. “Hearing you say that… makes me really happy.”

“You’re welcome.”

Alex smiled, but it was a fake one. He’d caught sight of what she was doing, and the moment he saw her toes wiggle, he was reminded of what happened with Nyx. He recalled her moans when he had used a rag to clean her feet. More importantly, he remembered his erection.

The feeling of disgust came back.

Will I ever stop feeling this way?

“Probably not. Feeling lustful is in your nature.”

Shut up.

“I agree with Alexander. Now is not the time.”

Alex wanted to close his eyes, bury his head between his knees, and pretend the world didn’t exist, pretend the voices weren’t there. They made everything worse.

He had always had problems with his sexual urges. When he was younger, those urges had caused him to confess to Selene. After she rejected him, he’d avoided contact with other girls, partly because he wanted to avoid rejection, but mostly because he didn’t want to have those feelings anymore.

The only one he didn’t avoid was Jasmine, who was Alice’s friend. It hadn’t been so bad when she was younger. At twelve years old, the fourteen at the time Alex simply didn’t feel any sexual arousal toward her. Things got worse when she began to fill out. Once that started to happen, even she was not immune to being the subject of his very vivid sexual dreams.

He still refused to avoid her even after that. Jasmine was a precious friend. Not only was she precious to Alice, but she was important to him. Alex had shunted aside his desires, put up with the wet dreams, and pretended that he didn’t feel anything for her, even when it became obvious that she had feelings for him. He couldn’t allow himself to touch her. She’d be tainted if he did.

Gabrielle had changed everything because unlike Jasmine, who was too proper to confess, she had no trouble telling him exactly how she felt. She confessed to him every day. What made it worse was that she had no modesty. She slept naked in his bed, tried to take baths with him, and hugged him all the time. He was lucky she was so naïve because it meant she never tried to kiss him. Alex wasn’t sure he would be able to hold himself back if she did that.

I’ve done a good job of keeping myself from going too far, but now that Gabrielle is here…

Alex didn’t want to hurt anyone. He loved them. Gabrielle. Jasmine. Kazekiri. Nyx. Selene. They were so important to him—too important for him to let his lust harm them, to let his desires taint them. He had to protect them, even if it meant protecting them from himself.

“What matters the most is making sure Princess Gabrielle is happy, something that you seem to be incapable of doing.”

Arthur was right. Alex could not make Gabrielle happy. She wanted love and affection. That was why she kept trying to take baths with him, sleep with him, and why she hugged him so much.

If Alex allowed himself to respond to her feelings, let himself return her affection, there was no telling what he would do. He might end up doing something he’d regret for the rest of his life.

“I can make Princess Gabrielle far happier than you.”

He probably can. He doesn’t have the same problems I do. He can make her happier than I ever could.

Maybe it was for the best that Arthur had shown up when he did. He could do what Alex couldn’t: give Gabrielle love and attention, without having to worry that he might one day hurt her with his filthy desires. Ariel would never realize how right she was when she called him a perverted beast.

Those were his thoughts as the domes artificial sun slowly went out.


INTERLUDE II

CONCERN FOR A FRIEND

The days passed slowly after Gabrielle accepted Prince Arthur’s offer for a date, or that was how they appeared to pass for Kazekiri. Maybe it was because of how worried she was. W-well, maybe not worried, but she was concerned.

It was the last school day of the week. She was sitting with Gabrielle, Selene, Serah, and Ryoko, which was where she’d begun sitting every day since Gabrielle first arrived. As she worked on an upcoming report she had for her law enforcement studies (law enforcement studies was a class that people looking to become police officers could take to move further ahead during cadet training), she glanced at Gabrielle out of the corner of her left eye.

Gabrielle sat right next to her, in between her and Selene, elbows propped up on the table and brow furrowed as she set her chin on the butt of her hands. Her wings were currently folded against her back. Everyone had gotten used to those by now. Her expression, while not depressed, did seem somewhat destitute. This was more or less how she’d been since the day she accepted Prince Arthur’s offer to go on a date.

It’s clear that Gabrielle doesn’t want to go on a date with that Prince Arthur guy, so why did she agree? Is she trying to make Alex jealous?

Kazekiri didn’t know much about Alex’s and Gabrielle’s relationship. She only knew the basics. Gabrielle’s father controlled most of the galaxy. He was trying to marry Gabrielle off. Alex was protecting her by pretending to be her fiancée. Those were the basics, though she also knew that Gabrielle loved Alex. The girl had said so herself, and Kazekiri didn’t think she was the type of person who would lie about that. Far as she could see, the problem was Alex.

How does he feel about Gabrielle? Does he… love her?

Rubbing her chest as a slow ache spread through it, Kazekiri wondered how Alex felt about Gabrielle. He clearly cared for her. He let her live with him, so he must, but did he love her like she loved him? Kazekiri wished she knew.

Wait. Why do I want to know about Alex’s feelings?! It’s not like I care about who he likes!

Kazekiri shook her head. Yes, she didn’t care who Alex liked. He was just a friend, so whoever he liked was none of her business.

Still… what if he does like Gabrielle?

Of course, if Alex liked Gabrielle, she would support him. Naturally. They were friends, so even though she thought he was reckless and headstrong, she’d do everything she could to help him. Because they were friends. Just friends.

Homeroom ended eventually. She separated from Gabrielle and the others. Most of them had different courses. Selene’s focus was on baking and home economics, Serah was learning how to be a maid, and Gabrielle and Ryoko were focused on engineering, though Gabrielle also had secondary courses in math and mechanical sciences.

Kazekiri wanted to be a police officer, so all of her courses were geared toward learning the ins and outs of being an officer. Her classes were law enforcement studies, physical education, weapon safety, and hand-to-hand combat.

Law Enforcement studies was by far the easiest. She had already memorized all of the laws and rules that Mars fell under, and she’d even gone ahead and learned the Mars Charter, so she knew all about the history of the laws currently in place. This knowledge was what had put her at the top of her class. It was also because of this knowledge that she’d originally been given the nickname Rule Book.

Despite being in great shape, her worst subject was hand-to-hand combat. Maintaining physical fitness was one thing. However, learning to fight was another entirely.

To date, Kazekiri had only won five out of the 27 spars she’d participated in against her fellow students, and she had yet to win a single fight against their combat instructor. Granted, she didn’t expect to defeat Instructor Monica in a fight. The woman was an ex-police officer who’d been a part of the Special Forces, and her talent had been in weapons and bare-handed fighting.

Her hand-to-hand class consisted of only 13 people and was made up mostly of boys. There were only two other girls aside from her. One of them was a talented fighter named Tifa who, according to rumor, used to be a delinquent. The other was a girl who had no fighting aptitude but was a great shot. Her name was Lilia.

Neither girl really talked to Kazekiri, though she knew that was partly her fault. During her first class with everyone, she had berated both of them, Tifa for picking a fight with one of the boys, and Lilia by telling her not to wear headphones while in class. Since then, neither of them spoke to her unless required, and when she sparred with Tifa, the other girl always beat her up pretty badly.

Which was what happened today.

“Maybe you should consider leaving the police program,” Tifa told her after pounding her into the sparring mat.

Kazekiri could do nothing but grit her teeth in shame.

It was fortunate that Instructor Monica had her own nurse’s office. Since most people who took officer courses received injuries at some point in time, their instructor made sure she was well-stocked on healing patches and salves. After taking a shower, Kazekiri had the instructor apply the salves and patches to her chest, arms, and thighs, where she had received the most punishment. The bruises, large and splotchy purple marks, would vanish by tomorrow morning.

“You should probably think about getting some more practice in outside of class,” Instructor Monica said as she applied a healing patch to the inside of Kazekiri’s left thigh where Tifa had kicked her. It was embarrassing. Kazekiri was only in her underwear, a white bra and panties, but she knew this was necessary. She didn’t want anyone seeing her bruises.

“I would, but combat lessons cost money,” Kazekiri said. “I don’t have the money necessary to pay for a personal instructor.”

Kazekiri was attending Atreyu Academy on a scholarship. In fact, the house that she and her brother lived in were being paid for by the government. They were essentially investments. The government paid for them to attend school, her primary and university for Keiichi, and also the residence they lived in. Once they graduated, they would be given jobs and expected to pay that money off.

This was also why Kazekiri worked part-time for the police. Not only would she automatically become a police officer without needing to attend the Mars Police Academy, but it helped pay off the debt they were incurring.

“I suppose that is true,” Instructor Monica said. “And academy instructors cannot show favoritism toward one student. However, I believe you know someone who excels in combat that you can ask. I’m sure he’d be happy to help you.”

He?

Kazekiri wasn’t sure who Instructor Monica was talking about. Alex? Surely not. Alex was indeed a talented fighter, but he was destructive and reckless. She didn’t think he’d be able to properly teach her how to fight.

School soon came to an end. Kazekiri met up with Gabrielle and the others and walked out the front gate. Alex and Nyx were there to walk home with Alice, Ariel, Gabrielle, and Michelle. They stood by the gate.

If she didn’t know any better, she would have said that Alex was troubled by something. His brow was furrowed. She couldn’t really figure out what his gaze meant, but she thought he looked frustrated, or maybe contemplative.

“Kazekiri!” Gabrielle suddenly hugged her. “I’m gonna miss you! We should get together after my date!”

“Um, okay.” Kazekiri tried not to squirm. She was getting used to Gabrielle’s spontaneous bursts of affection, but it still made her uncomfortable. “You have a good, um, date with Prince Arthur.”

Gabrielle paused. It wasn’t for long, but it was enough to see the hesitance in her new friend. The fact that Gabrielle’s smile threatened to break told Kazekiri all she needed to know. The girl really didn’t want to do this.

“I’m sure I will,” Gabrielle said softly.

Goodbyes were made, and Gabrielle soon left with Alex and his large group, while everyone else went their separate ways. Kazekiri took a shuttle to the residential district. Keiichi wasn’t home, but that didn’t surprise her since he had school until late today. Fortunately, while he was the type to dine and dash, not even he was dumb enough to miss school.

Since her brother wasn’t home, Kazekiri decided that it was the perfect time to take a bath.

Their shower room was small, but it was still divided into two separate rooms—the changing room and the shower room. The changing room was just a tiled room with a toilet, a sink, and a rack to fold up clothes on. The shower room was literally just a tiled floor with a tub and a detachable shower head.

After filling the tub with hot water, pouring in some bubbles, and cleaning her body with a shower, Kazekiri let herself sink into the warmth of the tub. She closed her eyes and leaned back. The scent of bubbles, lavender and lilac, calmed her nerves and did a good job of soothing the aches and pains from her spar.

As she was relaxing, a sudden beep made her jerk. She raised her left wrist and stared at the blinking light on her IDband.

