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      Azazel released a luxuriant sigh as he lounged in the bath. He did that quite often these days. It probably had something to do with how the Groom-to-be and Princess Gabrielle had left Mars City for Mars Homespring Resort. That had been about one and a half months ago, and they hadn’t returned since then.

      He could have gone with them to Mars Homespring Resort during that time, but they hadn’t told him they were leaving, so obviously that meant they didn’t want him there. That was just fine with him. It meant he could relax in the hot spring all he wanted.

      “The Commander is sulking again.”

      “He’s definitely sulking.”

      Azazel opened his eyes and glared at Kane and Abel. “I am not sulking.”

      Kane and Abel were brothers, but they didn’t look much alike. Their hair was different, the color of their eyes was different, and the shape of their faces was different. While Kane had dark hair and brown eyes, Abel had blond hair and blue eyes. Abel also had a scar running down the left side of his face. It was hard to believe they were born from the same parents.

      “He’s totally sulking. Look at that face.”

      “The Commander only has that expression when he’s sulking.”

      The two continued to make fun of him, causing Azazel’s emotions to boil over until he saw red. He didn’t overreact. That would have been unbecoming. Instead, he stood up and stepped out of the hot spring.

      “I think I’m going to hit the sparring mat,” he said.

      As he walked away from the pool they had been using, Azazel observed the other pools located in the Dauntless’s hot spring. There were sixteen in total. All of them were made to look natural, with numerous trees and plants growing around the edges. Each pool was lined with stones that traveled along the lip. It looked like the pools had been naturally formed from volcanic activity.

      Though the tiled floor kind of ruined the natural aesthetic.

      There were quite a few people in the hot springs. A pair of women were lounging several meters to his right, their breasts bobbing on the water’s surface as their ears twitched with pleasure. A group of men were debating the finer points of combat to his left. In another pool, several men and women were holding a discussion about the merits of wearing and not wearing armor. Azazel took all this in and continued on his way.

      He stepped into the changing room, padding across the tile until he reached his locker.

      When he opened the door, Azazel’s Angelisian Crisis Suit activated upon sensing his presence and leapt off the clothing rack. It touched his foot and swiftly crawled up his legs, butt, torso, shoulders, and arms. He could feel the suit synchronizing with his nervous system. It felt sort of like having microscopic suction cups attached to his pores, which then infused his body with energy. The entire process was painless and took less than .01 seconds.

      His suit was black with red energy lines, which spread across the suit’s exterior like the network of a circuit board, glowing as the suit charged itself using the energy he unconsciously released. He rotated his arms and twisted his torso, testing to see if anything was wrong with the suit. There was nothing. Of course, there wasn’t. The Angelisian Crisis Suit had been developed by Princess Gabrielle. That girl was a genius when it came to creating complex items meant for warfare.

      After the crisis suit came his armor. First, he stepped into his boots, then attached his greaves. Everything attached using the Law of Polarity. He didn’t understand how it worked, but it wasn’t difficult to put on. Once the greaves came on it was time to put on his breastplate. It was segmented, so it came on in pieces, attaching itself to his torso as though attracted by a magnetic pull. The shoulder pauldrons came after that. Azazel finished his suit by attaching his vambraces and his sword, which rested at his hip.

      Now dressed, Azazel wandered into the hallway and hopped onto a moving walkway. He could have walked, but he didn’t feel like it. Several people passed him as he stood in place. They saluted, causing him to absently nod back. His mind was elsewhere.

      There hadn’t been any marriage candidate sightings in the last few months, which Azazel wasn’t sure what to make of. It could mean all of the marriage candidates had given up. He did not believe that, though. The most likely cause of this was probably King Lucifer. Perhaps the emperor had deemed the Groom-to-be strong enough to protect his daughters and the throne after what happened with Yahweh.

      Hallways in the Dauntless were shaped like a hexagon that was wider than it was tall, and were wide enough to fit a dozen people standing shoulder to shoulder. The sides had moving walkways, while the middle was for transport vehicles. Hallways occasionally branched off into lateral passages that were winding and filled with doors. Each branch led to a different section of the ship: the weapons depot, the hospital branch, the training halls, the barracks, etc.

      Azazel headed to the training hall.

      The training hall was large and consisted of multiple rooms. Some of the rooms were designed for sparring, but others were for exercise, target practice, team tactics, and urban warfare. Most of the rooms used Princess Gabrielle’s simulation technology to help with training. The target practice and urban warfare training benefited from her technology a lot. It was almost like being in a live fire exercise. You could even be “killed,” though it was all simulated.

      The room that Azazel entered was a sparring room. It was just a large room with a high ceiling and numerous sparring mats.

      “Commander!”

      Several men and women were already training when he entered, though all of them stopped and snapped off a salute the moment they realized who he was.

      “At ease.” Azazel held up his hand and gestured for them to relax.

      “Are you here to spar, sir?” asked a female warrior, a woman with blonde hair, blue eyes, and a scar running across her right eyebrow. She wasn’t wearing armor. Just an Angelisian Crisis Suit. Hers was white and blue.

      “I am.” Azazel nodded.

      “Shall I be your partner?”

      Azazel tilted his head. “I think I would like to fight multiple people today.” With that idea in mind, he pointed at her and three others, then made a beckoning gesture. “You four shall attack me at once. Use team tactics to try and overwhelm me.”

      The four soldiers, two men and two women, snapped off a salute.

      “Yes, sir!”

      Discarding his sword and selecting a wooden one made from Angelisian vitae—a tree native to Angelisia—Azazel stepped onto the sparring mat as the four soldiers he selected surrounded him.

      He didn’t raise his guard. He kept his weapon lowered and relaxed. When fighting multiple opponents, it was better to remain loose and limber than stiff. He took even, controlled breaths as he eyed the four. A smile crept onto his face. He might have been relaxed, but his opponents were all tense.

      The four attacked him all at once, coming in from four different directions. They weren’t all using a sword. One of them had two wooden knives held in a reverse grip, another was using a claymore, and one of the women twirled a staff in her hands. Only the blonde woman used a sword like him.

      Azazel did not block the woman’s swing. He stepped aside, allowing the blade to pass by his left, then brought up his sword to block the knife coming at him from behind. As the knife caught the hilt of his sword, he rotated his wrist to flick the blade off, which knocked his opponent off balance. Then Azazel ducked, swiftly dodging a strike from the staff. At the same time, he slammed a fist into the knife user’s chest, throwing them back, and swept the legs of the staff user out from underneath them with a strong kick.

      The claymore wielder held back for a second before swinging, possibly to mess with Azazel’s sense of timing, but he was experienced enough that such a tactic wouldn’t work against him. As the claymore came down, he rolled aside, pressed his hands against the ground, and mule-kicked the flat end of the weapon. The claymore was knocked out of his opponent’s hands. Azazel used that opportunity to swipe his sword in an upward slash as he stood up. There was a satisfying thunk! as his weapon struck the man in the chin, sending his opponent up and away in a parabolic arc.

      The entire exchange had barely lasted five seconds.

      “Come now. Is that all you’ve got?”

      The four stood back up and readied themselves. He smiled. His soldiers were well-trained.

      They came at him again.

      Azazel did not know how long he sparred with the four soldiers, but they eventually grew too tired to continue, so he had them rotate out with four more soldiers and fought them until they were too tired. This continued several times before a loud beeping came from his left vambrace, alerting him to an incoming communication.

      He looked around to see that all of the soldiers who had been training with him were now sprawled out around him, lying on their backs as they tried to regain their breath. Maybe he had been too hard on them? Ah, well. This wouldn’t be the first time.

      Azazel wandered over to a communication station. It wasn’t much. The training hall was for sparring, not talking, but they did have a station in case someone important needed to speak with him.

      He entered the small room with blinking lights and a standard holoprojector, sat down on the chair, and turned on the holographic monitor. After typing his passcode into the floating bar that appeared in front of him, he accepted the call.

      A holographic image appeared. Azazel immediately recognized the spiky hair and face that appeared before him, and he did not hesitate to snap off a salute.

      “Your Majesty, to what do I owe the honor of this sudden call?”

      “Yo, Azazel,” King Lucifer said in a deep, gravelly voice. “I’m calling to see how everything is going. How have my daughters been?”

      “I wouldn’t know,” Azazel muttered. “They decided to leave for Mars Homespring Resort without me.”

      He wasn’t bitter that they left without saying a thing to him. Of course not. He didn’t care that they should have informed him that they were leaving but didn’t. It wasn’t like he was their bodyguard or something.

      Oh, wait. He was.

      “Ha! Look at you sulking! That’s a good look for you!”

      Azazel didn’t say anything because this was his king, and it was not wise to talk back to his king, but he really wanted to deny that he was sulking. He was a commander of Angelisia. He didn’t sulk.

      “Well, whatever. Tell me about my daughters.”

      Since it was a command, Azazel informed King Lucifer about everything he could. The last time they had spoken was after the incident with Yahweh, so His Majesty already knew that all three of his daughters had decided to marry Alexander.

      He still remembered the smirk his king had worn upon learning that. It had been such a satisfied look. If Azazel didn’t know any better, he would have said that His Majesty had expected something like that to happen.

      Because he didn’t know exactly what was happening with Princesses Ariel, Gabrielle, and Michelle at this very moment, he told King Lucifer about what happened over the last two months. He mostly informed his king about how the people of this solar system had learned that they were his daughters.

      “So… the people of this solar system have learned about the greater galaxy, have they?” King Lucifer hummed and rubbed his chin. “How have they taken it?”

      “There is a lot of skepticism among the population,” Azazel admitted. “Some people are panicking, some don’t believe it, and others are attempting to learn everything they can. The Galactic Defense Force, the governing body of this solar system, issued an announcement last month confirming the existence of life outside of this solar system. The media was having a field day for a while, but they’ve calmed down now.”

      Thanks to the efforts of Commander Karen, the media was not allowed to contact the three Angelisian princesses for interviews or anything of the sort. It probably wouldn’t stop everyone. However, legitimate media companies would back off unless they wanted to get fined and have their reputations run through the mud.

      I should probably inform the Groom-to-be that he needs to update his security. If the media here is anything like the media elsewhere, there will be plenty of people willing to risk time in prison if it means getting a scoop—and this is big news.

      “Hmmm… most interesting.” Azazel sat with his back straight as King Lucifer stroked his chin, pondering something. Seconds ticked by. The lights on the holographic projector blinked in time with the sweat that trickled down Azazel’s face as he waited for his king to say something. “I’ve decided!”

      “My lord?”

      “I’m going to pay this Alexander a visit. I think it’s about time I met the man who my daughters are marrying and tested his worth myself.”

      Azazel sucked in a breath as every fiber in his body suddenly froze.

      “You are… coming here? To Mars?”

      “I am indeed. Is that a problem?”

      “No, it is not a problem. Of course not.”

      “Good. In that case, I’ll be seeing you soon, Azazel.”

      The screen suddenly shut off, and Azazel slumped into his seat as all of the energy in his body left. He felt exhausted. His bones and muscles ached with pseudo pain.

      King Lucifer was coming to Mars. He didn’t know if this was good or bad—no, it was definitely not good. The Groom-to-be was in no way prepared for this meeting. What’s more, Mars, and in fact, the entire Galactic Defense Force, was not ready to deal with someone like King Lucifer. He could not foresee this going well.

      I should warn the Groom-to-be.

      As though his very thoughts were a trigger, his vambrace beeped again. He paused halfway standing and stared at his vambrace. Slowly, and with great reluctance, he sat back down, activated the communication again, and watched as a three-dimensional holographic image of King Lucifer appeared once more.

      “You are not to inform anyone that I’m coming over, and I do mean anyone,” King Lucifer said. “Do you understand?”

      “… Yes, My Lord.”

      “Good.”

      The holographic project shut off again as King Lucifer ended the communication. Azazel stared at where the holograph had been, then slowly leaned over and pressed a hand against his face.

      I am sorry, Groom-to-be.

      It took two months to travel from Angelisia to Mars, which meant Alexander would have two more months of peace, and then… well, then it was anyone’s guess as to what would happen. All Azazel knew was this.

      Alexander’s life would never be the same once King Lucifer arrived.
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          Kazekiri’s Decision

        

      

    

    
      Two months had passed since the school had been held hostage, since she and her housemates had traveled to Nicolas Ryker’s house at Mars Homespring Resort, since Alex had told her that he wanted her to join his harem, and Kazekiri was no closer to reaching a decision now than she had back then.

      I just don’t know what to do. I… I’ll admit that I have feelings for Alexander… but to become a part of his harem… I don’t know. It seems so wrong, and yet...

      Alex had not pushed her for a decision. Like the kind man that he was, he had given her space and time. She would catch him glancing at her out of the corner of his eyes, as though checking to make sure she was okay, and he still spoke with her the same as always, but he never brought up the topic of her joining his harem. Kazekiri was grateful. At the same time, she felt guilty.

      He’s already made his decision, and he’s been so kind to me, yet I’ve repaid his kindness with hesitation. What does that say about me?

      It was late afternoon in Mars City, though it was impossible to tell without a clock. The artificial sun never moved. It only had two settings: on and off. Dawn and dusk didn’t exist in this artificial construct.

      Kazekiri was sitting outside of a café with two other people. She had donned a pair of simple black pants, a frilly white shirt, and spacer boots. Sitting at the round table with her was a brown-haired girl with lazy, doe-like eyes, and another girl with silvery-green hair that was cut boyishly short, long, pointed ears, and pure white wings jutting from her lower back. While the brown-haired girl, Alice Ryker, was wearing shorts and a spaghetti-strap shirt, the girl with wings wore a light purple gown that went down to her ankles.

      Alice was Alex’s younger stepsister, while Ariel was Gabrielle’s younger half-sister. She had been spending a lot more time with them both. It was probably because she couldn’t bring herself to remain in Alex’s presence for too long, and they were the only two willing to leave Alex’s side for extended periods of time. Everyone else preferred being with him.

      Well, part of that was because they had been stuck at Nicolas’s mansion for the past two months. There wasn’t a whole lot for them to do there. Gabrielle and Nyx had spent almost every waking hour with Alex, which Kazekiri supposed, with a grimace, was natural, given all that had happened. However, Michelle and Jasmine had also been spending more time with him than normal. Alice and Ariel were the only ones who didn’t.

      I wonder why Ariel isn’t trying to hog Alex’s attention for herself?

      Ariel was also marrying Alex, so Kazekiri would have thought the girl would want to spend more time with him. She was surprised the young half-Angelisian was willing to spend that time with her instead.

      “I’m glad things have gone back to normal,” Ariel said as she took tentative sips of her moka-flavored caffa. “I’m not sure what I would have done if we weren’t able to return home.”

      “I feel the same way.” Kazekiri didn’t drink her caffa right away. She held the cup in her hands, letting the warmth seeping through the cup spread to her palms and fingers. “It’s nice being able to return to the police department after such a long absence.”

      Immediately after returning to Mars City, Kazekiri had reported to the police department. Commander Karen and Vice Commander Yumi had welcomed her back. They said she could start her job again on Monday, which had been a relief to hear. That had been two days ago. Friday. It was currently Sunday.

      Just one more day.

      While it was nice being back home, there had been some major changes waiting for them. The biggest one was that everyone now knew about Ariel, Gabrielle, and Michelle. Even now, a lot of pedestrians were staring at them. Quite a few were even whispering and pointing at the Angelisian girl sitting at the table.

      It was kind of annoying, but they were putting up with it.

      At least no one had tried to bother them.

      “I think being back is troublesome,” Alice said with a frown. She was drinking iced lemon tea from a straw. Kazekiri could almost feel the sweat trickle down her scalp at the slovenly manner the younger girl possessed as she leaned lazily over the table and slurped.

      “Why doesn’t that surprise me?” Ariel deadpanned.

      “Because being surprised is too troublesome?”

      “Haaaaaah…”

      “I hope you both did all of your homework,” Kazekiri said. Though she said it to both of them, her eyes were on Alice.

      “Who are you? My brother?” Alice scowled, though it was a lazy expression that went away seconds later as if maintaining it was too much trouble. “Don’t worry. I did all of my homework. Big Bro wouldn’t make me any curry if I didn’t get all my work done.”

      Because they had all been forced to live at Mars Homespring Resort while waiting for the media to settle down, Caridna Tepes, the principal of Atreyu Academy, had granted them special permission to do their work abroad. She had their teachers send them work over their IDbands, which they did as a group while remaining stuck inside of Nicolas Ryker’s house.

      Of course, Kazekiri had done all the work the moment she got it. Gabrielle, Jasmine, and Michelle had done the same. However, Ariel was more into physical labor than education, and Alice was lazy. She had to be cajoled into doing her schoolwork.

      Alex was generally very good about convincing Alice to do her work, though Kazekiri supposed that was only natural. He was her brother. Not only that, but he and Alice had been living on their own for a long time. In many ways, their relationship was a lot like the one she had with Keiichi… except their roles were reversed.

      Alex… he’s nothing like my brother.

      He was a good brother. Kazekiri had watched Alex ever since she started living with him. He woke up everyone morning and made them all breakfast after sparring with Nyx or going on a jog with her. He did the laundry, made sure Alice did her homework, kept up to date with how her studies were going, and found ways to motivate his lazy sister into doing her best. His domestic talents were only superseded by his genius intellect.

      Even though he was surrounded by women, and engaged to five different women, he still made time for his sister. He even made time for her… though Kazekiri had started avoiding him recently.

      “Thinking about my big bro again?” asked Alice.

      Kazekiri froze. “I-I’m not—”

      “It’s no use trying to hide it.” Alice sighed as if saying all this took more effort than it was worth. “Whenever you think about Alex, you get this really warm look in your eyes, and your cheeks have this strange glow about them.”

      Kazekiri covered her face with her hands. Alice was right. Her cheeks were warm. She was sure her cheeks were red.

      “Are you still not sure about what to do?” asked Ariel, finishing off her drink. She tapped her feet against the durasteel floor. “It’s been almost two months. Shouldn’t you have come to a decision by now?”

      “I-it’s not that easy,” Kazekiri tried to say.

      “No.” Ariel cut her off. “It is that easy. You either decide that you want to be with him, or you don’t.” Ariel blushed just a bit. “L-look, I’m not that good at this sort of thing… like, admitting how I feel and stuff, but even I’ve made a decision. I don’t think you should beat around this issue any longer. Alex has been really good to you. Not only has he given you a place to stay, he’s given you the space you asked for.”

      “You think I don’t know that?”

      Kazekiri felt as if a weight was pushing down on her shoulders. They slumped against her will, her posture growing more slouched with every passing second, until it felt like gravity itself was increasing to push her down, but really, it was just guilt.

      “I know how good he’s been to me. It’s just… I’ve lived my whole life seeing polyamory ruin relationships. I’ve seen what it does to people. Sure, some relationships may start off okay, but someone always gets hurt in the end. That’s why I’ve been so hesitant.”

      “That’s just you trying to apply your human logic to our relationships. And if you know that, then you should make a decision.” Ariel scowled at her. “I like you a lot. I think you’re nice, responsible, and a great person… but I don’t like how you’re leeching off Alex’s kindness and not giving anything back. If you don’t want to be with him, then fine, but don’t keep living off his kindness if you aren’t going to be with him. That isn’t fair to him.”

      The words hit her harder than the Angelisian princess probably realized. Kazekiri knew that Ariel was right. For the past two months, she had been struggling with what she should do. It wasn’t appropriate for her to keep living with Alex like this. She was taking advantage of his kindness, staying with him, relying on him for comfort and security, all the while denying his feelings by not clearly stating her intentions.

      But Kazekiri didn’t know what her intentions were. She didn’t know what she wanted. Of course she loved Alex. She could admit that much to herself. However, the idea of being in a polygamous relationship was… she didn’t know. When she first learned about Alex being engaged to five women, she had been repulsed, but after living with them for over two months, after seeing how well they all got along, she no longer knew how to feel.

      “Maybe… maybe you’re right,” she said at last. “I’ve become so comfortable at Alex’s house that I forgot I’m really just a guest there. I’m not like all of you. He and I aren’t family, and I’m not marrying him like you and your sisters.”

      She wouldn’t begrudge Ariel, Gabrielle, Jasmine, Michelle, and Nyx for choosing to marry Alex, nor would she be angry at Alex. Even if she didn’t want to admit it, Kazekiri could see that this really was the best decision possible.

      Ariel had told Kazekiri of their circumstances. She knew that each of the girls currently living with Alex had not only fallen in love with him, but they had reasons beyond love to marry him. People were trying to marry Gabrielle to get their hands on the Angelisian Throne, Ariel had a unique physical disorder that kept her body from growing and thus made her undesirable, and Michelle turned into a berserker whenever she lost control of her emotions, which made the rest of the galaxy consider her defective.

      She didn’t know what Jasmine and Nyx’s circumstances were because they hadn’t told her, but she could see that neither of them was discontent with their situation.

      All of them loved Alex. All of them loved being with Alex. What’s more, all of them were willing to share Alex. It was enough to make Kazekiri question her own feelings for him. Did she truly love him? She didn’t know. She didn’t feel like she wanted to share him, and all she knew was that right now, her heart was aching. She wanted to be with Alex, she did, but the relationships that he was in went against everything she had been taught, everything that had been ingrained into her since she was just a small girl.

      Kazekiri had grown up under the belief that polygamy was wrong. It was illegal. It was morally corrupt. Only the most disgusting, vile, repulsive people would practice it.

      Alex was not disgusting, vile, or repulsive. He treated everyone with kindness, made sure the people living with him were loved and looked after, and did everything he could to ensure their happiness.

      Part of her did think it wouldn’t be so bad to join his harem, but she just couldn’t convince herself that polygamy was a good idea.

      All these contradictory thoughts mixed inside of her as she came to a decision. “Maybe it really is time to leave.”

      “Are you serious?” Ariel whispered, her eyes growing in size.

      Kazekiri could only give the girl a sad smile. “This might be for the best…” She trailed off when she saw the look on Ariel’s face. “A-are you okay?”

      “I’m fine.” Ariel wiped at her eyes as she stood up from her chair. “I’m just fine. I don’t care if you leave. If that’s what you want to do, then go ahead and leave! Good riddance!”

      “A-Ariel!” Kazekiri stood up as Ariel bolted away from their table and disappeared into the crowd of pedestrians. “Ariel, wait!”

      But Ariel did not wait. Kazekiri bit her lower lip as she scanned the steady stream of traffic, but she already knew that she wouldn’t find her friend. The girl was tiny. She didn’t even reach up to the shoulders of the people currently walking by their table.
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“That was a troublesome thing you said,” Alice mumbled. “You know Ariel is really sensitive.”

      “I… I know.” Kazekiri slumped into her seat and shook her head. “I’m sorry.”

      “It’s okay.” Alice smiled at her. “I’m used to troublesome people.”

      “I’ll bet.”

      While Kazekiri returned the girl’s look, she didn’t really feel like smiling right then. She looked back at the crowd. She wasn’t too worried about Ariel. The girl was quite strong, and she knew her way around Mars City well enough by now that she could find her own way home. Barring that, she could contact Alex. He would drop everything and come running if she let him know what happened.

      She sighed.

      And now I’m thinking about Alex again. Really… that boy… he is so… so…

      “He’s troublesome, right?” asked Alice as if she had read Kazekiri’s mind.

      “You said it,” Kazekiri agreed.
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      “Oh ho ho ho ho! Do not think I will let you remain sitting on that throne for very long! As the Queen of Video Games, I refuse to lose! Oh ho ho ho ho ho!”

      “You say that, but haven’t I beaten you ten times already?”

      “Oh ho! Those were all flukes! My true power only comes out when my back is against the wall! Get ready!”

      “…”

      As Alex sat on the couch, doing everything within him to ignore his erection as Michelle wiggled her butt against his crotch, he tried to figure out how this situation had come about.

      Ever since the first day they had spent at Mars Homespring Resort, the girls had implemented several rules when it came to spending time with him. It was sort of like each girl had a specific time slot that was just theirs. Sometimes this meant they would monopolize him during what had become “their time,” but other times, it meant they would share that time with the others.

      Alex had been given no say in this matter, of course.

      He didn’t really mind letting them decide this for themselves. It honestly helped since he knew it was something they had chosen, which meant his sole concern was doing his best to make them happy.

      Today was their second day back home, though it was technically their first day actually doing anything, since yesterday they had been dealing with jet lag.

      Sundays were Michelle’s days. Normally, this meant he would travel up to Michelle’s room, where she would introduce him to her favorite video games.

      Most of the games she played were dating simulations—the erotic kind of dating sims that had full-blown sex scenes. She had already played several with him. From the knowing looks she had given him during these scenes, he was sure that she was trying to hint at something, but he had told her that they wouldn’t have sex until she was of age.

      He had said the same thing to Jasmine and Ariel.

      “Ha! Take that! Oh ho ho ho ho!—wait! What are you doing, Nyx?!”

      “Winning.”

      “But I thought we were going to team up!”

      “I never said that.”

      Today, Michelle had decided not to hog this time to herself. She had invited Jasmine and Nyx to join them in the living room, where she had hooked up one of her game consoles. It looked kind of like a retro system from before the start of the new calendar, complete with an old-school controller.

      The game was a fighting game called Space Fighters VI; it was a tournament-style game where people selected a character to play, then fought against one or more people. There could be up to four players at any given time, but there were currently only three. Jasmine, Nyx, and Michelle were playing. As for Alex…

      Well, he was currently Michelle’s chair.

      Apparently, whoever won a round would get to sit on him. He wasn’t sure how to feel about being used as a prize, never mind someone’s chair, but he figured it was okay so long as it made them happy. Besides, there were worse things than being sat on. The only real issue he had was the raging hard-on that came from having such delicious derrieres rubbing against him.

      So far, Michelle had won ten out of twelve games. Nyx had won twice. Jasmine hadn’t won at all.

      “Oh ho—no?! M-my health bar is dropping!”

      On the large holographic screen, three avatars were fighting against each other. Jasmine’s character was a woman with beautiful blonde hair and drill-like curls. She kind of reminded Alex of Jasmine, actually. Nyx was playing a buff dude with obsidian skin and glowing red eyes. Meanwhile, Michelle was playing a man with spiky brown hair in a modified spacer’s uniform.

      Jasmine was losing. Badly. Again.

      “Oh ho! I cannot believe this! My health! No! This is not possible!”

      Alex could only grimace as Jasmine found herself trapped between Michelle’s and Nyx’s characters. It wasn’t that she was bad at playing. She was, in fact, quite good for a girl who never really played video games, but she was at a severe disadvantage with these two.

      Michelle was a hardcore gamer who spent the vast majority of her time playing video games, while Nyx was an assassin with incredible hand-to-eye coordination and the finger dexterity to match. Jasmine was simply outclassed by their superior stats and experience.

      “NNOOOO!!!!”

      The inevitable though sad result of all this was that Jasmine had yet to win a single game. What’s more, her health bar had just dropped to zero again, meaning she had lost. Again.

      As the girl sank onto the couch with a wail of despair, the two other girls continued battling against each other.

      He glanced at Jasmine out of the corner of his eye. The girl was tugging on her twin-tailed blonde drills in frustration, blue eyes tearing up as she glared at the two avatars that were continuing to fight without her. She was dressed in her pajamas. They all were. Hers was a light pink nightgown that did a great job of showing off the swells of her breasts while remaining modest.