IDbands came in a variety of types. Each type generally had a different function, and once someone had an IDband, they could buy ones with extra features and aps or transfer all of the information to the new one.

The one that Kazekiri had featured a text message-based communication system. She preferred texts to calls. Texting was easy, required very little thought, and was mostly used to send short messages. Since the only person who knew her IDband’s registry was her brother, he was also the only one who texted her.

She turned on her holographic keyboard and screen, selected the inbox application, and opened the latest message, which was from an unknown sender. Kazekiri felt a jolt ripple through her.

It was not Keiichi.

It was Alex.

His message was simple: “Are you free this Saturday?”

Kazekiri tried to still her racing heart. She wasn’t excited or happy that he was texting her. Certainly not. She was just curious to know why he would ask something like this, and she most definitely wasn’t expecting Alex to ask her out on a date.

“I am not doing anything that day. Why do you ask?”

“I wanted to know if you’d like to meet up with me? I promised you that we would go out again.”

He remembered…

Kazekiri covered her face with her hands. Her cheeks were not red. She was not blushing. It was… yes, it must have been the heat from the bath! She’d obviously been in too long and was getting light headed.

She stood up, drained the tub, and went into the changing room. Grabbing a towel, she dried herself off before wrapping one towel around her torso and the other around her head. Then she made her way up to her bedroom, locked the door, and threw herself stomach first on the bed.

She looked at the message again.

Alex wanted to see her.

She was not giddy.

“I don’t mind—”

She stopped typing, thought for several seconds, and then deleted her message and started again.

“I don’t have anything better to do, so I guess I could—”

No, no, no. That was no good either. It made her sound rude.

Kazekiri frowned and rolled onto her back, kicking her feet against the mattress as she stared at the message she’d half-typed and tried to think of what she should say. She didn’t want to give Alex the impression that she was happy to spend time with him. That said, she also didn’t want him to think she didn’t like spending time with him. Middle ground. She wanted to give him the impression that she did like spending time with him, but that it wasn’t a big deal if she didn’t.

“I am not doing anything that day.” She typed slowly, carefully choosing each word. “I don’t mind meeting up with you.”

His response came quick. “Thank you. Would you like to meet by the statue of Marcus Denantien?”

“Sure.”

“Great. I’ll see you tomorrow around thirteen hundred hours. Bye.”

“Have a good evening.”

As the conversation ended, Kazekiri let her hand fall back onto the bed. Her heart was racing. She tried to regain control over it, get it to slow down, but it thumped in her chest, an unstoppable force that she could feel trying to beat its way out of her ribcage.

Unable to remain calm, Kazekiri stood up, donned a pair of yellow pajama bottoms and a tank top, left her room, and went to the kitchen. She would make a quick dinner and eat before her brother came home from school. As she opened the door to the kitchen, she paused when her vision was filled with Keiichi digging through the fridge and munching on whatever he found.

“Oh, Sis,” he greeted. “What’s up? Was school good?”

“School was fine. What are you doing here?”

“What do you mean?”

She frowned at him. “I mean shouldn’t you be in class?”

Keiichi looked at her like she had said something stupid. “Um, class ended almost twenty minutes ago.”

“What?” Kazekiri gazed at the nearest clock. It was almost nineteen hundred. Had she really spent that much time texting with Alexander? “O-Oh! I see. I must have lost track of time. A-anyway, stop scarfing food down in front of the fridge. You’re gonna make our bill run high.”

“Who cares? The government is paying for everything.”

“And we’ll eventually have to pay back everything they’re paying for. Move away from the fridge.”

“Fine. Fine. Ha… you really have become a stickler for the rules.”

Kazekiri ignored her brother’s insult and went to the fridge, grabbed a container filled with the leftover curry she had made the night before, and then went over to the heating unit. While she waited for the food to heat, Keiichi watched her. She could feel his eyes on her.

“What is it?” she asked.

“It’s nothing.” Keiichi smiled, which she did not like. “I just couldn’t help but notice that you look really happy for some reason. Did you talk to that Alex guy you like so much?”

“N-n-no! Of course not! Why would that make me happy?”

Keiichi shrugged. “I don’t know, but I figured Alex was the only reason you’d be smiling that widely.”

What was he talking about? Smiling widely? Kazekiri wasn’t smil—

She froze as she turned her head and caught her reflected in the mirror hanging over the sink. Stretching her face from ear to ear was a wide, large, and happy smile. How long it had she been smiling? Why hadn’t she noticed? Why was she smiling so much? It couldn’t be Alex, right? No, surely not. She wasn’t happy to see him tomorrow. Her heart wasn’t beating for him. It was just… she felt pumped from her spar with Tifa! Yes, that was it. Her spar.

“Alex and I are going on a date tomorrow,” Keiichi said in an approximation of her voice. His smile was quite sly. “That’s what you’re thinking, right?”

Kazekiri felt like her face might explode. “I am not! Shut up!”

Keiichi’s laughter filled the air and mixed with Kazekiri’s shrieks.


CHAPTER 4

WHAT I WANT

Saturday. The day that Gabrielle was going on a date with Prince Arthur. It was the one day Alex wished he wouldn’t wake up for. Part of him had been hoping this whole thing was just a nightmare, but it wasn’t. This was real. It was really happening.

A massive explosion shook the ground as several hands slammed into the earth, causing the ground beneath his feet to shake and rumble. The hands, earthen creations made from alchemy, attacked Alex without pause, shooting forward and attempting to squash him. He leapt back. One hop. Two hops. The hands missed, but Nyx, who was kneeling on the ground several meters away, simply creating more hands behind him.

Alex had discovered early on that Nyx had been going easy on him all this time. She didn’t need to be close for her alchemy to work. She only had to be in physical contact with whatever she was transmuting, and since the ground was all connected, she could be meters away and still make whatever she wanted, anywhere she wanted.

However, the hands were merely a distraction.

Gritting his teeth as Nyx suddenly appeared right in front of him, sword in hand, arm swinging, Alex created a blue shield in front of him to block her. It was a flat shield. Very basic. He didn’t have time for anything else.

Nyx’s sword met the shield.

The shield shattered.

Fortunately, the shield provided him enough protect to get out of the way before she could slice his head off. Alex used the time he spent leaping backward to create two whips, one in each hand, which he attacked Nyx with. He sent the right one out first. It cracked against Nyx’s sword, which snapped in half. Alex sent the other one at Nyx’s face, but his sparring partner snapped off another armband, transmuted it into a sword, and cut his whip in half. She then knelt down, placed one hand on the ground, bent her knees like a coiled spring, and launched herself at him.

The scent of dirt invaded his nose as Nyx’s sudden assault kicked up gravel all around them. Nyx, two swords in hand, swung them in a never-ending stream, a ceaseless assault that kept him from counterattacking. She was fast—faster than anyone else he knew. Her arms were blurs. What’s more, it wasn’t just her arms that he needed to worry about. Her hair came alive and attacked him as well.

Alex did his best, fending against her relentless attacks. He’d had to convert his Aura of Creation into a shield. This time, instead of simply creating a barrier, he created armor that went on his forearms and shoulders. He tried condensing the aura to make it more durable. It worked, but it was hard to concentrate when Nyx was so busy slashing into his armor.

Chips broke off. They were repaired. More broke off. Alex repaired them again. Over and over it happened. He did his best to keep pace with her, but his muscles were beginning to ache. His strength was fading.

“You could always use my power…” a voice whispered seductively.

No, thanks.

“Come on. You know I’m better than that stupid Angelisian.”

Again. No, thanks.

“Alexander is aware of your vile nature, Asmodeus. There’s no way he would use your power.”

“Tch!”

Alex was so busy focusing on the voices that he never noticed the wall behind him until he had slammed into it. He only had one second to comprehend his situation. Then it was all over.

The last thing he saw was Nyx’s blade filling his vision.

Then he died.

The simulation was set to end after one of them was “killed,” and so with his death, the world around them reverted back to the white tiles of the simulator. Alex sighed as he slumped onto the ground. Nyx had created a wall behind him, which he’d run into, and then she had impaled him through the heart. Instant death. He hadn’t even had time to feel it.

“I can’t believe I was killed again.” He placed his hands behind him and leaned back. “You really are good.”

Nyx stood before him, not opting to sit, though she did look down at him. “I have been an assassin for over ten years now. You have nowhere near as much experience in combat.”

“Yeah, I suppose you have a point.” Alex paused. “But really? Ten years?”

“That is correct.”

“Then… do you mind if I ask how old you are?”

“I will be nineteen three months from now according to your calendar.”

Two months? Right now it was the middle of June, so that meant her birthday was in September. That was good to know. Now he could plan a birthday party for her. Given what he knew of her, this would probably be the first birthday party she’d ever had.

It was only after he thought of throwing her a birthday party that he caught the rest of what she said.

“Wait. You’re nineteen?”

“Yes.”

Alex needed a moment to take that in. Nyx looked young. At first glance, she didn’t seem any older than Alice, who was 14 years old. She wasn’t short, but she was about the same height as a teenager, and her body was thin. Her breasts were modest, bigger than his sister’s but smaller than Jasmine’s. What’s more, she had a young-looking face with a small nose, soft lips, and big eyes. He had honestly assumed she was a child assassin.

Well, if she’s nineteen, then it meant she became an assassin when she was nine years old, so I guess she still is a child assassin.

“Are you… using alchemy to keep your body that size?” he asked.

Nyx shook her head. “My body stopped growing around three years ago. Rhea told me it’s because of the nanomachines inside of my body. Once my body grew to a certain point, the nanomachines stopped the aging process.” She paused before adding, “I could probably make my body grow if I transmuted myself, but it’s easier to move in a smaller body, so I just keep it like this.”

“That’s interesting.” Alex raised his left hand and bit his thumb. “So the nanomachines stop you from getting older. Does that mean you’re immortal?”

“I do not know,” Nyx confessed. “Not even Rhea knows, and she’s the one who created me.”

“Created? You mean gave birth to?”

Nyx shook her head. “No. I mean created. I was created in an artificial womb by combining hundreds of billions of nanomachines with the cells from several of the most powerful Grecian fighters alive. I have no mother.”

“Oh…”

Looking at Nyx, her expressionless face and emotionless eyes, made Alex want to cry. She had no mother, no family. He didn’t think she would want his pity. Even so, he felt horrible for her. While Nyx didn’t seem to care one way or the other, he believed that was because she had never known the warmth of a family. Alex promised himself that one day Nyx would come to understand what having a family meant.

Alex took a shower before Nyx. After getting dressed in jeans and a T-shirt, he went down to the kitchen and cooked breakfast for everyone—or he would have, except Michelle was already cooking something.

“Erm… Michelle,” he greeted awkwardly.

“Good morning, Alexander.” Michelle greeted him with a smile as she craned her neck to look at him. She was standing in front of a pot, which sat on the nuclear oven, stirring it with one of his automatic stirring spoons. “Breakfast is almost ready. Please sit down at the table and I’ll serve you some.”

“Uh, okay.”

Not sure what else he could do, Alex trudged over to the table and sat down. He watched Michelle as she continued stirring whatever she was making. The girl was still wearing her sleepwear, pink shorts that barely covered her thighs and a pink shirt with small sleeves. She’s thrown a white apron over it.

It felt weird just sitting there. Ever since he and Alice began living on their own, Alex had done all of the cooking. Sure, Karen Kanzaki and a few others had cooked when they first started living on their own, but Alex had learned quickly and was soon preparing all of their meals. He somehow thought it was wrong that someone else was doing his job.

He was startled from his thoughts when Michelle came up with a bowl in hand, which she set in front of him. A slightly saccharine fragrance wafted from the bowl. Inside was an orange soupy liquid, steam lightly wafting along the top like fog. It looked like there were bits of bread inside as well.

“What is this?” he asked.

“It’s a dish from Angelisia,” Michelle said. “I had to substitute the ingredients with the human equivalent, but it tastes about the same. Please tell me what you think.”

Alex took the spoon and dipped it into the soup. It was thick. He hadn’t realized it at first, but the soup was less of a soup and more like gelatin, or maybe half soup and half gelatin. As he stuck the spoon in his mouth, Alex, unsure of what to expect, was surprised by the sudden burst of flavor.

“It’s very rich,” he commented, taking another sip. “It’s sweet, but the sweetness isn’t oversaturating the flavor. It tastes like tangerines and… almonds?”

“I used more than just almonds and tangerines.” Michelle’s ears wiggled as she explained the dish to him. “On Angelisia, this dish is made by combining three different fruits and using a unique native plant as a thickening agent. For this, I used tangerines to give it that tangy taste, then added bananas and blueberries to make it sweeter. Then I added starch and milk to thicken it, and crushed almonds and walnuts to add texture. I also fried bread chunks in cinnamon and oil and added them into the dish. What do you think?”

“It’s pretty good.” Alex ate some more of the soup… stuff. He wasn’t sure if he should actually call it soup. “I’m not sure I would have used starch to make this thicker. I think gelatin might have worked better, but I don’t think we have any of that right now.”

“You don’t,” Michelle said. “I checked your cabinet to see if you had any.”

“I thought so. Still, this is pretty good. The flavor is unlike anything I’ve ever tried before. I’m not sure how to describe it, but I do like it.”

The relieved smile that Michelle wore as he told her this made the slight tension in his shoulders ease.

“I’m glad to hear that,” she said.

Nyx and Alice came in as Alex continued to eat. While Alice sat down on the other side of the table, Nyx sat on his immediate right. Michelle gave them both a bowl of her soup-thing. Alice looked at it like she was staring at a foreign entity, but Nyx dug right in. Alice looked at him, then Nyx, and then went back to the bowl. She took a tentative sip. There was a slight pause as her eyes widened, and then she began eating with more enthusiasm.

For some reason, Alex felt just a little jealous. Alice rarely ate with that much excitement unless he made curry.

Ariel came in next, greeting them all with a standard “hello” before sitting down on his right. She didn’t say anything. She just sat down and started eating.

Then Gabrielle came in.

“Good morning!” she greeted everyone cheerfully as she stepped into the kitchen.

“Morning, Big Sis.”

“Good morning, Honorable Sister.”

“Troublesome.”

Ariel, Michelle, and Alice greeted Gabrielle, but Alex couldn’t, even though he wanted to. His voice had become stuck in his throat as he watched her sweep into the room. She was wearing yellow pajama bottoms and a long-sleeved button up shirt. Her silver hair fell freely about her face. She looked the same as always. Beautiful. Lovely. Bright.

Alex couldn’t talk. It wasn’t because of her beauty, but because today she would be going on a date with Prince Arthur.

As Gabrielle sat at the table, far from him, he noticed, Michelle came up and put a bowl in front of her.

“Today’s the big day, right?” asked Michelle.

“Big day?” Gabrielle just looked confused.

“Your date with Prince Arthur.”

“Oh… oh!” Gabrielle stole a glance at him, but she quickly looked away and nodded. “That’s right. Today’s my… date with Arty. Yep. I’m sure it’ll be… fun.”

“Do you have your outfit all ready?”

“Of course. I bought a dress the other day with Selene and Ryoko.”

“I bet you’re excited, huh?”

“Erm… yeah…”

Alex felt awkward sitting there, listening to this conversation. He wanted to say something. He wanted to interrupt them, to tell them that Gabrielle shouldn’t go on this date with Prince Arthur, that she should call the whole thing off.

But he didn’t.

It was not his place to say anything. He was just her shield. That was all Alex could be. He protected her from unwanted marriage candidates, but he couldn’t stop her if she found someone she liked.

“I really do love you.”

That’s a lie. It has to be. If it’s not, then I…

Alex shook his head, stood up, and grabbed his bowl. Gabrielle, Michelle, and even Ariel looked at him, their heads turning with a glacial slowness as though expecting something from him.

He gave Gabrielle a smile. “I hope you have fun on your date. Anyway, I have some errands to run, so I’m going to head out.”

Before anyone else could speak up, Alex put his bowl in the washer and left the kitchen. He didn’t want to be around people anymore.

1

Gabrielle bit her lip as Alex rushed out of the kitchen. Her chest felt tight, like something was constricting her heart. It hurt. Was this how everything was supposed to happen? The whole plan was that she and Michelle would talk about her date with Arty today, Alex would overhear it, get jealous, and tell her that he didn’t want her going on a date with Arty because he loved her. That was the scenario Michelle had planned out.

“Michelle, I don’t think this is working,” Gabrielle said.

“What are you talking about? That worked perfectly,” Michelle countered.

“Really? It didn’t seem that way to me.”

Twirling a strand of hair between her fingers, Michelle smiled. “That’s because you’re too impatient. Alex was clearly bothered by what we were talking about. He doesn’t like the idea of you going on a date with Prince Arthur, which is why he left the room. It’s only a matter of time before the frustration from all this becomes too much for him. Just watch, by the end of today, I promise he’ll be so bothered by your upcoming date that he’ll tell you he wants you to forget the prince and go out with him.”

“Do you really think that will work?” asked Ariel as Nyx and Alice continued eating. It didn’t look like either of them were paying attention to what had just happened.

“Of course it will,” Michelle said with the utmost confidence.

Gabrielle looked back at the door that Alex had left through. She didn’t like all this dancing around. All she wanted to do was go up to Alex, hug him, and tell him that she loved him. Pretending to like someone else so he would confess to her was such a hassle, and it made her chest ache. She didn’t like it.

Why did love have to be so difficult?

2

Saturdays for Alex often involved stocking up on groceries, which was what he decided to do after breakfast. He needed to get it done early anyway since he was meeting Kazekiri later that day. Alex really needed someone to talk to.

I feel bad for unloading on Kazekiri and asking for help, but I don’t know who else to turn to. Everyone living with me is going to have a biased opinion. Well, maybe Nyx won’t, but she’s an assassin, so I doubt she’ll have any good advice to offer in matters of love.

Gabrielle usually went shopping with him. She didn’t this time. Alex assumed she was getting ready for her date. He’d read a holonet article that said girls took hours to get ready for dates—not that he would know, having never been on a date himself.

That didn’t mean Alex was alone, though, since Nyx had decided to join him. She walked by his side, staring at the items that sat on shelves as they walked down various isles. She didn’t talk. However, Alex had come to expect her to remain silent unless something really interested her, or he spoke to her first.

“Do you have any dinner requests?” he asked as he placed several bags of banana chips into his basket. They would be a good snack to add into Alice’s, Ariel’s, Gabrielle’s, and Michelle’s lunch boxes.

Nyx tilted her head. “Dinner requests?”

They moved out of the aisles and into the produce section. Almost a dozen stands were filled with numerous kinds of fruits and vegetables.

“Is there anything specific you would like to eat for dinner?” he clarified as they walked among the produce.

“I do not know.” Nyx followed his hand with her eyes as he tapped a watermelon several times with his knuckles, testing it. This one was no good. He moved on to the next one. “I am not well-versed in human food.”

Hmm… Alex tapped another watermelon several times, listening to the thump-thump sound that it made. This one is good. I’ll slice up some watermelon tomorrow for a snack.

Because they lived in climate-controlled domes, fruits and vegetables didn’t need to rely on seasons here like they did on Earth. The domes that specialized in agriculture were all regulated to create genetically enhanced produce. They lacked the size of Earth, of course, but they made up for that by using advanced terraforming technology to produce fruits and vegetables a lot faster.

“Well, what did you normally eat before coming here?”

“Rations.”

“Rations? Like military rations?”

“Yes.”

Alex frowned as he placed the watermelon in his basket. “That’s no good, Nyx. You shouldn’t eat just rations. Not only are those unhealthy if consumed too much, but they taste awful.”

“That’s what I’ve always eaten before coming here.” Nyx shrugged as if she didn’t care. However, after a moment’s pause, she continued by saying, “That said, the food you make does taste a lot better.”

“Well, I’m glad to hear that.” Alex tossed her a sardonic smile. “Once you become more accustomed to regular food, let me know what you prefer eating. I’ll be sure to make it for you.”

“Okay.”

It took about half an hour to get all the groceries he needed. Once he paid for the groceries, the two of them traveled back home. Alex had bought a number of perishables, including clone-produced beef and ham, which went bad in heat a lot easier than meat from live animals. Alex wasn’t well-versed in biological sciences, so he didn’t know the reason cloned meat soured more quickly. He assumed something important got lost in the cloning process.

Alice wasn’t in the living room when he arrived. She had probably gone to Jasmine’s. He believed she mentioned something about that last night. Nyx went into the living room and turned on the holovid, while Alex wandered into the kitchen and put away the groceries. Since it looked like he still had several hours before he had to meet Kazekiri, Alex went into the living room and watched the holovid with Nyx.

“I had no idea you were into documentaries,” he said as he sat next to Nyx on the couch. A holodocumentary about Marcus Denantien, the man who founded Mars City, was playing. It was supposedly the epic of his life growing up in a ghetto on Earth. Alex remembered learning about him in history class.

“I do not really enjoy documentaries,” Nyx refuted his claim. “However, I wish to learn more about this solar system, so I’m choosing to watch content with educational value.”

“Makes sense. What do you usually watch?”

“Nothing.”

“Nothing?”

“I usually watch nothing.”

“Oh…”

Nyx really knew how to make things awkward. He didn’t think she was doing it on purpose, but it was just that every time he discovered something new about her, he felt awful because it showed how much better his life had been in comparison. It made Alex feel like he had grown up with a silver spoon in his mouth.