      Nyx’s black hair suddenly came alive as she stood in place, using her alchemy to turn her hair into fingers that pressed more buttons on her controller than could be pressed with just her hands. Her crimson eyes flashed as she narrowed them. While her expression still remained mostly emotionless, a trickle of sweat did roll down her scalp.

      “Uhuhu. I see what you are trying to do.” Michelle smiled as she continued pressing buttons on her controller without pause. “It was a smart idea to use alchemy to make up for your lack of skill, but ultimately, it won’t work the way you want it to.”

      Michelle’s fingers were like blurs as she pressed button after button, stringing combinations together that made her character unleash unique attacks that slowly whittled away at Nyx’s health gauge.

      “Just being able to press more buttons doesn’t mean you can string together combination attacks,” Michelle continued, a smile on her face and a gleam in her eyes. “Timing is also important. Rhythm is required to create combinations, and technique is needed to string more combinations together.”

      Even as she spoke, her spacer character pulled out a pair of pistols from somewhere and fired them at the obsidian-skinned man. Nyx erected a barrier, but the barrier didn’t completely block the attack, so her HP was whittled down some more. Then the spacer raced forward and used some kind of super kick that broke the barrier apart. With a triumphant cry, Michelle hit several more keys to make her character use some kind of combination judo attack that caused the rest of Nyx’s health gauge to drop to zero.

      “And that’s my win again.” Michelle placed the controller on her thighs, leaned her back against his chest, and smiled a lovely smile.

      Nyx frowned as she stared at the screen, then, slowly, she turned her head to Michelle.

      “One more time.”

      “Sure. If you don’t mind losing again.”

      “Oh ho ho ho ho!” Jasmine grabbed her controller and sprung to her feet as sparks flew between Michelle and Nyx. “This time, I shall not lose!”

      As they began playing again, Madison came out from the kitchen bearing a tray of finger foods. They were mostly sandwiches that had been cut into bite-sized pieces. She set the tray on the coffee table, then quietly moved off to the side and watched as Jasmine tried her best to defeat the other two. This time, it looked like she was holding her own.

      She’s getting better. I think she’s finally worked out a strategy to deal with these two.

      It made sense. Jasmine was a thinker. She liked to gather information and plan out strategies before making her move, though he didn’t know if her strategies would be good enough to deal with Michelle and Nyx.

      As the game continued, with Jasmine proving to be surprisingly good now that she had a plan, a loud ringing made Alex look away from the game. That was the doorbell.

      “I’ll see who it is,” Madison said.

      “Thanks, Madison.”

      Bowing to him, Madison wandered through the door, into the hallway. Alex strained his ears to listen as the sound of a door opening reached him. It was barely audible over the sounds of virtual combat.

      “Good afternoon… Azazel, right?”

      Alex perked up. Azazel was here?

      “Good afternoon, Madison,” Azazel’s voice boomed. “I am here to see how Princesses Ariel, Gabrielle, and Michelle are doing. I would also like to speak with the Groom-to-be.”

      Alex grimaced. Why was Azazel still calling him that? Couldn’t he just call Alex by name? Was that really too much to ask for?

      “Master is in the living room. If you would please follow me.”

      The door to the living room slid open and two people walked in.

      Azazel stood head and shoulders above everyone that Alex knew, back straight and bearing proud. His dirty snow-colored hair was slightly shaggy and framed a face that looked more fit for a male supermodel than the commander of an army. His gleaming silver armor, segmented breastplates and shoulder pauldrons, clicked together as he walked into the room, accompanying the sound of his booted feet thumping against the carpet. Purple eyes surveyed what was going on, then landed on him.

      “Groom-to-be,” he announced. “I apologize for interrupting your fun with your fiancées!”

      “It’s fine.” Alex didn’t bother getting frustrated over the stupid title Azazel had given him anymore. He might complain in his own mind, but he had grown used to it. “Did you need something?”

      “I have merely come to inquire about how things have been,” Azazel spoke carefully. “You and the princesses have been gone for two whole months, so I was hoping to get an update on what you have been doing.”

      “I suppose your curiosity is only natural,” Alex said before agreeing to entertain Azazel.

      Michelle, Nyx, and Jasmine were very understanding in this matter. Michelle rose from her place on Alex’s lap with a smile, tucked a strand of long, silvery blue hair behind her ears, and bowed.

      “It’s good to see you again, Azazel. Allow me to make this place more hospital for guests.”

      “Please do not concern yourself with me, Princess Michelle.” Azazel raised a hand as though to ward her off.

      “That will not do.” Michelle huffed. “You are our guest. What kind of wife would I be if I did not help my husband when he’s entertaining a guest?”

      “Oh ho ho ho! I will help as well!” Jasmine beamed as she planted her hands on her hips and thrust out her chest. “I am the Queen of Hospitality, after all. Oh ho ho ho ho!”

      “… Me too.” The smallest among them nodded.

      The three girls joined forces to clean up the room. Michelle grabbed her video game system and put it back in her room, while Jasmine and Nyx cleaned the floor of plates and food. As they did this, Madison went back into the kitchen, only to come back out and serve them tea.

      Alex was so used to being the one who did all the cleaning that he felt a little out of place as everyone but him worked, but he also knew that his job right now was to entertain Azazel. Aside from playing video games with him, Michelle had been teaching him etiquette during their time together, which was something Gabrielle couldn’t do because she never paid attention during her etiquette lessons back at the palace.

      “I trust things have been well on the Dauntless?” Alex began with basic, inane banter, just like Michelle had taught him.

      “Well enough.” Azazel gratefully accepted the tea Madison gave him and took a sip. “Things have been quiet recently. It means that we haven’t had anything to do, which has its upsides and its downsides.”

      “I’ll bet.”

      “How are the princesses? I see Princess Michelle is doing well? Where are Princesses Gabrielle and Ariel?”

      “Gabby was out with her friends until just a little while ago. She came back and locked herself in her room.” Alex paused to drink some of his tea. A hint of lemon touched his tongue. “I believe she’s creating the blueprint for a new invention. She asked us not to disturb her.”

      He and Gabrielle normally created blueprints together, but he believed she wanted to surprise him with whatever she was making this time. She had given him a suggestive wink before heading up to her room.

      “So I see.” Azazel grimaced. “That does sound like her. I can only hope the results of whatever she creates aren’t too disastrous.”

      Jasmine, Michelle, and Nyx finished cleaning everything up and joined Alex on the couch. Perhaps because Michelle had been consistently victorious in their games, she conceded the spots beside Alex to Jasmine and Nyx.

      While they were talking, Michelle suddenly frowned at Azazel. “Are you feeling well, Azazel?”

      Azazel paused, his teacup halfway to his lips. “Of course I am. Why wouldn’t I be?”

      “It’s not like you to come over just to engage in small talk.” Michelle tucked a strand of hair behind her ear and smiled.

      Alex frowned when Azazel broke out into a cold sweat. “It’s not like… anything is happening. I merely wanted to see how everyone was doing after you left Mars City without telling me.”

      “Oh ho.” Jasmine finally intervened in the conversation. “While I can understand your concern, if it was something simple like wanting to know how Ariel, Gabrielle, and Michelle are doing, you could have easily contacted them through our home’s communication system. It was made to connect with Angelisian technology, was it not?”

      Azazel’s face paled. Nyx frowned, eyes narrowing, which made the Angelisian commander lean back slightly.

      Alex was now sure that Azazel was hiding something, and that something had caused him to come all the way here to check on the three princesses.

      He opened his mouth. If something was wrong, then he believed it was only right that he and the others know about it. However, he never got the chance to say anything.

      Gabrielle chose that moment to burst into the room, making every head turn toward her. Her hair was frazzled. Not just frazzled. It was black. Alex thought it was paint at first, but then he realized that it was actually soot. Likewise, her face was black and covered in soot, so thickly covered that only her wide, round green eyes were visible.

      As everyone stared at her, she stared back at them, then said one word.

      “Run.”

      Before Alex or anyone else could even stand up, the wall that separated the living room from the hallway suddenly exploded. Gabrielle shrieked as she was sent flying. Only then was Alex able to give his mind a kick in the rear to get it started.

      He leaped to his feet.

      Alex grunted as Gabrielle slammed into him. He skidded backward along the floor. The back of his knees slammed into the coffee table. Gabrielle yelped as he fell back. The world around him blurred before his head smacked against the ground. He grunted, but even with his head aching, he had the sense of mind to protect Gabrielle.

      Everyone else had reacted quite swiftly to what happened, and as Alex stood up, he saw that Jasmine, Madison, Michelle, and Nyx were standing protectively in front of him. Michelle had a tear in space open, ready to summon one of her plants. Madison’s hands had transformed into a pair of really big guns. Plasma cannons. Jasmine had brought out her electro-staff. Meanwhile, Nyx was standing at the front, a pair of curved obsidian blades in her hands as she crouched low.

      “What is that?!” Azazel shouted.

      Alex stood up with Gabrielle still in his arms, carried like a bride, and looked beyond the girls standing protectively in front of him.

      A large gathering of smoke, dust, and steam surrounded a hole in the wall, billowing out and slowly dissipating. Everyone tensed. Alex prepared to call upon his aura. He was ready for anything.

      Or so he thought.

      Alex was sure he wasn’t the only person who was confused when a small, tiny little machine waddled into the room. Its two wings flapped periodically. A glistening metal beak was set between two glowing red eyes that just looked evil, but the rest of it was very cute.

      “What… is that?” asked Nyx, the only one who seemed capable of speaking at the moment.

      “Er… that’s Mr. Defender,” Gabrielle said, “I, uh, I was trying to create bodyguards for everyone, but…”

      “It went haywire?” Michelle guessed as she twirled a strand of hair between her fingers.

      “Um… maybe?”

      Everyone grew silent as they stared at the machine, which stared back at them without making a single sound.

      “What should we do?” asked Azazel.

      “Good question,” said Gabrielle. “I don’t know.”

      Just as she finished speaking, the bird-like machine’s eyes started glowing. Alex knew that couldn’t be anything good. His instincts were screaming at him.

      “Everyone, duck!!”

      No one hesitated to do just as he said, which was good, because it meant that when a pair of bright red lasers burst from the machine’s eyes, they weren’t sheared in half.

      “My house!!”

      The same could not be said for the house. Alex could only gaze, horrified, as the lasers burned straight through the walls, durasteel and all, like it was made of butter. Durasteel had a temperature durability of 342 degrees Celsius. He couldn’t imagine how hot that laser had to be.

      “Gabby! How do we shut it off?!”

      “I don’t know!”

      “What do you mean you don’t know?!”

      “It activated while I was working on it! I haven’t built the off switch yet!”

      If Alex was not used to this, he would have screamed. The tiny bird shot more lasers from its eyes. Alex and the others scrambled to get out of the way. The lasers burned straight through the floor.

      “Do not worry, Groom-to-be!” Azazel said suddenly as he activated his energy sword. “I’ll handle this!”

      The bird-like creature—Alex now recognized that it was based on a penguin, a type of creature found on Earth—turned toward him, eyes glowing red. Lasers shot from it. Azazel swung his blade, deflecting them. Alex screamed when more of his house was destroyed.

      “Nyx!” Azazel shouted. “I’ve got it distracted! Try to take it—AAAAIIIYYYYY!”

      Before he could finish talking, the penguin’s laser beams suddenly increased in power. A massive explosion slammed into Azazel, who was launched clean off his feet, flew through a hole that had been made in the ceiling, and disappeared in a twinkle of light. The last thing Alex heard was the man’s scream growing more distant.

      With Azazel gone, the penguin turned on the others. Lasers shot from its eyes again. This time, instead of melting through everything, they struck Jasmine and Michelle, erasing their clothes and leaving them naked.

      “Oh, my!”

      “Oh ho! Why have only my clothes been erased?!”

      Alex wasn’t sure what had happened, but he was beginning to wonder if maybe stripping the girls had been this robot’s primary objective.

      Madison tried to attack next, but the penguin quickly fired its lasers and melted the plasma cannons. Then it destroyed her clothes.

      How does that even work? Those lasers can burn straight through durasteel, but they only destroy clothes on a person? Is this some kind of unique programming to avoid killing people? What the heck?

      “Oh, dear.” The now-naked Madison looked down at herself. She really did look completely human, right down to her pink nipples, though Alex didn’t have time to compliment himself on creating such a human-like machine.

      Where is Nyx?

      Alex realized that Nyx was missing seconds before he found her standing several meters away. She placed her hands on the ground. Two large hands rose from the floor on either side of the penguin before slamming closed. Gabrielle flinched when sparks and smoke emitted from the two hands.

      The living room was in ruins. Alex looked around, wondering what sort of expression he was making as he stared at the thin lines in the floor, walls, and ceiling. Those lasers had melted straight through his house. Turning his eyes from the damage to the now naked girls, Alex studied Madison’s hand for a moment, and then, after taking in a deep breath, he made his decisions.

      “Jasmine, Michelle, Nyx,” he said, getting their attention. “After you’ve gotten dressed, please grab Mr. Fix-It and begin repairing the house. Madison, follow me into the lab. I’m going to fix your hands. Gabrielle…” He looked at the girl, whose ears and wings were both drooping. “Follow me please.”

      “Okay…”

      As the three girls got to work, Alex headed down to the lab with Gabrielle and Madison.

      The lab was the same size as his house. Gabrielle had expanded it using dimensional warping technology. A rounded ceiling flowed into the walls, which didn’t conform to the standard straight edges favored by human architecture, but held a more organic appearance.

      Alex marched past several large pieces of equipment, including welding lasers, the bulb-shaped Mr. Builder, and the cylindrical Mr. Sex Change. He went all the way to the back, where a large worktable was situated against the wall.

      “Lay down, please.”

      “Yes, Master.”

      The table was easily wide and long enough for Madison to lie on it. Already naked, the robot maid lay down on her back.

      Alex got to work.