I feel kind of like Jameson right now.

He grimaced. Yuck.

The holodocumentary was not one of the more interesting ones, but then, Alex thought anything that wasn’t related to science or engineering was boring—documentary-wise, at least. In terms of what he liked to watch, his predilection was for holodramas involving cops and stories about heroes going on quests to save the galaxy. He didn’t think Nyx would like those.

“You shouldn’t be ashamed of yourself,” Nyx said suddenly.

“W-what?” Alex asked, startled.

Nyx was no longer watching the documentary. She was staring at him. Her eyes, bright red like the color of fresh blood, pierced him as though seeing beneath his skin straight into his soul.

“You are feeling ashamed of yourself.” Nyx tilted her head. “I do not know why, but I recognize the behavioral patterns you’ve displayed the past few days.”

“I don’t… know what you’re talking about.” Alex looked away.

“If you still feel guilty over touching me, then you should not,” Nyx continued.

“C-can we please stop talking about this?”

“If that is your wish,” Nyx said. “But I would like to say this before I stop: You have nothing to feel guilty over. I already forgave you. It’s time you forgive yourself.”

Alex smiled at her, but the curve of his lips soon left.

While he did still feel guilty over what he had done to Nyx, even if it had been to save her life, it wasn’t like that was the only reason he felt ashamed. True, it was a big reason. Even now the memory made him cringe with self-loathing, but there was another reason he felt this way. He wasn’t being faithful.

He and Gabrielle were not dating, but they were pretending to be engaged. Alex was also positive that he really did love Gabrielle. The problem was that his thoughts for several other girls, namely Jasmine and Selene, caused him to think about—and dream about—them in the same way he did Gabrielle.

It was wrong.

Gabrielle had confessed to him. She had told him her honest, heartfelt feelings, but here he was, looking at other women, thinking about other women, in the same manner that he thought about her. What’s more, Alex got aroused too easily. Nyx had aroused him when he was saving her life. Kazekiri, Jasmine, Selene, Ryoko… all of them gave him these feelings, this intense desire.

He was ashamed of that.

This was the reason he wasn’t stopping Gabrielle from going out with Prince Arthur. He was sure that the prince would prove to be a more loyal husband than him.

Time must have passed more quickly than he realized. Ariel joined him and Nyx at some point, and Gabrielle and Michelle also came down several minutes later.

Gabrielle was wearing a dress.

It was a simple one-piece dress, silver, and with several rhinestones that made certain parts sparkle as the light hit it. There was no back. It was probably so she wouldn’t have to cut out holes for her wings to fit through. Those tended to limit what she could wear, unless she wished to modify all of her clothing.
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“What do you two think?” asked Michelle as Gabrielle spun around. “Doesn’t she look lovely?”

“You look beautiful, Princess,” Nyx stated.

“Thanks.” Gabrielle’s smile was not the same one’s she usually gave. It wasn’t the joyous beam that had become her signature look. This one was smaller, more understated.

“Alex?” Michelle said as Gabrielle looked at him. “What about you? Don’t you think Gabrielle looks pretty?”

Of course she looked pretty, but Alex couldn’t say that, not because he didn’t want to, but because he was afraid that saying it now would break his ability to keep silent on her date. He didn’t want her to go on this date. He wanted to tell her that. However, he couldn’t stop her either. She wasn’t his. Even if she said she wanted to be, he couldn’t let her do this when he had so many issues bogging him down. In the end, all Alex could do was nod and look away.

Almost as if knowing when Gabrielle would be finished changing, there was a knock on the door. Seconds later, the door burst open with a loud crack that all of them could hear from the living room. Then a voice spoke up.

“Princess Gabrielle, I have come to pick you up for our date!”

Prince Arthur strolled into the living room after slamming the door open. His sleeveless crimson doublet wrinkled slightly as he walked, appearing soft to the touch, and the long-sleeved collared shirt he wore was white and featured numerous ruffles. Black paneled pants contrasted with the white shirt. They were tucked into a pair of equally dark boots. Slicked back hair. A single bang falling in front of his face. The crowned prince of Camelot looked like someone who had stepped out of the early 15th century on Earth.

Is the fashion in space that out of date, or is older-looking clothing popular in the galactic community?

Prince Arthur took one look at Gabrielle, and then, in a booming voice that made the house vibrate, he said, “You look splendid, Princess Gabrielle! Truly, you are a beauty unlike any other, a flower which only the most sophisticated of men could admire!”

“Um… thank you,” Gabrielle said, leaning back.

“You see that, Alexander S. Ryker!” Prince Arthur shouted as he pointed a finger at Alex. “Gabrielle thanked me for the compliment! She thanked me!”

“Yes, yes,” Alex said, trying not to let his irritation show on his face. He was already annoyed by this entire situation.

“Well, shall we be off, Gabrielle?” Prince Arthur asked.

Gabrielle did not move from where she was standing. Staring at Prince Arthur with wide eyes for several seconds, she soon shifted her gaze over to Alex. She gave him a look that he couldn’t interpret. It was like she was expecting him to say something, but he had no idea what she wanted him to say.

“That’s not true. Don’t lie to yourself. You know exactly what she wants from you.”

“I have to agree with Asmodeus on this one. You already know what Gabrielle wants, and I think you both want the same thing. Why are you hesitating?”

If the two voices in his head, who constantly bickered with each other like squabbling children, were agreeing on something, then that was probably a sign. However, Alex could not let himself do what he wanted. He couldn’t let Gabrielle, kind and innocent and deserving of love, become tied down to someone who was so filthy, so unfaithful, and so utterly repulsive.

“Ha-have fun,” he said, despite every fiber of him wanting to say, “Don’t go.”

Gabrielle’s expression, the disappointment so clearly shown on her face, hurt him more than anything he’d ever experienced. It was worse than getting stabbed by Nyx’s sword. It felt like his very soul was being pierced with an electro-blade. He was hurting her. His words, his inability to act, all of it was hurting her.

But it was better this way. This kind of pain was sharp, but it would be over quickly. Once she married Prince Arthur, she would be with someone who could treat her right, someone who would be faithful, someone who wouldn’t want to sleep with other girls. This was for the best.

“Oh… okay,” Gabrielle murmured. “I will have fun.”

Alex turned his back to them as Prince Arthur left with Gabrielle in tow. He heard the door open and close, listened to their footsteps recede, and heard the entrance door open and close. They were gone. They were gone on their date, and there was nothing he could do now.

I’m doing the right thing.

“Keep telling yourself that, idiot.”

“I think you made a huge mistake.”

Shut up…

A heavy silence filled the room. However, that silence was broken by Michelle.

“Why didn’t you stop them?” asked Michelle. The look in her eyes, the frustrated furrow of her brow, the way her lips curled in distaste, all of it invoked an image of immense displeasure. “Why did you let Gabrielle go with Prince Arthur?!”

“What right do I have to stop them?” asked Alex.

Michelle growled. “Are you not her boyfriend?! Aren’t you supposed to be Gabrielle’s fiancée?! You should have told her not to go! You have every right to tell her that you don’t want her going on this date!”

“It’s not my place to tell her that.”

“Of course it’s your place! Were you not listening to me?!”

“I am listening to you.” Alex smiled at Michelle, who took several steps back as her face went from fierce to shocked. “I know… I know what you two were trying to do, but I… I can’t be what Gabrielle wants me to be. She’ll be happier with someone who can treat her right.”

“You… you…” Michelle’s face twisted as she glared at him. “You are absolutely unbelievable! You are the dumbest, most incapable idiot I have ever seen in my life! I used to think you were pretty cool, but now I can see that it was all just a pretense! You’re nothing but an indecisive jerk!”

Michelle whirled about and stormed out of the living room, leaving him, Nyx, and Ariel in awkward silence. The two girls were staring at him. Nyx’s expression was blank, but Ariel’s eyes had gone so wide they reminded him of dinner plates.

“Well,” he began, “that could have gone better.”

“What in the name of Angelisia just happened?” asked Ariel, still sitting on the couch.

“Nothing you need to worry about.” He looked at his IDband. It was after 1200. “Anyway, I’ll see you two later. I’m meeting someone.”

Alex didn’t say another word as he went to the front door, put on his boots, and left, feeling more disgusted with himself now than he ever had before.

3

Michelle sat in front of her desk, knees curled up to her chest, one hand on the keyboard as she clicked away at her game. It was one of her dating simulation games. O-Heart. She must have played it a thousand times. By now, she had memorized every route that could be taken and even knew all the loopholes and the fastest way to get the harem ending.

Why?

None of it seemed to have done her much good. Alex hadn’t reacted the way he’d expected her to, and now Gabrielle was stuck going on a date with someone she didn’t like. Her honorable sister could tell Arthur off if she wanted to, but she wouldn’t. Gabrielle always saw things through to the end once she set her mind on something. Since she had told Arthur she would go on a date with him, she would go because Alex hadn’t stopped her.

Why why why?

She wanted to blame Alex for all this—well, she did blame him for what happened, but it wasn’t all his fault. She also bore some of the blame. Michelle knew that Alex had hang-ups. There were some deep-rooted problems within his psyche that she hadn’t asked about. He probably wouldn’t have told her if she had asked, so she’d left them alone.

She regretted not asking now. She really should have.

What do I do now?

Her plan had been to get Alex worked up and frustrated by Gabrielle’s seeming infatuation with Prince Arthur, enough so that he would tell Gabrielle that he didn’t want her going on the date with Arthur, that he wanted her to be with him. She never expected that Alex’s problems would be so deeply embedded into him that he would let Gabrielle go so easily.

Alexander…

Michelle thought about what she knew of him. He’d been raised on Mars. His parents were dead. Alice was his stepsister, and he took very good care of her. He liked to invent machines just like Gabrielle. According to Gabrielle, Alex was not human but Angelisian, or at least half-Angelisian. She could confirm this. Michelle had seen him use the Aura of Creation during his spars with Nyx.

There were seals inside of him, one inside of his mind and the other on his core, which should have sealed his Angelisian powers, though it looked like the seal was breaking now.

Is that really all I know?

Thinking about it, she really didn’t know anything substantial about Alex. Everything she knew was surface stuff. It was what people could see just from observing him. It seemed to her that all of the important information, his feelings and thoughts, were buried deep within him, locked away for reasons she couldn’t understand.

He’s a lot like my dearest sister in that regard. Instead of hiding his true feelings behind a smile, he locks it away and denies that it even exists.

Michelle sighed as she finally got to an H-scene in her game, a rather lewd depiction of the main character being sucked off by a plant woman with suckers at the end of her tentacles. It was one of her favorite scenes. She’d lost count of the number of times she had masturbated to this. Right now, though, she didn’t feel any arousal whatsoever.

“Sis?” The door suddenly opened and Ariel walked in.

“Ariel?” Michelle shut off her monitor and spun the chair to face her sister. She paused upon seeing the determined expression on the other girl’s face. “What’s wrong?”

“I want you to tell me what’s going on,” Ariel said, clearly referring to what happened in the living room. “Don’t leave anything out.”

“You should probably sit down, then. This is going to take a while to explain.”

Michelle could have denied her sister, but that wouldn’t have solved anything. Besides, maybe having a second opinion would help her solve this problem somehow.

Even if her sister had even less experience with love than she did.

4

Alex arrived early at the statue of Marcus Denantien, which was located in the Market District, in a hub that was attached to one of the largest skyscrapers of the middle level known as the Museum of History. Despite arriving nearly fifteen minutes before he needed to, Alex was not the first one there. Kazekiri was already waiting.

“Hey,” Alex greeted as he walked up to her. “You’re here early. Did you wait long?”

“N-not at all,” Kazekiri said, tucking a stray lock of flaxen hair behind her left ear. “I only just got here myself. It’s not like I came here to wait for you.”

Kazekiri was wearing clothes that were a lot more girlish than he remembered seeing her in. Her skirt was a light yellow and stopped just above her knees, pleated to give it a frillier aesthetic. A strapless shirt hung from her shoulders. It had a casual dip to expose just a hint of cleavage. Thrown over it was a basic black jacket that cut off just below her breasts. Black knee-high socks and white spacer boots finished her ensemble.

“Huh, wow.” Alex blinked several times as he took in her appearance. He reigned his impulsive urges in when he realized he was checking her out and looked back at her face. “You look amazing.”

“Y-you think so?” Kazekiri looked at something to their left.

“Yeah,” Alex said. “Somehow, this look really suits you, though I also think you look pretty cool in uniform, too.”

“T-thank you,” Kazekiri mumbled before coughing into her hand. “Anyway! We should be heading off, right?”

“Right.”

While their original plan had been to travel to the café they had eaten at before, the wait ended up being more than an hour long, so he took Kazekiri to Jasmine’s café. Café Love Love was the name, which hung on a sign above the door. The two-story structure sat on a hub surrounded by several skyscrapers, making it look out of place. Plasteel designed to look like wood made up the walls.

“This is where we’re going to eat?” asked Kazekiri. “Isn’t this the place where my brother pulled the dine and dash?”

“Yep. This is the place where you were forced into a maid outfit for nearly an hour. Since our other café has too long of a wait, I thought it would be a good place to grab a bite. Come on,” Alex said, tugging on Kazekiri’s sleeve to get her moving.

As they entered the café, he and Kazekiri were greeted by a girl with brown hair and bored eyes. She wore a frilly black dress with short and puffy sleeves. Her white apron was equally frilly. Black garters and heels, visible because the skirt and apron only went to mid-thigh, adorned her legs and feet. What shocked Alex was not her clothing, but who she was.

“Alice?!” he shouted.

Alice’s eyes widened. “B-big bro?!”

“What are you doing here?!” they shouted at the same time.

“Jasmine tricked me into working here,” Alice muttered, looking away.

“How did she do that?” asked Alex.

“N-nevermind that!” Alice said in a hurry. “Why are you here? Shouldn’t you be stopping Gabrielle from going on her date with that prince?”

Alex ignored the acute pain in his chest. Alice didn’t know about the problems he was facing right now, so she didn’t understand why he couldn’t stop Gabrielle from doing what she wanted.

“What Gabrielle does is none of my business.” The expression Alice sent him clearly said otherwise, but he continued before she could say anything. “Would you mind showing us to a table?”

“I guess I don’t have much choice,” Alice sighed.

“Alice, that is not how you greet guests,” another voice said.

The owner of the voice was a woman who looked to be in her early twenties, with brown hair and brown eyes. Like Alice, she wore a maid uniform. Unlike his sister, she walked with an undeniable grace, complete with a unique sashay that made her hips thrust out with each maneuver. Several eyes followed her walk, which was accompanied by the clicking of her heels.

Having only come to this café once before, Alex had never seen how Madison acted when she was working, but the aesthetic and demeanor she now held as she walked toward them was completely different from what he was used to. He wondered if this was a result of her learning program.

“I didn’t know you and Jasmine were working today,” Alex said.

“Unfortunately, Mistress is currently out running an errand,” Madison said, bowing apologetically toward him. “Master, Mistress, welcome back. May I show you both to a seat?”

“Yes, please,” Alex said.

“By the way, Bro,” Alice began, “why are you with this girl? Don’t tell me you’re taking her on a date while Gabrielle suffers from the machinations of that stupid prince?”

“D-d-d-d-d-date?!” Kazekiri squeaked. “I-I would never go on a date with this neanderthal!”

“Of course not,” Alex added more calmly than Kazekiri. “Since Gabrielle was going on her date with Prince Arthur, I thought now would be a good time to fulfill my promise.” He also wanted to ask Kazekiri for advice.

“Right! That’s what this is,” Kazekiri added. “It’s because of his promise to me.”

“Uh huh…”

Alice clearly didn’t believe them, but she also didn’t say anything. Madison showed them to their seats, wandering through a series of round tables with white cloths covering them. Several older gentlemen were being tended to by the maids of this café. Café Love Love had a strict no touch policy, so everyone kept their hands to themselves, but that didn’t stop them from smiling at the young women as they were served.

The seats he and Kazekiri were given was a booth next to a window. It wasn’t the same booth as last time. They sat down and Alice told them that she would come back to take their orders once they had decided on something.

Alex did his best to make small talk with Kazekiri, though he mostly asked her about the police department. Ever since the incident with Nyx, he and Karen Kanzaki had become estranged. Matters had only been complicated after Karen ordered his arrest. He knew she had been controlled by someone else, so he didn’t blame her. However, she had refused to communicate with him ever since then.

“The police department is currently undergoing a lot of serious reforms,” Kazekiri said. “Karen was apparently really pissed off that not a single person aside from myself and Vice Commander Yumi were able to figure out that something was going on. Everyone is currently undergoing personal evaluations to see if they’re fit to continue working on active duty. I hear Commander Karen is personally overseeing this process.”

“Sounds like she’s been busy,” Alex said.

“Very. No one’s seen the commander outside of the evaluations.”

“Well, I hope she’s at least getting enough rest.”

Alice came back a little while later, asked for their orders, and then left once she had them. Alex had ordered omurice. Kazekiri had ordered a lettuce wrap with ham, tomatoes, and provolone cheese.

Alex thought lunch was enjoyable. He liked talking to Kazekiri, enjoyed the topics they discussed, and generally thought her presence was comforting. However, he wasn’t having fun like he should have been. Deep within him, the many worries, regrets, and shameful secrets that he kept hidden from everybody else threatened to consume him.

He also couldn’t get his mind off Gabrielle, the girl who had told him that she loved him, who had begged him with her eyes to tell her not to go with Prince Arthur. He had let her go because someone like him couldn’t give her happiness. That didn’t stop him from feeling like an ass, didn’t stop the guilt, the shame, the self-loathing from gnawing at his insides.

I’m no hero. I’m just a sicko.

More and more, Alex was realizing that he would never become the hero that his father was. His thoughts were too dirty, his mind too stained. He was indecisive, incapable, a burden.

“Alex,” Kazekiri said suddenly, “are you okay?”

“I’m…” He was about to give her his typical “I’m fine” answer, but then he paused, sighed, and started over. “I’m conflicted. I’m lost. I don’t know what to do. Part of the reason I asked if you wanted to meet with me was because I was hoping to get your advice.”

“Is this advice for your friend?” asked Kazekiri, and the way she said “friend” let him know that she knew who his friend really was.

“I’m not surprised you figured that out,” he said. “Yes, it is. I was hoping you could help me.”

“I don’t mind offering you advice.” Kazekiri leaned back. “Is this… about Prince Arthur and Gabrielle?”

“That is part of it,” Alex answered, “but not all of it. Let’s get out of here and go somewhere we can talk in private. I… don’t want anyone else hearing what I have to say.”

Kazekiri agreed to speak privately with him, so the two left soon after paying the check, and Kazekiri led him to the nearest shuttle stop. The shuttle they road took them to a park.

There were several hubs located in Mars City that had been created for the purpose of letting children play and adults relax. Parks. They were recreated based on the parks often seen in holonet pictures of Earth. Filled with grass, sand lots, playgrounds, and the like, these parks were a great place for people to spend time at after a long day of work and school.

The park that Kazekiri led Alex to was filled with trees. Cobblestone paths granted them a place to walk, several benches lined the paths, and the tree line was marked by a small fence that kept kids from trying to climb the trees. Most of them were bonterras, the genetically modified trees that cleaned the atmosphere of pollution. However, Alex spotted a few sakura trees as well.

Kazekiri said nothing. She was probably waiting for him to say something.

“This is… difficult to say,” Alex said at last. “I, um, I have a problem.”

“Isn’t that why you’re coming to me for advice?” Kazekiri asked in a slightly joking tone.

“Yes.” Alex chuckled just a bit. “Yes, it is, but this problem is… it’s not the kind I normally talk about. I’m not sure who I should talk to this about at all, but you helped me when I discussed the other problem, so I thought… well, I thought it couldn’t hurt.”

“The girl you rescued.” Kazekiri nodded. “The one you had to do… things to… to save her life. That was Nyx, wasn’t it?”

“It was.” He sighed. “Ever since that moment, I’ve been feeling more and more guilty, more ashamed of myself, I guess. The thing is, even before I rescued Nyx, I used to find myself thinking about the girls in my life in ways that are… less than pure. I’ve even dreamed about them, about doing stuff with them… and stuff.”

Getting the words out was a lot harder than he thought it would be. It felt like something was clogging his throat, blocking him from talking about this subject. It wasn’t anything physical. Reluctance. He didn’t want Kazekiri or anyone else to know what he was feeling, what he was thinking, because he was afraid they would think less of him once they knew the truth.

“Oh…” Kazekiri’s cheeks turned red. She must have known what he was talking about.

Everyone at Atreyu Academy took at least two courses on sexual education. One dealt specifically with the act of sex itself; what it was, how it worked, and why consent and using protection were important. The other class dealt with puberty, particularly, how puberty and sex worked in conjunction with each other.

Wet dreams, that is, erotic dreams that induced spontaneous orgasm in both males and females, was one of the first aspects of sexual activity that they learned about. This was because it generally started in girls at around 12 and boys at 13, though it could sometimes happen as early as 11, depending on a person’s genetics and hormonal balance. Alex had started having them when he was nine.

“So… you dream of yourself doing… erm, having sex with girls?” Kazekiri asked, not looking at him.

He nodded, also not looking at her. “I’m sorry. I know this is awkward.”