      Since it was her hands that were damaged, Alex grabbed his precision welder, which he used for delicate work. He had to replace her hands, which meant removing the flesh, cutting off the melted part of her hands, and then reattaching a spare set. Fortunately, Alex always had several spare body parts ready for Madison in case something like this happened. That said, he had never expected this to actually happen.

      As he began using the laser cutter to carefully remove Madison’s left hand, or rather, the melted plasma cannon that her hands had transformed into, he began to speak.

      “So… why exactly did you build that thing?” he asked Gabrielle. He didn’t take his eyes off his work, but even though he couldn’t see her, he could feel the nervous ball of tension behind him.

      “I… I wanted to build a bodyguard,” she said. “Something that was non-lethal but strong enough to protect Ariel and Michelle.”

      That explains why it only destroyed clothes. It was probably programmed not to destroy flesh.

      “I’m guessing something happened today that made you decide to make this bodyguard?” He didn’t see her nod, but he knew her well enough to know that was what she was doing. “Why don’t you tell me about it please?”

      “O-okay.” Gabrielle took a deep breath, then told Alex about what happened to her when she was spending time with Selene, Serah, and Ryoko.
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      Gabrielle was spending time with her friends at a karaoke bar, singing and dancing—well, she was mostly dancing. For whatever reason, her friends didn’t seem keen on letting her sing. Currently, Ryoko and Serah were singing a duet.

      The two were really good. They traded off verses and sang the chorus together. As they sang, the two twirled and danced to the music.

      “That was really amazing! You two are so good!” Gabrielle clapped as their song came to an end. “Me next. Me next!”

      “Er… why don’t we have something to eat first?” Selene suggested.

      Her second-best friend after Kazekiri tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, though a stray strand fell back down her face. Her doe-like brown eyes were looking at everything but Gabrielle. She frowned at her friend, but then her stomach gurgled, and she realized that lunch might be a good idea.

      “I’ll order the food,” Serah said as she flopped onto the couch and grabbed the tablet. She began ordering stuff.

      Ryoko sat down next to her, but she was focused on Gabrielle. “I’m glad you’re back. These past two months have been boring without you. We missed you.”

      “Hehe.” Gabrielle felt her cheeks grow warm. “I missed you guys, too.”

      A knock came at the door several minutes later, and Serah went to answer, but she shrieked and leapt back so suddenly that everyone else was startled. Gabrielle found out the reason when a man entered the room with their food. Serah hated men, though she didn’t know why.

      The man set their food down. Gabrielle grinned as she saw everything from pizza and garlic bread to pasta and calamari. Serah had also ordered that carbonated beverage that was so popular in this solar system. She hadn’t liked it at first, but it tasted better the more she drank it.

      “That man was staring at you,” Ryoko said to Gabrielle, who had already grabbed a slice of pizza.

      “Was he really?” Gabrielle took a bite and moaned. She loved the combination of cheese, bread, and sauce. Soooo delicious.

      “Yes,” Ryoko said, “he was.”

      “Huh… is that so…”

      Ryoko deadpanned at her noncommittal answer. “You don’t even care, do you?”

      Gabrielle just took another bite of pizza.

      After eating, they sang several more songs. It wasn’t until they were leaving the room that Gabrielle realized she hadn’t gotten to sing even once.

      “You guys are mean.” She pouted.

      “Sorry.” Ryoko smiled.

      “You aren’t sorry at all.”

      “Why don’t we do some shopping?” Selene suggested. “We can get something for you to impress Alex with.”

      Gabrielle turned on Selene, her eyes sparkling. “That’s a good idea! I’ve been meaning to get some lingerie!”

      Selene almost tripped, while Serah and Ryoko gained a weird gleam in their eyes.

      “You want to buy… lingerie?” asked Selene.

      “Yes!” Gabrielle smiled as she thought about the kind of lingerie she wanted. “I want something sexy. Oh! But it needs to be something that’s easy to remove. I read in a holonet article once that lingerie is a good way to spice up a couple’s sex life.”

      “Sex…” Selene began.

      “... Life?” Serah finished.

      “Gabs,” Ryoko began slowly, “are you and Alex having sex?”

      “Yes!” Gabrielle couldn’t stop her smile from widening. “Alex and I have had a lot of sex!”

      After that first time where she, Alex, and Nyx had sex, Alex had been a lot more open about it. During the two months they were stuck at Nicolas’s house, she and Alex had sex many times. Sometimes it was with Nyx. Sometimes it wasn’t. Gabrielle also knew that Alex had sex with Nyx several times. He hadn’t had sex with Ariel, Jasmine, or Michelle, though.

      I wonder why… I’m sure they’d like to have sex with him too.

      Sex felt really good. While her first time had kinda hurt at the beginning, it had begun to feel really good after a while. She remembered how her body had flushed with pleasure, how sometimes Alex would brush against something, how he would rub something or lick something, and it would feel so good. His kisses, his touch, everything had felt so amazing.

      The first time had been a little hard because Nyx couldn’t do much. Her body had been incredibly weak thanks to what that mean, old hag had done to her. Gabrielle didn’t really understand it, but the gist of it was that Rhea had activated a program that caused Nyx’s nanomachines to produce a hormone called oxytocin, which left her in a constant state of arousal. Her oxytocin levels would continue to rise until it became too much for Nyx to handle and she broke down.

      She and Alex had helped break the program by giving her release. In other words, they had sex with Nyx.

      After that first time, Nyx had come back to them and requested to join them in bed numerous times. Gabrielle almost always let her. The petite assassin was really enthusiastic whenever she joined them, and Gabrielle had learned a lot about her, such as how Nyx had very sensitive feet. They were the most sensitive part of the smaller woman’s body. It was odd to Gabrielle, but Nyx screamed very loudly when she and Alex sucked on her toes.

      I wonder if I should have Alex try sucking on my toes…

      She hadn’t asked Alex to play with her feet, but that was because he seemed so fixated on her breasts when they had sex, and her breasts were really sensitive. She liked it when he rubbed them and played with her nipples. The pleasure she felt was indescribable. The only time she felt more pleasure was when he nibbled on her ears or stroked her wings.

      “I… I can’t believe it,” Selene muttered.

      “You can’t?” Gabrielle tilted her head.

      “Well, I can,” she amended, “but at the same time, I can’t.”

      “Why not?”

      Gabrielle frowned when Selene, Serah, and Ryoko shared a look that she couldn’t interpret.

      “No reason,” all three of them said at the same time, causing her to pout. They were being vague again.

      “You guys need to stop being so vague. Just tell me already,” Gabrielle said with a glare.

      Selene decided to take pity on her. “Gabby, you’re just so pure and innocent. I guess, because of how you act, we didn’t think you were the type to even care about sex.”

      “Of course I care about it. Doesn’t everyone?” Gabrielle tilted her head and frowned. “How are we supposed to continue our family lines if we don’t have it?”

      Gabrielle’s education had been very thorough. She had been taught many courses, which included economics, etiquette, politics, science, natural science, math, and languages. She knew how to fluently speak every language currently used across the galaxy.

      Of course, her education also included procreation. She knew how sex worked and why it was so important, both for the continuation of a species and as something spouses did to show their affection.

      Gabrielle had always been curious about sex, which was why she had tried doing things that would let Alex make a move, like sleeping naked in his bed. That hadn’t worked out as she had intended. Alex was a lot more reticent about intimacy than her when they first met. She was really happy that had changed now.

      They continued to walk and talk, traveling to stores and looking for something sexy. Everyone seemed to have contradicting ideas of what made something sexy, though. Ryoko thought she should wear an outfit called a teddy, which was like a swimsuit with a bra. Oddly enough, it didn’t have anything covering her vagina. On the other hand, Serah had tried to get her to buy a leather suit… but that was really uncomfortable, all hot and stifling. She didn’t like it.

      Selene didn’t even have a suggestion. That had been odd, but the girl had blushed furiously and refused to speak whenever Gabrielle asked for her opinion. Maybe she was embarrassed? Gabrielle didn’t know why though.

      As they were walking out of one shop and traveling to another, Ryoko was telling her about how the media had been all over the school immediately after she, Alex, and the others had left for Mars Homespring Resort.

      “They were looking for you,” Ryoko said.

      “I know. That’s why we traveled to Mars Homespring Resort.”

      “I thought so.” Selene nodded. “It was a good idea to avoid the media.”

      “Yeah. Although…” Ryoko began.

      “What is it?” asked Gabrielle.

      Ryoko narrowed her eyes as she frowned. “Well, I went to your house a few days ago, just to see if you were home, and I could have sworn I saw someone creeping around in your backyard.”

      As Ryoko told her this, Gabrielle felt a chill run down her spine—not at the words, but at what it would mean for the others. She was used to people trying to spy on her, but Alice, Jasmine, and Kazekiri weren’t. She didn’t doubt they would be uncomfortable if they discovered someone trying to spy on them. There was no way she could let her family deal with something so unpleasant.

      While she was thinking about how to stop people from spying on her family, another feeling came over her. It was the feeling of eyes on her. Someone was watching her.

      Yet when she turned around, there was no one there.

      “Is something wrong, Gabby?” asked Selene.

      Gabrielle shook her head. “No, nothing is wrong.”

      They went off to search more stores. Most of the places they went to were clothing shops, but they also visited a place to get their hair and nails done.

      Gabrielle had never done something like that before. It was an interesting experience. She sat on a comfy chair that leaned back as a group of women gushed over her and did things to her hands and feet. They first gave her a massage, which had been nice. Then they stuck this weird gel-like substance between her toes. That had felt weird, but she soon understood why.

      What they did to her hands and feet was called a pedicure and manicure respectively. A pedicure involved cutting, trimming, and shaping the toenails, tending to the cuticles, exfoliating, hydrating, and massaging the feet, and lastly, painting the toenails. The gel-like substance was made to remove dead skin cells between the toes.

      She looked down at her left foot as a woman knelt before her and painted a glossy pink finish over the toenail of her big toe. She had never paid attention to her feet before because they just weren’t something she often thought about. But maybe she should pay more attention to them?

      “Thinking deep thoughts, Gabby?” said Ryoko.

      “Huh? Oh, no. I was just thinking about whether I should get these more often,” said Gabby.

      “They do feel nice,” Serah agreed.

      “Well, there is that, but I was mostly wondering if Alex would like it if I got them.”

      Selene, Serah, and Ryoko glanced at each other with a strange expressions on their faces. Gabrielle wondered what that was about.

      “Gabby,” Selene began carefully. “Is Alex…?” She glanced at the people around them, then leaned over as though to whisper into her ear. “Is he one of those… feet people?”

      “I don’t know what that is, but Alex doesn’t really seem to care about feet.” Unlike Selene, Gabrielle spoke quite loudly, causing the women doing their pedicures and manicures to giggle. “He focuses mostly on my boobs. Oh! But he also seems to like my tummy. He spends a lot of time licking it. And! And he also likes to get between my legs and—”

      “I don’t think I need to hear anymore,” Selene said, her face so red it looked like a flame.

      “Hey! Wait! I wanna hear more,” Ryoko stated. “Give me all the dirty deets, girl!”

      “Ryoko!” Selene shouted.

      “Okay!”

      “Gabby! Stop enabling her!”

      But Gabrielle didn’t listen. She wanted to share her experience with everyone, and so she gave them every detail she could think of, from what her first time with Alex was like to what they had discovered after having sex every day for several hours.

      And yet, throughout the time she spent talking, her mind kept wandering back to the feeling of someone spying on her family.

      She would need to take precautions to prevent people from spying when she got home.
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      By the time Gabrielle had finished her story, Alex had already reattached a new pair of hands to Madison. A long cable was now sticking from her arms. Alex held the tablet the cable was attached to. The screen showed a map of her internal circuits and components. When she moved the hands, parts lit up as his program tested them to see if everything was working properly.

      So far so good. It looks like nothing is amiss. I’m glad I had the foresight to create spare limbs in case something happened… still, I didn’t think I’d ever have to use them. That just goes to show how unpredictable life can be.

      “I see,” Alex murmured. “You became scared that someone might be stalking you, and that it would affect the rest of us, so you decided to create a robot that could guard us.”

      “Yes.” A sound not unlike leather scraping against metal echoed behind him. He imagined Gabrielle scuffing her shoes against the floor. “Are you mad?”

      Alex watched as all the lights for each mechanical limb lit up, showing green across the board.

      “It looks like you’re good to go,” he said to Madison.

      Madison bowed her head. “Thank you, Master.”

      Alex unplugged the wires, then fitted fake skin over Madison’s arms. He also kept several vats worth of imitation flesh on hand for moments like this.

      After sealing the skin together so it was seamless, he had Madison step off, while he turned around and faced Gabrielle.

      The girl had been nervously waiting behind him. She was wringing her hands together, though she stopped when Alex turned around. Her ears and wings were drooping. When Alex walked up to her, her body tensed as though she expected to be scolded, like she had when Alex first learned that she had run away from home.

      “I’m not mad.” Alex placed a hand under her chin and raised her head so she was looking at his face. He smiled. “However, from now on, you need to come to me when there’s a problem like this. We might not be officially married yet, but I am still your future husband. It’s my responsibility to shoulder these burdens with you now.  Don’t try to do things on your own anymore.”

      Gabrielle’s reasoning made perfect sense to him. This was a girl who cherished her friends and family. She didn’t want to see anything happen to them. Of course, she would panic when she thought someone might follow her home. What would happen if this person had ill intentions, or what if they used someone in their family to get to her? Heck, it could even be one of her marriage candidates. They had already dealt with several of them, and each one had tried to use the people close to them in some way.

      So, no, he couldn’t blame her for this.

      But that didn’t mean he wanted it to happen again.

      “I will.” Gabrielle nodded several times, head emphatically bobbing up and down in exaggerated motions. “I promise.”

      “Good.”

      Since it looked like she understood where she had gone wrong, Alex leaned over and sealed her lips with a kiss. Gabrielle wrapped her arms around him and kissed back. He felt her fingers gripping the back of his shirt.

      He studiously ignored the flashes of a holocamera going off.
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      Ariel frowned as she looked at the tall buildings that surrounded her, then gazed up even further, at the numerous walkways that littered the skyline so much that she couldn’t even see the artificial sun anymore. There wasn’t a single gap that she could see through.

      How far down had she gone?

      After running out on Kazekiri and Alice, she had taken to wandering around. There was no telling how many warp pads, escalators, and elevators she had hopped on, but it was clear that she had taken a lot more than she realized. That said, she did know, vaguely, where she was. Ariel didn’t know everything there was to know about Mars City. However, even she knew about the Lower Level.

      Mars City could be roughly divided into four levels. Upper. Middle. Lower. Ground. The Middle Level was where all of the normal citizens lived, worked, and played. The Upper Level was the so-called noble district, while the Lower Level was where the poor lived. It was also called the criminal district because more crimes happened in the Lower Level than any other.

      The Ground Level wasn’t even worth mentioning. No one lived there.

      The Lower Level was characterized by a lot of walkways and alleys. Sometimes there would be a hub with several bars and other dives, but Ariel didn’t enter any of them. They were dingy places. The buildings were dirty and covered in grime, the people walking in and out of the entrances weren’t the sort she would associate herself with, and the smell made her nose wrinkle.

      She didn’t know how to get back home. She had tried retracing her steps, but she couldn’t even remember what steps she had taken to get where she was.

      In other words, she was lost.

      Ariel thought about contacting Alex and asking him to come find her. If she told him that she was lost, he would drop whatever he was doing and come to her in a heartbeat. She dismissed the thought with a shake of her head. Right now, it was Michelle’s time with Alex. While she and her sister didn’t get along very well, she still loved Michelle and wanted her to be happy, so she wouldn’t interrupt her time with Alex over something like this.

      I could call Big Sis…

      That was a thought she immediately dismissed. The problem with calling Big Sis was that there was no guarantee her older sister would answer, and on the off chance that she did, there was no telling what kind of chaos her sister would unleash once she learned that Ariel was lost.

      She could already imagine Gabrielle summoning a horde of robots to find her, scouring every part of the city, stripping people left and right as her robots ran amok. Yeah, that would not be good.

      “Heh heh heh… hey there.”

      Ariel stopped walking as someone stepped in front of her. It was a man. He had spiky black hair, red eyes, and pointy ears. His skin was pasty. Ariel would have wondered if the guy was sick, but then she took a look at the rest of him. A scar ran down the right side of his face, his pants were made of red leather and so was his jacket, and he had a pair of black spacer boots on his feet.

      “It’s been a while since I’ve seen yas,” the man continued. “You caused me lots of problems when I was trying to make troubles for that copper.”

      She listened to this man talk, and when he finished speaking, she presented him with an annoyed scowl. “Who the hell are you?”

      “Tch!” An angry glint flashed through the man’s eyes. “Yous tellin’ me that you don’t even remember who I am? I think that deserves some punishment.”

      Ariel hadn’t realized it at first, but this man wasn’t alone. She looked around. There were five others surrounding her, making for a total of six.

      “Hehehe… hey, cutie,” one of the men said. He was a fat slob with a lot of sweat pouring down his face, and he smelled like sweaty socks that hadn’t been washed in years. “I’m gonna have some fun playing with that tight, little body of yours.”

      Ariel’s right eye began twitching. “Did you just call me flat?!”

      “Aw, don’t worry. I like them flat—”

      The man was not able to finish his sentence as Ariel, a red film covering her eyes as anger boiled inside of her, leaped up, grabbed his head, and slammed her knee into his nose. A loud cracking sound echoed out. Blood gushed from the now broken nose. She let go almost immediately after her attack. As she landed back on the walkway, the man soared backward as though he had rockets strapped to his back. He slammed into a wall several meters away, denting it.

      “Holy shit! That flat-chested little girl just launched Michi into a wall with a single attack!” someone shouted. He was a dead man walking.

      “Flat…” Ariel muttered, her body twitching. “One of you called me flat, and since I don’t know who, that means all of you are going to die!”

      Ariel chose her next target. It was the man in red. Since he was the one who stopped her while she was trying to retrace her steps, that meant he was to blame for all of this. That’s right. None of this would have happened if he hadn’t blocked her way. This jerk deserved some punishment.

      She bent her knees, then blasted off, the durasteel denting underneath her mad dash. The man in red didn’t even know what hit him. All he had time to do was widen his eyes before Ariel was there, planting a powerful straight punch with her right fist directly into his gut. For good measure, she rotated her fist to increase the power of her attack. Bile flew from the man’s mouth before, like his friend, he was sent flying… though he hit a dumpster instead of a wall.

      “What the hell is with this little girl?!”

      “She’s a demon!! Run for it!!”

      Another layer of red covered Ariel’s eyes as she listened to them talk. They were calling her a little girl. They were saying she was flat!

      “You’re all dead!!”

      The remaining four men tried to run. She wouldn’t let them.

      Ariel pounced on the nearest man, a skinny dude who had tripped over his own feet. She slammed into the back of his head feet first. The man fell hard, his nose breaking against the durasteel as Ariel used him as a springboard to launch herself at her next victim.

      Spinning like a corkscrew, Ariel stuck out her foot as she descended toward a guy who looked kind of like a giant barrel. He was very rotund. She slammed her heel onto the top of his cranium. A loud noise echoed through the alley like rolling thunder. The man’s knees buckled, the durasteel dented, then a snapping sound precluded the man dropping to the walkway as his knees shattered. As the man screamed, Ariel tried to find the last two people.

      But there was no one there.

      “Tch!”

      Clicking her tongue as she realized that the last two jerkwards had run away, Ariel quickly turned on her heel and began walking again. She passed the dumpster just as the man in red crawled out of it. He looked wobbly, but he still glared at her as she walked past him.

      “Don’t think you can—”

      The man in red said no more as her punch caused his head to become embedded into the wall.

      The fighting that she had just displayed to these idiots was the result of her current training with Alex. Every Saturday and Sunday, she and Big Sis, and sometimes Kazekiri, had joined Alex and Nyx during their spars. The two combatants were teaching them how to fight in case a time came when they needed to defend themselves.

      The fighting style she used relied on her small body and overwhelming physical strength to deal incredible damage. Because she was so small, she could move more quickly than the others, and her physical strength, which she had acquired as a result of the rare physical imbalance that had caused her body to stop growing, helped boost not just her power, but her speed as well. She was light. Because she was light, moving swiftly using the strength in her legs was easy. Alex had taught her how to use her stature and strength to blitz her opponents and deal incredible punishment.

      Ariel didn’t actually mind being tiny like this, not as much as she used to. Alex had accepted her. He told her that he thought she was perfect the way she was. That was good enough.

      Of course, that didn’t mean she would put up with other people calling her flat.

      She stopped walking after noticing something out of the corner of her eye. It was a wall. She thought it was blank at first, but then she realized that there were shimmering lines along its surface.

      Ariel walked up to the wall. A small section slid open and beams of green light shot out, hitting her in the eye. It didn’t hurt. However, Ariel was surprised enough that she stumbled back.

      “What the hell?!”

      The slot suddenly closed, then the wall split open, revealing a staircase. Ariel looked down the stairs. It was well lit. Should she enter? It probably wasn’t the best idea, but she was curious. She was very curious to know who lived here. And why the heck did they hide this place? She also wanted to know why her retina was able to open the door. That was only possible if she was registered in the lock’s database.

      Frowning, she entered the stairwell, walking down slowly, cautious as she wondered if maybe this was the hideout for a secret organization of criminals.

      There was another door at the end of the stairs. It was a basic silver door that slid open when she stepped up to it. A room lay beyond. As Ariel walked through the door, which shut behind her with a silent hiss, she studied the room she found herself in.

      It was a hospital. Ariel recognized the monitoring equipment sitting by the bed. It had a more organic appearance than the stuff found on Mars. This was all Angelisian equipment. Blinking lights flashed on several large machines, monitors displayed information of some kind, and a shelf filled with jars and containers revealed different types of medicinal ingredients. Green plants with fork-shaped leaves. Glowing blue liquid. Strange powders.

      This is…

      “Hey! If it isn’t my daughter! (^_^)” a voice said behind her. Ariel froze when she heard the emoticon in the woman’s voice. Only one person she knew could emote like that. “Ariel, how are you doing? I haven’t seen you since that Yahweh creep tried to kidnap you.”

      “Mom!” Ariel turned around as her mom walked out from a side passage with a cup of caffa in her hands.

      “Hello, Ariel! (^-^)”

      Ariel wasn’t totally sure what she should do. Her body quivered in place as she fought against desires that she had no idea she even possessed.

      She and her mom were about the same height, but unlike Ariel, her mother sported a pair of boobs that bordered on the obscene. Decked out in a tight black shirt that stretched across her bust, a white skirt, and a white lab coat, her mom looked like an oversexed doctor from an erotic holodrama.

      Her mom looked at her, green bunny ears twitching several times before she grinned and set the cup of caffa on the counter.

      “Aren’t you going to give your mother a hug?” she asked, spreading her arms wide as if preparing to engulf Ariel in motherly affection.

      “H-hmph!” Ariel crossed her arms and turned her head. “W-why should I hug you? I-I mean, it’s not like we’re that close since I barely ever see you!”

      Her mom’s rabbit ears drooped. “Does that mean you don’t want to hug me?”

      “I-I never said that!”

      “Then come here.”

      It felt like her cheeks were about to burn off as she walked over to her mother, allowing the woman to engulf her in a hug. Her mom wasn’t that much taller than she was. That said, her boobs were six or seven cup sizes bigger than Ariel’s depressingly flat chest. She felt a moment of envy toward her mom, especially knowing that her chest wasn’t going to grow bigger, but she dismissed it with a headshake.

      Alex likes me for who I am.

      The thought gave her confidence.

      “Hehe…” Her mom rubbed her cheek against Ariel’s hair. It felt good, being showered with affection like this, though she would never admit that out loud. “This is soo nice. XD We weren’t able to talk at all the last time we saw each other. I thought you would come visit me sometime, but you never did.”

      “I didn’t know where you lived,” Ariel muttered. “It’s your fault for not telling me.”

      “I suppose it is. Xp”

      “Stop emoting like that!”

      Her mom took a step back and smiled. “I’m glad you finally came to see me. :-)”

      “I-I didn’t come to see you.” Ariel looked away. Damn it. Her face was all hot now! “I was just walking around and got lost. Th-that’s all, got it?!”

      “Right. Right. I know you tend to run hot and cold. (=_=) You know, the people of this solar system have a word for that. Uh… what was it again? I forgot.” Her mom waved her words off and went back to the counter, grabbed her caffa, and took a sip. “Anyway, since you’re not here for any particular reason, would you like to stick around and see what your mother does for work?”

      “Er… I guess…”

      “Great! (^-^)”

      Since it looked like she would be staying for a while, Ariel wandered over to a stool and sat down as her mom went over to her medical equipment and began working on it. She didn’t know what her mom was doing. Machines weren’t her strong point. She just watched and talked as her mom asked about how she was doing.

      At some point, a number of people came in. They looked human at first, but then Ariel would notice something odd, a tail sticking from their backsides, an antenna growing out of their heads, and she would realize that these people were not human.

      Her mom was a doctor. Even on Angelisia, she had been one of the forerunners in the field of medicine and medical science.

      Of course, her true talent was in seals and alchemy. While Ariel didn’t know everything, she had heard stories about how her mother had decimated entire battalions with her sealing techniques and alchemy. Heeven Angelisian.

      “Ariel, why don’t you come here and give me a hand? (Y_Y) This guy is a bit too big for me to lift.”

      It looked like her mom was having trouble getting a Saurian—a gigantic bipedal alien with bristling fur covering its body—onto the medical table. The creature looked like it was sporting its right leg. The left leg was leaking copious amounts of blood from what seemed to be a knife wound.

      While Ariel was surprised that a Saurian was actually standing around without a human suit—a suit made to give aliens a human appearance—so it could blend in, she still hopped off the stool and helped her mom. Lifting the Saurian was easy for Ariel.

      And that was how Ariel spent the next few hours. She helped her mom deal with patients who were too heavy for her to lift. Mom didn’t have her strength. That strength was the result of her disease, the so-called defect that kept her from growing.

      “Phew!! XD” Her mom sat back on her swivel chair after she finished treating the last of her patients and stretched her arms above her head. “That was a lot more work than normal! I’m glad you were here to help me out! (^_^)”

      “Whatever…”

      “And now I think it’s time you told me what’s bothering you.”

      “W-what makes you think something is bothering me?”

      The look her mom gave her made Ariel turn the other cheek.

      “Ariel… I might not have seen you very much because I’ve been away from Angelisia for the past several years, but you are still my daughter. (-_-) I know when my daughter is having issues.” Her mom grinned as she grabbed a spare stool and patted it. “Sit down and tell your mom what’s wrong. :D”

      With a weary sigh, Ariel sat on the stool. She placed her hands between her legs, palms resting against the edge of the stool, and told her mom about what happened between her and Kazekiri. She tried her best not to leave anything out. She also tried to emphasize how Kazekiri was leeching off Alex’s kindness and not giving anything in return.

      “Hmm… (-_-)”

      Her mom listened with a contemplative face, occasionally nodding, or sometimes cupping a hand to her chin. She didn’t interrupt at all. When Ariel finished informing her of the conversation between her and Kazekiri, the woman leaned back and spun her swivel chair around several times.