“N-no, it’s okay!” Kazekiri hurriedly replied, waving her arms back and forth. “T-these things are totally natural, you know? I get it. I mean, even I have… well, what I mean is, everyone has them, right? I don’t think this is, erm, unnormal or anything, so…”

“Thank you,” Alex said. “However, I think mine are abnormal.” He looked down at his hands. “The truth is, it isn’t just the dreams. It’s how I feel when I’m awake. I’m always finding myself getting… becoming, well, aroused around certain females that I find attractive, but I feel like… like I shouldn’t. It feels so much stronger than what other boys go through. No one else seems to have the same problem, the same lack of control that I have.”

“What do you mean?” asked Kazekiri.

Alex frowned as he tried to think of how he could explain what he was feeling. He had never once tried to put it into words. He didn’t even know if he could. Still, he had sought out Kazekiri’s help, so he was going to do the best to lay everything out on the table.

“I always feel like I’m struggling to control myself. There are times when I’ll catch myself looking at someone and thinking about how I’d like to do… things with her that are inappropriate for two people who aren’t dating to do. I never do, but the desire to, erm, like, touch them and stuff, is there.”

Alex didn’t think he’d ever felt more mortified in his life than he did right then. He was telling Kazekiri, the strict girl his own age who had been dubbed Rule Book at Atreyu Academy, that he was feeling sexual desires toward several girls. This was easily the most embarrassing thing he’d ever done in his life. More than that, it was also the most frightening thing he’d ever done.

“I… I’m not really sure what to tell you,” Kazekiri said after a moment. “I mean, I’m not a guy, so I don’t really know, but I think… maybe, what you are feeling is natural, so… um, I don’t think it’s something you should worry about.”

Alex snapped his head toward her. “But I—there’s no way these feelings can be natural! I mean, maybe if it was just one girl, but it’s not! Gabrielle, Jasmine, Selene, you—erm, Ryoko! I’m constantly thinking all these inappropriate thoughts about them! Constantly constantly constantly! But I don’t want to think this way! I don’t want to have these thoughts! I love them! I shouldn’t be having such impure thoughts about the people I love!”

He had no idea when he started crying, but tears were streaming down his face as he poured out all of his frustrations. It was just like that time with Nyx. After Gabrielle had accepted Prince Arthur’s offer for a date, Alex’s frustration had gotten the better of him. It had been left boiling inside of him until it came out in a violent spray of tears.

This was a thousand times worse.

The tears wouldn’t stop. They streamed from his eyes, poured down his face, dripped from his jawline, and soaked into his shirt. He had no idea his body had been holding so much water. Alex could have probably filled up a tub with his tears.

Strangely enough, the two voices inside of his mind, which he had expected to comment with either with sarcasm or compassion, were silent. He hadn’t heard them in a while. Part of him wondered what that meant. The rest didn’t care.

All the while, Kazekiri stared at him as he cried, her eyes wide, her mouth open, an expression of bafflement etched onto her face. She was probably even more shocked by his own outburst than he was.

“You really hate this, don’t you?” Kazekiri finally said.

Alex wiped at his eyes. It was a futile gesture. The tears weren’t stopping.

“Of course I hate this. Wouldn’t you?”

“W-well, I mean, it’s not like I haven’t felt… um, had… sexual thoughts about someone else.”

“You mean your boyfriend?”

“Boyfriend?” Kazekiri stared at him quizzically, but then her eyes widened and she turned to present her back to him. “R-right! Like my boyfriend! That’s right! Just like that!”

“But that’s just one person. It’s not several people.”

“That doesn’t make what you’re feeling any less unusual,” Kazekiri assured him, turning back around. “I think what you’re experiencing is perfectly natural. Rather than that, I think the disgust you feel toward yourself is the unnatural part.”

“You think so?”

“Yes.” Kazekiri nodded. “In fact, I think you trying so hard to suppress your own feelings is what’s causing all of these problems.”

Her words made him pause. Could she really be right? Alex would admit that he wasn’t as well-versed in knowledge of sex as everyone else. He had taken the accelerated course at Atreyu Academy to graduate early, meaning some of his courses had been rushed. Sex education was one of them.

He would also admit, however reluctantly, that he had done his best to avoid the subject. After getting his feeling squashed by Selene, he had sworn off girls and anything to do with them, which happened to include this particular subject.

“Thank you, Kazekiri.” Alex still had tears in his eyes, but he smiled at her. “I feel a lot better.”

Kazekiri smiled. “I’m glad. I—wait. Isn’t this the first time you’ve called me Kazekiri?”

“Is it?”

“It is.”

“I’m pretty sure I called you by your name before.”

“I don’t think you did.”

“But I’m positive I did.”

“Do you have to contradict everything I say?”

“Erm… no?”

“Don’t make your answer sound like a question!”

Kazekiri and Alex stared at each other, one looking angry and the other confused, but soon, smiles broke out on their faces.

He didn’t think Kazekiri understood how much he valued her words. She was a girl who strictly followed the rules right down to the letter, who berated others when they didn’t follow the rules. If someone like her was telling him that his disgust, self-loathing, and suppression of his own desires was unnatural, then he could believe her.

Alex still felt awful, but he felt better now than he had for the past few days. It wasn’t like this huge weight had been lifted off his chest or anything. There were still some problems weighing him down, but perhaps, if he accepted himself, if he realized that maybe there really was nothing wrong with him, then he could tackle these other issues one at a time.

The next problem he needed to solve was…

“There you are!”

Before anything else could be said, Ariel stormed up to Alex, who wasn’t even given time to so much as open his mouth before she grabbed him by his shirt. Despite being nearly ten centimeters shorter than him, she easily lifted him off his feet. Her glare was a sight to behold.

“Um… w-what?”

“I said who. The fuck. Do you think. You are. Jackass?!” With every two or three words, Ariel shook him hard enough that his head rocked back and forth. “My sister was hoping you would stop her from going on a date with that prince, and instead you go on a date with some other girl?! What is your problem?! My big sis not good enough for you?! Huh?! HUH?!”
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“T-that’s… not it… I was afraid…”

“I don’t care what you’re afraid of!” Ariel roared before pulling him in close. Now nose to nose, the littlest of Gabrielle’s sisters looked positively terrifying. Her eyes were blazing like a fire had been lit inside of them. “Listen up! You are going to crash that date, tell Gabrielle how you really feel, and take her away from there! Do you understand? I’ll kick your ass if you don’t!”

“I… I understand,” Alex said. He was already planning to crash the party anyway.

“Good.” Ariel dropped Alex on his butt. It hurt, but there were more important things to worry about than his smarting asscheeks. Ariel was glaring down at him. “Get going.”

“Erm…”

Alex looked past Ariel to Kazekiri, who was staring at him with an unfathomable expression that he couldn’t quite figure out. It was not the kind of expression he’d really seen on someone before. Saying that, if he had to describe it, he would have said she looked… conflicted.

However, the look eventually left and Kazekiri smiled at him as she said, “Go rescue Gabrielle. I know that’s one of the issues that’s been weighing on your mind.”

“Right.” Alex nodded, stood up, and sent his own smile at Kazekiri. “Thank you. I won’t forget how much you’ve helped me.”

Alex turned around and began to run out of the park. He stopped seconds later, however, spun around, took a deep breath, and cupped his hands to his mouth.

“I LOVE YOU, KIRI-KIRI!” he shouted at the top of his lungs.

He didn’t quite catch Kazekiri’s return shout—well, he heard it fine, but he couldn’t tell what she was screaming because it was pretty incoherent. He imagined it was something about how he shouldn’t act so shameless. The thought made him laugh.

5

Gabrielle didn’t know what to think or how to feel. The plan that Michelle had come up with was in shambles, Alex had not done as either of them had expected, and now she was in Arty’s private shuttle, being driven to their “date” by the boy’s personal assistant.

Gwenn was a stern older woman who, to this point, had barely said two whole sentences in the entire time they’d known each other. She piloted the shuttle, a sleek cruiser with a more organic design than human shuttles, with the enviable talent of a professional. Gabrielle looked out the window as the shuttle swerved around traffic with ease.

“I am so glad that you chose to attend this date with me,” Arty continued to gush, which he had been doing ever since they hopped in the shuttle. “I promise you, Princess Gabrielle, that once you experience this date, you’ll have so much fun that you’ll never want to return to that barbarian’s side.”

She assumed “that barbarian” was Alex, in which case, Arty really didn’t know anything. She thought about saying something. However, she didn’t really know what to say. Even though she didn’t want to be there, she had agreed to go on this date. It might have been on the pretense of convincing Alex to confess his feelings, but she had agreed, nonetheless.

Gabrielle did not like to do what others asked of her. She often disregarded anything people said when they were trying to make her do something that she didn’t want to do, but it was different when she actually agreed to do something. Promises were meant to be kept. Gabrielle didn’t want to be the kind of woman who said one thing and did another.

“Where are we going?” asked Gabrielle.

“We are going to a high-class venue here on Mars,” Arty said. “It took me awhile to find this place. I had to scour the city for the entire week to search for a suitable restaurant for us to eat at. Even now, our destination is not one that I would normally consider dining at, but it was the best place I could find.”

Gabrielle didn’t really understand what Arty was talking about. It sounded almost like he didn’t like any of the places here on Mars, that he thought they were not worth his time, but she loved the shops and places to eat. Did that mean her taste in food was bad, or was Arty just a picky eater?

She wasn’t sure what she had been expecting after Arty mentioned finding a “high-class venue” for them to have dinner at, but somehow, Metronomes’ Bakery was not it.

Arty swept into the bakery, the door chiming. His loud, booming voice, rang out for everyone to hear. “Hello! I have returned for my date with Princess Gabrielle! I would like some service now!”

Gabrielle, standing more or less right next to him, winced as her ears began ringing. An Angelisian’s long ears weren’t just for show. Angelisians had sensitive hearing, and Arty’s shouts were like a klaxon blaring in them. Standing on Arty’s other side, Gwenn merely readjusted her glasses.

“Erm… excuse me,” Selene said. “I don’t know what you are shouting for, but could you please not yell so much? My parents are trying to get some work done and… Gabrielle? What are you and Prince Arthur doing here?”

“Selene!” Gabrielle lunged at her friend, hugging her for all she was worth. “Selene, you have to help me!”

“Erm…” Selene looked down at her, and Gabrielle tried her best to give the girl a pleading look. Her friend looked back at Arty. “Excuse me, Prince Arthur. Please sit anywhere you like. I’ll get to you both after I speak with my friend.”

“Of course!” Arty boomed. “Far be it for me to keep Princess Gabrielle’s friend from talking to her! Take your time!”

Arty wandered further into the store, Gwenn close behind him, and chose a booth near the wall. He sat down. Leaning back, crossing his arms, Arty entered into a staring contest with the table.