      “It sounds to me like this Kaze-girl is struggling to make sense of your relationship with Alex by comparing it to what she’s always been taught is right. (T_T)” Her mom tilted her head. Her ears twitched. “I think she’s having trouble because she grew up in a solar system that doesn’t accept polyamory. (*_*) The idea of one person having multiple spouses repulses her because she has been taught to find it repulsive, but now that she’s seen a working example, with the man she loves no less, her mind and heart are conflicted because she no longer knows what is right.”

      “What do you think I should do?” asked Ariel.

      “There isn’t really anything you can do. :P” Her mom turned on her swivel chair, grabbed a tablet, and began typing something. “All you can do is give her time and space, and let her come to a decision on her own. If she decides not to get involved with Alex, then you have to respect her choice and let her leave.”

      Ariel scowled.

      She knew her mother was right, but that was not what she had been hoping to hear.
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      It was really late and Ariel had yet to return home. Kazekiri and Alice had returned several hours ago. An apologetic Kazekiri had told him about how Ariel had stormed off and disappeared. Alex had waved her off and said that it wasn’t her fault, that these things happened, though he did ask her what had caused Ariel to run off like that.

      His friend had gone silent.

      Since whatever they had talked about seemed like a really sensitive subject, Alex decided not to pry. Instead, he asked Madison and Gabrielle to locate Ariel. Given that everyone now had an IDband, it shouldn’t be too difficult to track her down.

      “Leave it to me!” Gabrielle had said, thumping her chest. “I can have Madison use Mr. GPS to track Ariel’s location! I’ll find out where she is in no time!”

      “I’m counting on you two,” Alex said.

      While Gabrielle bounded off with Madison to locate Ariel via her IDband, Alex went into the kitchen. He passed through the living room, which had been repaired by Jasmine, Michelle, and Nyx.

      It was fortunate that they had grown so used to their house getting destroyed that he and Gabrielle had created a machine to repair the damage done by their inventions. Well, he called it fortunate, but the fact that they had grown used to their home being demolished probably wasn’t a good thing.

      The three girls weren’t in the living room now; the last Alex saw of them, the three had been traveling upstairs, ostensibly to play more video games in Michelle’s room.

      Azazel had not come back after being blasted away. Alex wondered if the man had decided not to return to avoid being subjected to their interrogation again. He could also be lost. That man had a horrible sense of direction.

      He frowned. Azazel was definitely hiding something. While he hadn’t given it much thought, the man had been abnormally attentive to him and expressed more concern for the princesses than normal. It was almost like he was expecting bad news.

      The holovid was on as he passed through the living room, and of course, it was playing Titan Girl. Alice was lazing on one of the couches, sprawled across it with the most slovenly posture he had ever seen. She had been there since returning home. He guessed it was okay for now since she had done all of the schoolwork she’d been assigned during their two-month stay at Nicolas’s mansion.

      Since Jasmine was playing games with Michelle and Nyx, and Gabrielle was locating Ariel with Madison’s help, Alex was making dinner alone.

      Perhaps it was a sign that Gabrielle’s inventions were getting less destructive, but the kitchen hadn’t been harmed during the robot penguin fiasco. The large room gleamed brightly as he walked over to the pantry. Alex was going to make chicken marinara.

      Chickens, like most livestock, were bred in a farming dome. As the name suggested, the dome was, specifically, one that was made for the purpose of growing livestock for food.

      There were a lot of laws concerning livestock. Because there were animal protection laws that required terrafarmers to treat animals humanely, livestock could not be bred in cages. They lived in terraformed fields. Not all livestock was killed and sold to stores either. It was all based on supply and demand, so some animals lived on the farms and died of old age. Their bodies were then used as compost to help plants grow, which fed more animals, which would either become food on someone’s table or die of old age.

      Alex took the chicken out of its container, placed it on a cutting board, then grabbed several other ingredients: olive oil, salt and pepper, eggs, flour, and bread crust. He thought for a moment before grabbing some garlic cloves too. Breaded garlic chicken went well with pasta and marinara.

      As Alex was getting ready to bread the chicken, the door connected to the hallway slid open and Kazekiri stepped in. Alex paused to look at her.

      “Oh, Kiri-kiri!” he greeted with a bright smile before he noticed the expression on her face. The smile left as he became filled with concern. “Is something wrong?”

      Kazekiri gripped her shirt, which was long enough that it also acted as a skirt. “There’s something… I want to tell you, but I don’t know how to say it.”

      Something about the tone of her voice set off bells in his head. Alex stopped what he was doing entirely, set the chicken aside, and washed his hands. As he finished drying his hands in the auto-dryer, he focused fully on Kazekiri.

      “I think the best way is to just come out and say it.” Alex walked up, noticing how she flinched with each step he took, and stopped about half a meter from her. “What’s wrong? Is there anything I can do to help?”

      Kazekiri bit her lip as tears welled up in her eyes. Alex felt an intense surge of panic rush through him. Oh, crap! Crap crap crap! Had he said something wrong? Why was she crying?!

      Before he could try to calm her down with an apology, Kazekiri shook her head. “It’s not something you can help me with. It’s…” She took a slow, shuddering breath. Her shoulders shook as she clenched her eyes shut, then wiped a few errant tears that threatened to fall before opening them again.

      She locked eyes with him.

      “Alex,” she began in a despondent voice that he had never heard before, “I’ve decided to move back into my old home.”

      “O-oh.” Alex blinked as he tried to process her words. “I… you’re leaving. I see. Um, can I ask what brought this on? I thought…” He hesitated. “I thought you liked it here.”

      “I do.” Kazekiri looked away and bit her lip. “Living here has been a lot of fun. I find myself smiling almost every day, and thanks to you, my nightmares have all but stopped.” She looked back at him, and while she smiled, this one was filled with sadness, not joy. “But that’s exactly why I need to leave. I’m getting too comfortable here. I’m afraid that if I stay for much longer, I’ll never want to leave.”

      Alex thought that was kind of the point, but he didn’t say anything. He understood. This was the decision she had made in regard to their previous conversation. She was telling him in a roundabout way that she didn’t want to join his harem. It hurt, but he wouldn’t say anything, nor would he begrudge Kazekiri for making this choice. Alex would support her decision no matter how he felt about it…

      … Because sometimes being in love with someone also meant letting them go.
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      Gabrielle found Ariel easily enough. It turned out she was located at Ēostre’s hospital. While Alex had no idea what she was doing there (visiting her mom maybe?), he hopped onto a shuttle that took him to Mars City, then wandered into the Lower City where Ēostre’s hospital was located.

      “Well, well, well, well! (^_^) I see my future son-in-law has come to visit? Are you here to see me, or have you come to pick up your future bride?”

      Ēostre looked almost like a little girl—well, not quite. She only came up to about his chest, but while she was short, her boobs were not the kind you’d ever find on a child. They bounced inside of her black shirt. She probably wasn’t wearing a bra. No one in Gabrielle’s family seemed to. What the hell was up with that anyway? She had thrown a white lab coat over her shirt. With her long green hair, floppy bunny ears, and vibrant eyes, she looked like someone’s attempt to combine multiple fetishes into a single person.

      “I’ve come to pick up Ariel,” Alex said.

      “Yes, that is what I thought you were here for. (T_T) No one ever comes by to see me.”

      Alex had no idea how she did it, but he could hear the emote in her voice.

      “I’m sure you have plenty of patients who come here to see you every day.”

      “That’s true. (^-^) I’m a very important person. Hehe. You always know how to make me feel better, Alecchi.”

      Alex didn’t know where she had come up with that weird nickname, but he guessed it was better than being called “Alex-Senpai” by Derrick. He still didn’t know what “senpai” even meant.

      “So, where’s Ariel?” asked Alex, looking around. There was no sign of the girl he had come to pick up.

      “She’s resting over there. (=_=)” Ēostre pointed toward a door on the far end. “She grew sleepy, so I let her rest in my personal bedroom.” The teasing smile that crossed her face let Alex know what was coming. “Why don’t you go in and wake her up? Just don’t do anything naughty. I don’t have any spare bed sheets.”

      Alex rolled his eyes, his defense mechanism against blushing, and hurried over to the door, eager to not be in Ēostre’s presence for too long. He liked the woman well enough, but he didn’t know how to deal with her, especially now that he knew she was Ariel’s mom.

      Ēostre’s bedroom wasn’t anything special. It was large, but there weren’t many decorations. Aside from what appeared to be a cot that came out of the wall, there was a desk with a chair, a dresser, and a shelf filled with strange artifacts that he had never seen before. Were those crystals glowing?

      There was a lump lying on the bed, easily recognizable by her green hair cut boyishly short. Ariel was lying on her back, wearing the light purple dress that he had seen her in before she, Alice, and Kazekiri had left the house that day. Her arms were spread out as though trying to take up as much space as possible. Her boots were off, so she was just wearing a pair of socks.

      Alex wandered up to the bed and knelt down. He reached out, brushing a few bangs away from Ariel’s face. She stirred but didn’t wake. As he looked at her, his eyes were drawn to her lips, soft and pink, glistening with the sheen of lip gloss.

      She’s started wearing makeup.

      It wasn’t something she had worn when she first started living with him; this was a recent development. It happened after Yahweh tried to kidnap her. He suspected that she was trying to make herself look more appealing to him.

      Well, that was just what he believed, but maybe he was being arrogant? He would have asked, but the idea of being wrong and making her get angry at him scared him.

      In either event, Alex didn’t think she needed makeup, but he also knew that she was still self-conscious about her body, and he did appreciate the effort she was putting in.

      Cupping her cheek, Alex rubbed her skin with his thumb. He watched her sleep for a little while. It would almost be a shame to wake her up since she looked so peaceful, but he knew that they couldn’t stay here. Everyone was waiting for them to get back so they could eat dinner.

      “A-Alex?” Ariel asked as she slowly blinked her eyes open. Oh. She must have woken up while he’d been lost in thought. Her purple eyes were gazing at him with a slightly sleepy, half-lidded appearance.

      “Hey,” Alex said. “I’ve come to get you.”

      “Get me? Oh. That’s right. I’m at Mom’s hospital, aren’t I?”

      Ariel sat up on the bed and yawned, raising her arms to stretch them out. Several cracks echoed from her back and shoulders. Once she finished stretching, she lowered her arms and swung her legs around until they were dangling off the bed.

      “How did you know I was here?” she asked.

      “I had Gabrielle locate you.”

      “Oh.” Ariel looked down. “Sorry for causing so much trouble.”

      Alex grinned before he leaned down, while at the same time cupping Ariel’s cheek so he could raise her face. He didn’t give her time to say anything. Her lips were soon sealed. Ariel’s eyes went wide, but she didn’t resist as he kissed her. He spent a few seconds enjoying the soft feel of her thin lips before pulling back.

      “Don’t worry about it.” Straightening, Alex offered the blushing girl his hand. “Come on. Let’s go back home.”

      “O-okay.”

      Ariel placed her hand in his, allowing him to lead her out of Ēostre’s private bedroom. The woman in question was typing something on a tablet. She looked up when they entered the hospital, looked at him, then switched her gaze to the blushing Ariel. She grinned.

      “Come back soon, you two. (^-^) I’d love it if my daughter and her hubby visited me every so often.”

      While Ariel blushed even more, Alex responded diplomatically. “We’ll see.”

      “Aww!! xp”

      Alex and Ariel left the hospital and began their journey back home. As they walked hand in hand, he wondered if he should tell her about Kazekiri leaving. He shook his head. Given their friendship, it would be best if Kazekiri told Ariel herself. He was Ariel’s future husband, but there were some matters that he shouldn’t involve himself in, unless she asked for his help.

      I hope everything will be okay. All I can do is be there for her when that conversation finally happens.

      It wasn’t long before they left the Lower City, got on a shuttle that took them to the Outer District, and arrived home.

      That night’s dinner would not be as pleasant as it normally was.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Interlude I

          

          In The Dead of Night

        

      

    

    
      He’d heard a rumor that Princess Gabrielle had finally returned. Yes, the girl who was rumored to be the Princess of Angelisia, the person who had the entire media in an arms race to get the scoop on the events from two months ago.

      While the hype had died down thanks to the Galactic Defense Force, the Mars Police, and Karen Kanzaki, there were many people who still wished they could get the scoop on Mars City’s newest celebrity, and he just happened to be one of them.

      His name was Michel Nusetter, and he was more than just a reporter. He was a purveyor of truth and justice. Yes. Justice. He unveiled the darkness within the corrupt government and brought it to light, illuminated the various atrocities that went on in this solar system, and ruined the reputation of corporations who abused their employees.

      All in the name of justice, of course.

      That was why he had traveled all the way to the Ryker residence late in the middle of the night.

      The Ryker residence didn’t look like much from the outside. It was just a standard, two-story building with all the modern aesthetics expected of a house. The modern residence was made from plasteel, or so it seemed at first glance, and had a red roof made from duracrete tiles. There were a few windows on the second floor. As he walked up to the white wall that blocked off this house from all the others, he could see how someone might think it was just like every other house in the Outer District.

      But it wasn’t.

      He had never been inside, but he had heard all the rumors. There were supposedly all kinds of crazy things in that house. One rumor said that the house was ten times bigger on the inside than it was on the outside, while another rumor said there were robots that fired ballistic missiles walking around. He had even heard one rumor about how this house was Alexander Ryker’s den of debauchery.

      The thought made him frown.

      Alexander Ryker was Princess Gabrielle’s fiancé. A public announcement had been made by Karen Kanzaki over one month to let everyone know about Princess Gabrielle, King Lucifer, the galaxy at large, and Alexander’s engagement to the princess. This happened well after the entire Ryker household had disappeared. The announcement was also backed by the Galactic Defense Force, who confirmed it all to be true.

      He didn’t like that.

      Another reason he had decided to continue with his self-appointed task of getting a scoop on the galactic princess was because he wanted to run Alex’s name through the mud.

      In the name of justice, of course.

      As he stared at the residence, he tried to figure out how best he could sneak in and get some discriminating holopics. His goal in all this was to get images for his scoop. Then he would post those images all over the holonet, decrying what Alexander was doing, and force him to surrender his claim on Gabrielle.

      This was all for justice!

      Realizing that going in from the front wasn’t a good idea, he wandered around to the other side of the house, then climbed the wall. It wasn’t very high. Climbing over it was easy. Soon, he landed in the backyard.

      The backyard was surprisingly plain. Covered in grass, the yard only had a single tree in the center, and a small line of flowers near the porch. He guessed they didn’t use this yard for much. It was actually kind of a miracle they even had a backyard, but then, that was the Outer District for you. Only the Outer District had enough space to allow people their own backyards.

      His own home was a tiny studio apartment in the middle levels. Seeing someone with such a nice home and cozy backyard brought him nothing but disgust. This was an affront. How dare Alex reside in such a nice residence while the rest of Mars City was confined to small spaces and horrible living conditions!

      Creeping along, he slowly made his way to the porch, where a sliding door sat on automatically moving hinges.

      Of course, his aim wasn’t the door. Not only would it not open for him, but one could not even see through it. The glasteel was tinted so nothing was visible from the outside, like those one-way mirrors the police liked to use during interrogations. No, he was not planning to try and peek through the glasteel.

      He was looking for a secret entrance.

      All nobles had secret entrances and exits that they used when they needed to make a quick escape. It was said that one house belonging to a noble would have at least six or more secret passages.

      This house belonged to Angelisian royalty. He had no doubt that there were at least a dozen—no, a hundred secret passages that he could use to sneak into the house. And once he snuck in, he would plant several spy cameras inside and use them to uncover dirt on Alex Ryker.

      However, before he had walked even two steps, the ground suddenly rumbled. He grew still as the ground in front of him split open. His heart stopped when a gun—no, a laser turret—rose from the hole. The turret swiveled around before locking onto him, and the nozzle glowed a bright red.

      “This is… bad…”

      Those were the only words he could say before the gun opened fire.

      He screamed and ran as fast as his legs could carry him. Explosions ripped through the air on all sides around him. Heat singed his pant leg as the ground exploded to his left, and then his hair caught fire when he ducked. The turret’s accuracy was way too close for comfort. The turret only stopped firing when he hid behind the tree.

      Breathing heavily, he took a peek out from behind the tree, only to squeal when the turret fired on him several more times. He hid back behind the tree. The turret stopped firing. That must mean it used a basic visual targeting system instead of something like a heat-based system or infrared scanning. So long as he kept out of its sight, he wouldn’t get shot at.

      Keeping the tree between him and the turret, he moved until he reached the wall. He glanced back. He couldn’t see the turret, still hidden behind the tree. Leaning over, he tried to look past the tree, and saw that the turret had moved back into the ground. It probably had a limited sensing range.

      Phew.

      Creeping along the wall instead of moving toward the sliding door, he tried to find another way in. If one path was blocked, it just meant he needed to find another one.

      Yet as he began creeping along the wall, he walked through some kind of laser sight. Beep. Beep. He froze and looked down. A laser was pointed at his thigh. It wasn’t the kind used in a weapon, but the kind that was connected to an alarm system. Basically, when something moved in front of the laser, the alarm was set off.

      Except in this case, no alarm went off.

      The ground beneath him just exploded.

      As he was launched into the air, his lungs burning as he screamed like he never had before, he realized that maybe, just maybe, he shouldn’t have come here.
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      Alex was sitting on Jasmine’s bed. While the day might have belonged to Michelle, the night belonged to the blonde former aristocrat. It was her turn to sleep with him—well, hers and Gabrielle’s, but Gabrielle was currently comforting Ariel, who had learned that Kazekiri would be moving out during dinner. That meant it was just him and Jasmine tonight.

      They were sitting on the bed, with Jasmine between his legs, her back pressed into his chest as she leaned against him. He had wrapped his arms around her waist. While he was tempted to move them, he didn’t. Alex wanted to touch her, to play with her chest and slip his hand into her panties, but he wouldn’t. They had agreed to wait until she was older. That meant he would not do anything overtly sexual for one year and four months.

      Being a horny teenager sucked.

      Being a horny teenager with a libido like no other sucked even more.

      A holovid hovered several meters from the bed. It was playing a space odyssey/romance holodrama called The Count of Monte Pluto. The overarching story seemed to center around a young noble who intended to marry a girl of common ancestry, going against the wishes of his parents, who wanted to make him marry a noble girl of their choosing. However, another guy also wanted to marry the commoner girl, and he framed the noble for murdering the local governor of Pluto City.

      The holodrama was fairly dramatized, with a lot of overly dramatic scenes filled with action and romance and… well, if Alex was being honest, some of this stuff vaguely reminded him of his own life. It was kind of disturbing.

      “I love this holodrama,” Jasmine said with a sigh. “The idea of going on a space of adventure, of life on the run, all for the sake of love, is so romantic. Don’t you think so, Alexander?”

      “I suppose so. It reminds you of us, doesn’t it?”

      “Oh ho. Yes, it does.”

      As they continued to watch, Jasmine tilted her head just slightly. She wasn’t wearing her twin-tailed drills. Her hair had been let down, and instead of her school uniform, she was dressed in a semi-translucent nightgown that showed off her budding figure. When he looked down, not only did he have a clear glimpse of her neck, he also saw the tops of her breasts.

      Fortunately, she wasn’t brave enough to not wear a bra.

      Alex leaned down and gently placed several kisses on her neck. Jasmine giggled as her toes curled and her head tilted to grant him further access. Kisses soon became nibbles as Alex rubbed his hands up and down her stomach, enjoying the way her stomach muscles twitched underneath his touch. Jasmine did not have the muscle definition of Kazekiri. Her stomach was flat, but she didn’t have a six-pack. He moved his finger in a circle before slipping into her belly button.
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He refused to let himself move his hands further up or further down because he knew he’d lose control if he did, but surely this much was okay. There was only so much a guy could take in this situation. He needed to do something.

      “A-Alexander…” Jasmine moaned slightly as she placed her hands on his thighs. “I—”

      Before she could say anything else, a loud rumbling caused the house to shake. He stopped kissing her neck and looked up.

      “What was that?” asked Alex.

      “Probably one of Gabrielle’s inventions.”

      “I hope not.”

      He and Gabrielle had agreed not to activate any of their inventions for a while. They had locked up the lab, and it required both of them to open. It could be that someone had managed to sneak past their security, but then… no, that was impossible. There wasn’t a soul on this planet who could break their security. Still…

      “Security…”

      “Oh ho? What was that?”

      “Nothing.”

      Alex dismissed the thoughts penetrating his brain, placed a hand against the soft skin of Jasmine’s cheek, and turned her head so he could partake of her lips. Jasmine released a soft, delicate sound. A thrill raced down Alex’s spine. He tilted his head and opened his mouth as Jasmine almost shyly probed him with her tongue. All thoughts of the strange rumble disappeared from his mind.

      After all, no one would be stupid enough to try and break into his house.

      …Right?
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          Troubled Souls

        

      

    

    
      It was late afternoon, Monday, when Kazekiri entered the Mars Police Department’s main headquarters. She walked into the lobby, a large, open space where people went to file complaints, report a crime, or were required to take statements for eyewitness testimonies. She strolled past the rows of chairs. There were a few people already there. She saw a young man nursing his arm as though injured, an older woman leaning over as she pressed her hands to her face, and an elderly gentleman with a cane.

      A man sat at the front desk. He was typing something into his holographic console, though she couldn’t see what. Older than her, the man sported a five o’clock shadow, neatly combed hair, and green eyes. She didn’t know his name.

      She activated her IDband and pulled up her badge, a holographic projection that showed the symbol of the Mars Police Forces. It was a shield with a standard police shuttle in the center. The words “Mars Police Force” hovered over the shuttle, still inside of the shield.

      “Mars Police Cadet Kazekiri reporting for duty,” she said, showing the man her IDband.

      The man looked at her, then at her IDband. He typed something into his holographic console, nodded several times, then looked at her again.

      “Commander Karen is waiting for you,” he said, his voice a tad rough, like a busted engine. “She’s waiting for you in her office.”

      It did not surprise her that the commander wanted to talk with her. She had been gone for a long time, ever since the incident with her father.

      Kazekiri thanked the man, entered the elevator on the right, and pressed the button that would take her to Commander Karen’s office.

      Crossing her arms, Kazekiri ignored the slight shift in gravity as the elevator began moving. She thought about the reason Commander Karen might wish to speak with her. They had only ever interacted a few times. Kazekiri wasn’t like Alex, who saw the woman every day for some mishap or other.

      Was this a mental health checkup? Perhaps the commander wanted to see for herself whether Kazekiri was fit for active duty? That made the most sense to her.

      The elevator stopped several times as she thought about meeting with Commander Karen. Each time, someone got on. Kazekiri was forced to move until she was standing all the way in the back.

      “Hey, isn’t that Kazekiri?”

      “It is. I wonder where she’s been these past two months.”

      “Didn’t you hear? She went away with that Alexander.”

      “Really? That troublemaker?”

      “That’s the one. I hear Commander Karen assigned her to keep an eye on Alexander during the incident with that alien princess.”

      “I heard about that. So she was with them? As a bodyguard?”

      “I guess.”

      “Damn. Must have been tough dealing with that idiot.”

      “I’d appreciate it if you take those words back,” Kazekiri snapped suddenly enough that the other people in the elevator jumped. She glared at them. “Alexander might cause trouble, but he’s a good person, and I won’t have you slander him like that!”

      The people in the elevator stared at her for several seconds before going back to their conversation.

      “What’s her deal?”

      “You’d think she’d agree with us. Isn’t she always complaining about Alexander?”

      “Right? Right? I wonder what her problem is?”

      “Maybe she’s in love with him!”

      “No way!”

      Kazekiri didn’t know whether she should frown or blush at the comments being bandied about. She tried to ignore them, tapping her left index finger against her right arm, but her ears were burning. She wouldn’t have been surprised to discover that her cheeks were red too.

      The people on the elevator left when they reached their destinations, sometimes alone and sometimes in groups, until Kazekiri was the only one left.

      Very few people visited the top floor. Very few people had a reason to. Barring serious incidents that required a briefing from the commander herself, no one ever came up this way.

      Except Alex… Kazekiri thought with a fond smile before shaking her head.

      Commander Karen’s office was on the top floor. That was considered the command floor. Vice Commander Yumi also had an office on this floor, and it was the top floor where meetings held by the top execs of the Mars Police Forces met during emergencies. Kazekiri had never had much reason to travel to this floor.

      The door opened with a soft ping, and Kazekiri stepped into a wide, brightly lit hallway. Several lateral passages branched off to other sections of the command floor. Kazekiri ignored them. Most of those passages led to meeting rooms. Commander Karen’s office was at the end of this hallway.

      She soon reached an innocuous-looking door. Stepping up to the small console on the side, she pressed a button and spoke into it.

      “This is Cadet Kazekiri reporting. I was told you wanted to speak with me?”

      “I did. Come in,” a voice said before the locking mechanism clicked, hissed, and the door slid open.

      Kazekiri squared her shoulders and took a deep breath. Unlike Alex, who saw this woman almost every single day when he was a cadet, Kazekiri had rarely ever spoken to the woman in person. Her commanding officer had been an older gentleman named Felix Rust, who worked in the file maintenance department.

      Entering the office, the first things that Kazekiri laid eyes on were the two couches situated on either side of a coffee table. She glanced left as she walked further in. A bookshelf sat against the wall, filled with numerous old-fashioned discs. She blinked. Those hadn’t been in use since the early days of colonization. Beside the bookshelf was a glass case hanging from the wall. An ancient record, a large black disc, of something called “The Beatles” hung like a prized possession. And on the other side of that were all of the various awards that Commander Karen had won in shooting competitions over the past decade.

      Commander Karen sat behind her desk, which in turn sat before a large viewport that spanned the entire wall behind her, offering an unfettered glimpse of Mars City. Yet even the magnificent few that lay sprawled before her could not compare to the woman sitting behind the desk.

      Her blonde hair descended from her head in ringlets. They framed a porcelain face that was as beautiful as it was cold. Icy blue eyes looked up from a holographic console as she stopped before the desk.

      “Kazekiri, welcome back,” Commander Karen said.

      The woman shifted in her seat, the black and white police unitard creaking. Most unitards were unadorned except during raids and missions that required armor, but Commander Karen wore epaulets on her shoulders as well. They had been awarded to her due to her bravery in the line of duty. They were a symbol of her dedication to Mars’ safety.

      “Thank you, um, Commander.”

      “How was it?”

      “Excuse me?”

      “Living at Mars Homespring Resort with Alexander for two months.” Karen placed her hands on the desk, fingers clasped. Kazekiri resisted the urge to squirm under the older woman’s gaze. “How was it?”

      “Um… It was… nice, I guess?”

      During the two-month stint in Mars Homespring Resort, Kazekiri had spent almost all of her time either playing with Alice and Ariel, working on her schoolwork, or training by herself. Alex would occasionally rope her into sparring with him after one of the rooms was turned into a simulation chamber. That said, she had done her best to avoid him.

      Commander Karen raised an eyebrow. “Is that all you have to say?”

      “I… I don’t know exactly what I’m supposed to say,” Kazekiri stammered, wondering if the warmth on her cheeks was from a blush.

      Kazekiri would have wondered why Commander Karen was asking her about this, but it didn’t take a genius to realize the reason. Alexander and Commander Karen were close. They always had been. Their relationship, the way the commander constantly tried to watch out for Alex, had been a strong point of contention among the rank and file. Nobody liked how a troublemaker like Alex was being protected by their commander.

      She used to think like those people, the ones who talked about Alex behind his back. Now that she knew the truth behind their relationship, that Commander Karen had been trying to honor Alex’s deceased father by looking out for his son, she felt like she had a new perspective on the matter. Alex was like the commander’s little brother. Of course she would want to know about Kazekiri’s relationship with him.