Selene grabbed Gabrielle’s hand and pulled her past the counter and into the backroom. The dark-skinned girl’s parents were there. They both greeted her with friendly smiles, to which she waved and smiled back. As she continued getting pulled along, Gabrielle was eventually led into what appeared to be a very small living room.

“Okay.” Selene placed her hands on her hips and penetrated Gabrielle with a stare. “Why don’t you tell me what’s going on here? I can already guess that this is the date you promised Prince Arthur, but I’m really surprised to see that you’re actually going on it. I thought you loved Alex.”

“I do love Alex,” Gabrielle said before launching into an explanation about everything that had happened so far. She told Selene about Michelle’s plan to make Alex confess, how that plan had backfired, and how she was now stuck going on a date with Arty despite the fact that she didn’t want to go on a date.

Selene rubbed her forehead as Gabrielle finished explaining the situation. “So… I’m still confused… why can’t you just tell Arty—I mean, Prince Arthur—that you can’t go on a date because you don’t love him?”

“I already promised,” Gabrielle said. “I may not look it, but I am a princess of Angelisia. We always honor our agreements, and I agreed to go on a date with him.”

“But if you agreed to go on a date with him, then wouldn’t you still have to go on this date even if Alex confessed to you.”

Gabrielle needed a moment to compute those words, but once she did, her eyes widened. Selene was… she was right? Regardless of what Alex said or did, she would have still had to go on this date. She couldn’t get out of something she had agreed to do.

“Oh… you’re right.”

Selene sighed. “You didn’t think about that at all, did you?”

Gabrielle felt her cheeks becoming warm. “No… I didn’t.”

“Thought so.”

“What should I do?”

“Given that you apparently are the type of person to keep your word, you don’t have much of a choice but to go on this date. However, rather than let Prince Arthur set the pace, you should set it by telling him that you love Alex and have no intention of marrying anyone else.”

“That’s a really good idea!” Gabrielle hugged Selene again, rubbing their cheeks together. “Thank you, Selene! You always come up with the best ideas!”

“You’re welcome,” Selene said, though her voice sounded a little squished, and Gabrielle belatedly realized it was because she was smashing their cheeks together. She backed off and gave her friend a sheepish smile. It was returned with an amused one by Selene.

They went back into the bakery. Arty was still sitting in the booth, still staring at the table. When Gabrielle and Selene walked up to him, he turned his head, smiled, and then spoke in a loud voice.

“Ah! Princess Gabrielle! Did you and your friend have a good conversation?”

“Erm… yeah, you could say that,” Gabrielle said.

“I am pleased to hear that!” Arty snapped his fingers together. “Now, then, Princess Gabrielle’s friend, attend us!”

Selene smiled, though it looked a little fixed, as Gabrielle sat down on the opposite side Arty. As she did, a loud beeping echoed through the bakery. Everyone turned to Gwenn, who had raised her left hand and was looking at something.

“It seems there is something happening on Camelot,” she said at last. “Please excuse me, Prince Arthur, while I take this communication.”

“Of course,” Arty said with a wave of his hand. “Let me know the details once you finish.”

“You have my word.”

Gwenn left the bakery, moving away from the door and standing just outside, where Gabrielle could see her by the window. It looked like she was talking into a communicator of some kind.

“Being the aide to the Crown Prince sure seems tiring,” Gabrielle commented as she watched Gwenn.

“I’m sure it is, but Gwenn does an excellent job, and she personally offered herself to be my assistant and bodyguard,” Arty said.

“Hmm…”

Metronomes’ Sweetshop did not have any actual meals. It was a bakery that specialized in sweets: pastries, danishes, parfaits, and the like. That was what they sold. Gabrielle had no idea what Arty was thinking in taking them to eat dinner here, of all places, though she wasn’t going to complain. She wouldn’t have gotten Selene’s great advice if they had gone anywhere else, after all.

“Listen, Arty,” Gabrielle began.

“Arty?” Arty blinked.

“I—”

“Hold it right there!” a loud voice suddenly shouted as the entrance door was slammed open.

Gabrielle felt a jolt travel down her spine as Alex stormed into the bakery, his breathing heavy, his cheeks flushed, and his eyes blazing with a fire in them. Gabrielle was shocked. However, she was also overjoyed to see him. What was he doing here? She didn’t care. He was here. That was what mattered. She placed a hand against her chest as her heart beat a furious staccato rhythm inside of her.

What is this feeling?

Arty frowned. “What are you doing here, Alexander S. Ryker? Have you come to try and ruin our date?”

“I’m not here to ruin anything,” Alex said. “I don’t even care about you.”

“W-what was that?!”

“Gabrielle.”

Alex turned to her, and Gabrielle felt her entire spine stiffen as a strange warmth seeped into her chest. His eyes were so… so… huh, what was the word? They were fiery. They reminded her of a blazing fire burning everything, and it was making her feel weird. Her knees were going weak.

“What is it?” she asked.

“First things first.” Alex bowed to her, a deep bow from the waist down. “I’m sorry for disappointing you. I knew that you wanted me to stop you from going on this date, but I was so caught up in my own issues that I let you down. I’m sorry.”

“What does that mean?” Arty frowned at them.

“Oh! No. You don’t have to apologize!” Gabrielle said quickly. “I mean, I was really sad that you didn’t tell me how you feel about me, but I also never took how you were feeling into consideration. I’m sorry for not being a better fiancée.”

“Would someone please explain what is going on here?” asked Arty.

“That’s not true at all!” Alex argued. “You’re an amazing fiancée! I just let my hang-ups get the better of me!”

“Really?” Gabrielle asked with wide eyes.

“Yes.” Alex looked into her eyes with so much fervor that Gabrielle felt herself becoming entranced. “I always thought you were amazing, I love spending time with you, and I even like it when… um, well, anyway, what I’m trying to say is that, I mean…” Alex paused, took a deep breath, straightened his back, and squared his shoulders. “Gabrielle, what I’m trying to say is that I love you.”

Gabrielle froze. Her mind, her heart, her body, it was all frozen. However, she wasn’t cold. She simply couldn’t move.

Alex said he loves me…

She had been waiting for him to say that for what felt like a really long time, even though it truthfully hadn’t been that long since they had met.

He said it. He said that he loves me…

Something wet stung her eyes.

“G-Gabrielle?!” Alex shouted; his voice squeaky. “W-why are you crying?!”

“I… I don’t know…” Gabrielle wiped at her eyes as she tried to rid herself of the tears that had suddenly appeared and refused to be stopped. “I have no idea why I’m crying. I’m so happy, but I… I just can’t stop for some reason…”

Gabrielle could barely contain her emotions. When wiping away her tears did nothing, she lunged at Alex, knocking him to the ground, and burying her face into his chest.

“I’m just so happy! Alex! You should have said this to me sooner!”

A pair of arms came around her back. They were warm and strong and comforting. Thinking on it, this was probably the first time Alex had really hugged her.
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“I know. I’m sorry.”

“It’s okay. I love you, Alex.”

“I… I love you, too.”

“Excuse me!” Arty shouted. “What is going on here? Princess Gabrielle, explain what this is all about?!”

Gabrielle had actually forgotten all about Arty in the wake of Alex’s confession, but it would be rude of her not to explain what was happening. She climbed off Alex and stood up. Her tears had mostly dried, though she wiped away the last remnants of them with the back of her hands.

“I’m sorry, Arty,” Gabrielle began.

“Seriously, why are you still calling me ‘Arty’? We aren’t kids anymore.”

“The truth is: I never wanted to go on this date with you,” Gabrielle continued. “I agreed to go on a date with you because Michelle said it would make Alex jealous and confess his feelings to me.”

Arty ran a hand down his face, and then swept his hair back. “I see. Yes, I understand now. That explains why you didn’t show any interest in me this entire time. Well, I suppose there is nothing for me to do here. You have made your decision, and I am not the kind of man who would deny a woman what she wants. If this is your choice, I have no choice but to agree with it.”

“Thank you, Arty.” Gabrielle beamed at him. “You’re just as nice as I remember!”

“Erm…” Arty looked away and scratched his cheek with an index finger. “You are… welcome. A-anyway, I suppose this means I’ve lost. You have won Princess Gabrielle’s heart, Alexander S. Ryker. Well played.”

“I don’t think I won anything,” Alex said. “It was always Gabrielle’s choice.”

“Indeed.”

Gabrielle was happy that everything had been solved so easily. Not only that, but Alex had finally confessed his love to her. She was so happy she thought she might cry again.

Before she could, however, the doors opened once more and Gwenn walked in, wearing an expression so serious that even Gabrielle felt a thrill run down her spine.

“My prince, we have a problem,” she began.

“What is it?” asked Arty, his expression now serious.

Gwenn looked like she had aged ten decades as she said, “It seems that while we were here on Mars, your eldest brother and his immediate sister have taken over Winchester and are attempting a coup d’état.”


EPILOGUE

THE PRICE OF BEING A PRINCE

They were in Alex’s house, in the living room, him, Gabrielle, Nyx, Alice, Gwenn, and Arthur. The proclamation that Gwenn had made was a serious issue. Arthur had first ordered Gwenn to start up his ship and get them out of there, but that wasn’t feasible since it would take time to get the ship ready and go through all the docking procedures. Alex and Gabrielle also weren’t having any of that. They wanted to know what was happening, too.

While the ship was being prepared by Arthur’s staff, the prince in question was sitting on a chair, sipping a cup of cafa, which he seemed to like despite his initial complaints that it was a peasant’s drink. Standing beside him was Gwenn, ever silent, holding a tablet to her chest as though waiting to use it.

Alex sat on the couch, which spanned about a meter in length. Gabrielle sat on his left, hugging his arm with a happy smile, which she’d been wearing ever since his confession at Metronomes’ Sweet Shop. Nyx sat on his right. She wasn’t as close as Gabrielle, but their thighs were touching. He wondered if she, perhaps, also liked him the way Gabrielle did. Then he dismissed the thought. Nyx was an assassin. What were the chances of that happening?

They were not alone. Alice, Ariel, and Michelle were also present. Alice sat beside Nyx, and Michelle and Ariel were sitting by Gabrielle. Alex noticed, almost absently, that Michelle was staring at them with a strangely consternated frown. He didn’t think she had any reason for it, but she looked disappointed by something.

“I suppose I should start from the beginning,” Arthur said, setting the cup of tea down on the coffee table. He folded his hands and looked at everyone there. “I do not remember if I have already mentioned this, but I am the youngest of twelve children. In order from oldest to youngest there’s Lancelot, Gawain, Bedivere, Tristan, Urien, Segwarides, Morrigan, Percival, Dinadan, Hectar, Cador, and myself. Most of us are half-siblings. In fact, Lancelot and Morrigan are the only siblings who share the same mother.”

“How does that work?” Alice asked suddenly. “Is your dad a player or something?”

Arthur tilted his head. “I do not know what a ‘player’ is. My father does not play anything. He’s a king.”

“That’s what not I meant…” Alice mumbled.

“Arty’s papa has a lot of wives!” Gabrielle announced. “I remember! He has eleven wives!”

“That’s eight more than our father has,” Michelle mused before giggling. “Sounds like this King Pendragon must be quite the male specimen. Hue hue hue hue…”

Ariel gave her sister an odd look. “The frack kind of laugh is that?”

Alex had been informed that polygamy was legal in the rest of the galaxy—Gabrielle’s father had multiple wives—but hearing that someone else had 11 wives was shocking. He really wasn’t sure what to think of that. Still, that explained why Gabrielle seemed so sure that it could work. She had plenty of real-life examples.

“It sounds like this Lancelot and Morrigan are the problem,” Alex said.

“Yes.” Arthur sighed. “While most of my siblings disliked my sudden rise to crown prince and expressed their dissatisfaction, Lancelot was the most vocal about it. He was next in line to become king, after all. My being named crown prince means he can no longer ascend the throne. Of course, his immediate blood sister, Morrigan, is completely in his pocket, so she’s sided with him as well.”

“That reminds me,” Gabrielle suddenly chimed in, her thoughtful frown more adorable than inquisitive. “How did you become crown prince?”

“That’s—”

“It’s because he pulled me from the stone,” a voice spoke up suddenly. Everyone looked around for the source of the strangely metallic-sounded voice, but they couldn’t find it. “Over here, ya morons! I’m leaning against the chair!”

Everyone looked at the chair—more specifically, they looked at the sword. It was a mostly standard broadsword, about 106 centimeters from tip to hilt, double-bladed, and with a tapered end that sharpened into a point. It was resting in a golden sheath with blue designs decorating it.

“Wait a second…” Alex muttered.

“Did that blade just…” Alice began.

“Heya!” the sword said. “I’m Caliburn! Nice to meet ya!”

“Cal,” Arthur muttered, a large vein throbbing on his forehead. “I thought I told you not to talk while we were on Mars!”

“Ya did, but the situation’s different now, isn’t it?” Caliburn said.

“No, we’re still on Mars. You should keep your quillons shut!”

“But that’s so boring!”

“Cal…”

“Let’s ignore the talking sword for now,” Gwenn stated, adjusting her glasses and stepping forward. “We are now faced with a major crisis. While Arthur is the crown prince and will eventually become king, it is impossible for one man to rule an entire solar system on his own. He has many vassals and subordinates who take on much of the workload.”

Michelle nodded in agreement. “Father has a retinue of over ten thousand individuals who help him with his daily affairs. This isn’t including the people who he’s assigned to rule over certain quadrants of the galaxy. Our mothers also do their part. In fact, Ariel, Gabrielle, and I have not seen our mothers in over a year because they are so busy helping Father maintain peace in the galaxy.”

Gwenn nodded in acknowledgement of Michelle’s statement, adjusted her glasses again, and then continued. “While most of our solar system is ruled by our king and his wives, several planets have been given to Prince Arthur and his siblings. The original plan was that whoever was best at ruling their planet would become king. The best at this was Lancelot, who rules Tintagel. He created several new laws and policies that helped promote local businesses and brokered numerous deals with space traders to bring an influx of capital. He’s an acute businessman with a keen sense. He’s also very charismatic. You could say he’s a natural born leader.”

“What about his sister?” asked Alex.

“Morrigan does not have her brother’s business acumen or charisma,” Arthur said. “She doesn’t even seem to care about her planet. She ceded all rights to rule over Avalon to Lancelot, who did the same thing he did with Tintagel to her planet.”

Gwenn took over for Arthur here, speaking in a calm, mild-mannered voice. “That doesn’t mean Morrigan is someone who we can ignore. She might not care about bringing prosperity to her planet, but she has an unnatural and very unhealthy obsession with Lancelot. She’s also very dangerous.”

“Among all of Father’s children, Morrigan is the one who’s the most skilled in battle,” Arthur added. “She’s a powerful sorceress and has even been given the nickname The Witch of Avalon.”

“Sorceress?” Alex blinked.

Sorcery was the stuff of fantasy, something that had been exceedingly popular long ago on Earth but had eventually been disproved with science. No one believed in sorcery anymore. The idea that there were sorceresses in space was, well, it was ridiculous. Who the heck would believe that crap? Space sorceresses? What the heck?

“Morrigan is talented in multiple branches of energy manipulation.” Gwenn adjusted her glasses. Alex noticed she did that a lot. “Her greatest ability is in psychokinesis, but she’s also talented at pyrokinesis, aerokinesis, cryokinesis, and electrokinesis. There’s even a rumor, though it’s not confirmed, that she can manipulate time.”

Those sounded a lot like ESP powers. In the early 25th century, before the creation of the new calendar, there had been a number of scientists who’d created espers by manipulating the physical and genetic makeup of humans through experimentation. Many people died during these experiments, and only about 1 in every 1,000 people gained ESP powers. At the start of the new calendar, the United Coalition of Planets, along with the Galactic Defense Force, had outlawed the creation of espers.

There were probably still people creating espers. Alex even heard rumors that one member of the Mars Police Force was an esper, but it was unconfirmed. When all was said and done, espers were rare enough that Alex had never met one himself, or if he had, he’d never suspected them of being an esper.

“So these two have staged a coup d’état?” Alex asked.

“Yes,” Gwenn said. “They have taken over Winchester, the planet closest to Camelot. It’s controlled by Bedivere, or it was. I suspect they plan to use it as a staging ground to launch an attack and wrest control of Camelot from Prince Arthur while he is away.”

“What about their parents?” asked Ariel. “Shouldn’t they be doing something?”

Arthur shook his head. “Father is currently away. He was personally tasked with a quest of some kind from King Lucifer himself. I do not know what your father asked of him, but it has been over a year since he left, and we’ve heard no word from him since.”

“One year…” Michelle murmured; her brow furrowed. “That’s around the same time that our mothers all left as well.”

Alex wondered if there was a connection between the disappearance of Arthur’s father and Lucifer’s three wives. Could they all be on the same quest? Separate quests that were somehow related? Was he merely overthinking things? He didn’t know, and considering how no one else knew, he probably wouldn’t find the answer any time soon.

Whatever they were doing now wasn’t an immediate issue. The immediate problem that lay before them was Lancelot and what they should do. Arthur was going to leave soon, and he would no doubt confront his two half-siblings. This matter technically didn’t involve him, but…

“Okay!” Alex decided. “Take me with you!”

“Erm… what?” Arthur asked, looking stunned. Even Gwenn looked like she’d been sucker punched in the gut.

“I’m going with you.”

“Why?”

“What do you mean why?” asked Alex. “Isn’t it obvious? I’m going to help!”

“B-but this problem has nothing to do with you!” Arthur shouted, while Gwenn stared at Alex with bulging eyes hidden behind her rimless glasses.

“Of course it does!” Alex grinned. “I’m going to become Emperor of the Galaxy someday, which means any problem in this galaxy is my problem, too.” He looked at Gabrielle. “Isn’t that right?”

Gabrielle’s eyes were shining as she beamed at him. Her smile was so vibrant it could have put stars to shame. He didn’t think she’d ever looked this joyful before.

“Right!” she stated.

While Gwenn looked like she was two seconds away from telling Alex that he was being absurd, Arthur started laughing. It was loud, rambunctious even. He threw his head back and laughed to the ceiling, a deep belly-aching laugh that reverberated around the room.

“I can see why Princess Gabrielle likes you so much,” he said, wiping a few errant tears from his eyes. “Very well. I’ll let you aid me.”

“Prince Arthur!” Gwenn shouted.

“It’s fine.” The prince waved her off. “This will be a good chance to see if Alexander has the necessary traits required to become Princess Gabrielle’s husband.”

“Then it’s settled.” Alex slammed his left fist into his right palm. “I’m gonna help you put that Lancelot in his place.”

Alex knew that what he was doing was stupid, knew that he was in over his head, but that wasn’t going to stop him. He had finally made up his mind. If he was going to marry Gabrielle and become Emperor of the Galaxy, then he’d eventually be dealing with this stuff anyway. Why not get his feet wet by starting now? And what better way to see if he truly had what it took to rule a galaxy than to help bring peace to a solar system on the verge of civil war?

Besides, wasn’t helping stop wars like this from breaking out exactly what heroes did?


AFTERWORD

Hello and welcome to the afterword. This is Brandon Varnell, the author of this weird sci-fi harem romantic parody… thing, and I have been thinking about a lot about harems in fiction lately.

One of the things I have always enjoyed about writing harems is finding legitimate and semi-believable ways of the protagonist accepting his harem.

In a lot of light novels and manga, the protagonist is always kind of this wishy washy dude whose only quality is that he’s nice. His indecisiveness often keeps the romance in a constant state of equilibrium. In western novels, the protagonist is usually banging women left, right, and center within the first two or three chapters.

A Most Unlikely Hero volume 6 concludes the issues regarding Alex’s hangups on romance. Up to this point, Alex has been dealing with the guilt of having a libido with power levels higher than Goku when he enters Super Saiyan God Mode and finding himself attracted to several women instead of just one. I think this is a natural by product of the society Alex lives in. Since polygamy is illegal and considered a crime, Alex and everyone else believe having multiple spouses is wrong.

Part of what I enjoyed doing was finding that happy medium between western and Japanese harem themes and tropes. Alex has now accepted himself and his feelings for Gabrielle. It took six whole volumes, which is slower than any western series but faster than most Japanese light novels. And now that Alex has accepted the parts of himself he didn’t want to accept, I can begin actually pushing forth the harem agenda. Yes, the Harem Plan is now in the works.

Before I leave, I would like to thank my editor and proofreaders for constantly helping fix my grammar. English might be my first language, but that doesn’t mean I’m perfect at it. I also want to thank XuaHanNin for once more delivering super cute artwork. She’s been with me since the beginning, and I’m very grateful to her.

Finally, I want to thank you all for reading this series. I still have so much to learn. I’m nowhere near as good a writer as I want to be. With your support, I hope I can continue to improve and deliver fun stories for you all to read.

~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

[image: ]


Hey, did you know?

Brandon Varnell has started a Patreon.

[image: ]

You can get all kinds of awesome exclusives like:

1. The chance to read his stories before anyone else!

2. Free ebooks!

3. Exclusive SFW and NSFW artwork!

4. Signed paperback copies!

5. His undying love!

Er, maybe we don’t want that last one, but the rest is pretty cool, right?

To get this awesome exclusive content, go to:

www.patreon.com/BrandonVarnell

[image: ]

and sign up today!
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