      “You spent an entire two months with Alexander,” Karen began slowly, as if spelling things out for her. “Are you telling me that nothing happened in those two months?”

      “Well…”

      Comparatively speaking, she wouldn’t say a whole lot had happened, but at the same time, a lot had changed between her and Alex. She wasn’t sure that was a good thing, though.

      Commander Karen sighed. “I hear you’ve filed the papers to move back into your old house.”

      “Yes.” Kazekiri was startled by the sudden change in topic, but she tried to keep up. “The repairs were finished while I was at Mars Homespring Resort. I figured it was time I stopped leeching off of Alexander’s kindness and moved back into my own home.”

      The sharp gaze in the commander’s eyes made Kazekiri look away. Commander Karen’s cold blue eyes were like ice, and they pierced through her like a precision laser. Those eyes saw far too much.

      “I’m sure Alexander does not feel the same way. In fact, I’m one hundred percent positive that he never once felt like you were leeching off him.”

      “I-I know.” Kazekiri felt like fidgeting, but she willed herself to remain at attention. “But that’s exactly why I believe I should leave. Alexander is nice—too nice. He’s given me so much already, but I haven’t been able to give him anything in return. It didn’t feel right living with him when I wasn’t able to contribute anything.”

      “If that’s how you think, then you’re an idiot.”

      “E-excuse me?”

      Did… did the commander just call her stupid? What? What, what what? Why would she say that?

      Kazekiri did not know the commander well, but she was pretty certain this woman had never called someone an idiot before. The problem was that she didn’t know what she had said to earn this woman’s ire.

      As she wracked her brain, Commander Karen unclasped her hands and leaned back. “Well, it’s not my responsibility to pry into your personal life, so I won’t question your choice any further.” Commander Karen’s eyes suddenly sharpened into laser points. “Are you sure this is what you want?”

      Kazekiri didn’t understand why Commander Karen would ask such a question. Of course this wasn’t what she wanted. It wasn’t like she wanted to leave Alex, but she also couldn’t stay with him. Seeing him spending time with all those girls, hugging them, snuggling with them, kissing them, it was more than she could bear. And yet… and yet…

      I can’t stay there. I want him to myself, but I can’t have that, so I’d rather leave. It’s better this way.

      “Yes,” she lied. “This is what I want.”

      “I see.” If Commander Karen saw through her lie, the woman did not show it. She studied Kazekiri some more, grunted, then leaned forward. “In that case, there is nothing more to discuss. I’ll have you begin working in the File Maintenance Office again starting today.” She paused for a brief moment. “It’s good to have you back.”

      Kazekiri relaxed. “It’s good to be back, Commander.”
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      “Look out.”

      Alex gnashed his teeth together as he dodged left, avoiding the massive hand that rose from the ground and tried to squash him flat. It hit the ground instead. Rocks and dirt flew everywhere. Some of it peppered Alex’s body, but he created a blue barrier with his Aura of Creation and fended off the rocks.

      “Alexander, an attack is coming from behind.”

      The warning made him turn around, just in time to see twenty-four stakes made of sediment speeding toward him. There was no way his shield would be able to withstand that barrage.

      Channeling his aura into his hands, he slid his feet apart, adopted a defensive stance, and began thrusting his fists out in a series of incredibly rapid punches. A blue sphere of energy leaped from his hands each time he threw a punch. The spheres exploded against the stakes, blowing them apart. One. Two. Four. Eight. Sixteen. He wasn’t able to destroy them all, but he had obliterated enough that he could dodge the rest.

      “Oooh! Good job spotting that, angel cunt!”

      “It’s not over yet.”

      Indeed. Immediately after Alex avoided getting skewered, the ground rose up, enclosing around him on all sides. He looked up. Massive, serrated edges were forming on the lip of the elevated earth. It was like Alex was being swallowed up by a gigantic monster made from the ground.

      Alchemy was truly frightening.

      Alex created brilliant blue wings from his back and pushed off the ground, soaring past the monstrous mouth before it closed around him. When he looked back, it was to see that what had been created was, in fact, a giant mouth with row upon row of sharp teeth.

      “Nice job avoiding that, but it would have been so much easier if you would just use my powers. You could have destroyed that thing, no problem.”

      “Perhaps he could have, but it would have cost him his common sense.”

      “Hmph!”

      Alex ignored the voices inside of his head, Asmodeus and Voice Number Two, who he could no longer block out while using the Aura of Creation. It sucked, but he supposed it was a sign that the seal on him was weakening. He would have to face them soon no matter how terrified he was.

      He twisted his head around. Left. Right. He was looking for Nyx, but he couldn’t see her. She wasn’t in front of him, behind him, below him, or on either side of him, which meant…

      With a mighty flap of his ethereal wings, Alex moved backward seconds before Nyx passed through the spot where he had been floating. The tiny assassin soared toward the ground. Like him, she had wings jutting from her back. Unlike his, hers were pure black and had been transmuted from her clothing. They looked like a raven’s wings.

      Alex aimed his hands at her as she landed lightly on the ground and fired off several projectiles. Nyx merely tapped her foot against the ground and summoned a wall of earth that blocked his attacks. The wall crumbled as his projectiles struck it. However, when the dust from his attack cleared, Nyx was gone.

      “I can’t sense her anymore. That assassin bitch is good at hiding her presence.”

      “I wonder if she traveled underground?”

      Alex landed on the ground and kept his ears open. Nyx was an experienced assassin. If she wanted to disappear, she would, and he wouldn’t see her until it was far too late.

      His breathing was ragged, a harsh rasp that caused his chest to flare with pain every time he took a breath. Sweat covered every centimeter of his body despite the Angelisian Crisis Suit doing its best to regulate his temperature. How much time had passed since their battle started? He could no longer tell. It felt like days.

      The sound of the wind blowing through the trees caused his ears to twitch. Their current setting was a forest with several clearings, though a lot of the forest had been destroyed during their spar. Many of the clearings were demolished. Trees had been felled, now lying across the ground in broken chunks and splinters. Several craters dotted the land much like the craters on Mars.

      Snap!

      Alex spun around, created a spear with his Aura of Creation, and threw it at where the snapping of twigs had come from. The spear was sliced in half. Nyx, a pair of curved blades in either hand, burst from within the underbrush and launched herself at him.

      Thanks to their spars, Alex knew that Nyx would just cut through his Aura of Creation. He didn’t bother creating weapons, instead relying on pure hand-to-hand techniques to keep pace. She swung her left hand in an overhead arc. Alex sidestepped and deflected the weapon with a palm strike. Nyx used the kinetic energy from his strike to spin around, coming in with an even more powerful horizontal swing. Alex jumped over it.

      Blood pounded in Alex’s ears as he landed on the ground behind her. The loud sound of whooshing air let Alex know that Nyx was about to attack again. He ducked low, feeling the air currents flow above him as Nyx sliced through the atmosphere with her sword. While on the ground, he tried to sweep Nyx’s legs out from underneath her with a low kick, but the talented assassin leaped over his attack and landed a meter away.

      “You’re doing much better, Alexander. Keep it up.”

      “Hmph! He’d be doing even better if he used my Body Supremacy. It’s perfect for close-range combat.”

      Nyx came in again, swinging her blades at him so fast they appeared as nothing more than flashes of silver. Alex couldn’t actually see them. The attacks were coming in so fast his eyes couldn’t keep track. However, he didn’t need to see them. He watched Nyx’s shoulders twitch. Even an assassin couldn’t completely stop her body from telegraphing her swings.

      Left. Right. Back. Duck. Jump.

      Alex avoided her attacks by predicting how she would swing her swords based on the movement of her shoulders. It still wasn’t easy. Nyx’s swings were so fast that his eyes couldn’t keep up with them. He had barely a millisecond to respond whenever she attacked. Alex had to focus all of his efforts on predicting her.

      “What are you waiting for? An invitation? Hurry up and fight back!”

      Alex ignored Asmodeus. He was waiting. Waiting for his opponent to make a mistake. Nyx was an incredibly talented combatant with a lot more experience than him, but even she made mistakes.

      It came during her next swing. Nyx had overextended her left arm. Alex stepped forward, locked her arm in place, and thrust his free hand straight through her chest. A look of shock came across Nyx’s face.

      “I… I did it,” he mumbled. “I actually did it.”

      Or so he thought.

      A brief moment of intense mental pain seared into his neck, then the next thing Alex knew, he was lying on the floor with his head on Nyx’s lap, and the simulation chamber had gone back to its standard, uniform gray.

      It took Alex several seconds to come to terms with his new position. He closed his eyes, took in a lungful of air, and expelled it in disappointment.

      “I died again, didn’t I?” he asked.

      Nyx nodded as she ran her hands through his sweaty hair. Her nails felt longer than normal. She must have transmuted them just for this. It felt good. Alex would have started purring if he was a cat.

      “I created a clone from one of the felled trees and had it attack you. The moment you defeated it, you let your guard down, thinking that you had won. I struck you from behind before you could realize your mistake.”

      So the snapping of the twig had been done on purpose. Nyx wanted to draw attention to her clone, then attack from behind after he defeated “her.” Everything had gone according to her plan. Alex had been a playing to her tune this whole time.

      Alex kept his eyes closed, both out of shame and because her nails against his scalp felt really good. “I can’t believe I let my guard down so easily.”

      “It can’t be helped.” Nyx stopped running her nails through his hair, but only because she had taken to twirling one of his bangs around her fingers. “The moment someone thinks they’ve won is the moment they let their guard down. All of the adrenaline that had been allowing them to keep going disappears, and it leaves them vulnerable to surprise attacks. Even the most skilled and experienced warriors respond sluggishly under those conditions.”

      Nyx was the most notorious assassin in the galaxy. For over a decade before she met him, she had accepted assassination contracts to take out some of the most violent, vicious, and dangerous criminals in the galactic community. She was known for never letting her target escape.

      Alex didn’t know how many people she had killed, but she had killed enough that her name was synonymous with fear in the criminal underworld. She had a well-spring of experience, which she drew upon when teaching him through their spars.

      “So what you’re saying is that I shouldn’t let my guard down just because it seems like I’ve won,” he said, opening his eyes.

      “That is it exactly.” Nyx nodded. “Until you have a clear confirmation that you have succeeded in killing your target, you should never let your guard down.”

      “I’ll take this lesson to heart.”

      “Good.”

      Since their training was over, Alex and Nyx left the simulation chamber—Gabrielle called it Mr. Simulator—and headed upstairs.

      The second floor possessed the appearance of a lounge. The room was shaped like a circle, or maybe a cylinder would be a better way to describe it. A round table sat in the very center of the room, surrounded by a comfortable sofa that encircled it. There was a wet bar, which had a fridge and drinks. Gabrielle had also set some of her inventions around the room as decorations and useful amenities, such as Mr. Mixer and Mr. Go-Go Space TV, which was a large, three-dimensional television that could be watched from any angle. Along the circular wall were doors, each one leading to a different room.

      Alex and Nyx wandered into the shower room, which was actually two rooms. They first stepped into the changing room. It was a large space with clothing racks on one side to hang up their clothes and a sink, then a clothing sanitation machine and a toilet on the other side. At the end of the room, which was longer than it was wide, sat the door leading to the shower.

      “Can you help me out, Nyx?” asked Alex.

      Nyx, who had been about to remove her clothing, turned to look at him. Alex always wore a regular crisis suit as opposed to the invisible ones when fighting against Nyx. The reason was because his clothing always got destroyed during combat so he didn’t see much point. It was just easier to wear only a crisis suit. The one he had on right now was black with glowing blue lines.

      Reaching out, Nyx ran a finger down his spine. The crisis suit rippled where her finger touched it. Alex ran a finger down his front, causing the chest to ripple as well. He gritted his teeth as the crisis suit slowly peeled itself off his body. For some reason, it hurt even more to remove the crisis suit now than it used to. He suspected the changes brought about by the seal around his core slowly weakening were causing his biological data to fluctuate, but he couldn’t be sure. Like Gabrielle, biology was not his strong suit.

      The suit soon fully peeled off his body; it pooled around his ankles before he stepped out of it. He didn’t wear underwear when he wore a crisis suit, so he was now completely naked.

      When he turned around, Nyx was already in the process of removing her clothing. Her armbands were already off. She was in the process of unzipping her black dress.

      Alex watched as the dress slid off her shoulders, revealing centimeter after centimeter of perfect porcelain skin. His throat dried as Nyx’s shoulders were completely bared before his eyes. The softness of her skin created a unique contrast to her muscled physique. Subtle but well-defined back muscles twitched as her dress slid further down her body.

      Nyx’s hair was ridiculously long. The black tresses descended well past her butt, all the way to her ankles. He knew this was because she used her hair as a weapon. It was easier to transmute her hair than it was any other part of her body, or so she told him. Because her hair was so long, he couldn’t see much of anything, but he could picture her firm, small, and shapely rear quite easily.

      Grabbing a towel, Nyx turned slightly, presenting her profile to him as she held the towel to her chest. Alex could only see her sideboob, but it was enough. No matter how many times he saw her, he never failed to get aroused.

      “Are you coming?” Nyx asked. Her eyes were emotionless, but her cheeks were red. Not even Nyx could remain unaffected by their current nude state.

      “Um, yeah.” Alex shook himself out of his stupor. “Hold on a moment.”

      Alex grabbed a towel, wrapped it around his waist, and followed Nyx as she walked to the door, which slid open to admit them both.

      The shower room was big. Made entirely from white square tiles, the room had six shower heads and a tub large enough to fit a dozen people. Before each shower head was a stool melded into the floor. There was also a small rack underneath each shower head where various soaps, shampoos, and cleaning supplies rested.

      Nyx wandered over to the closest stool, removing her towel as she sat down. Alex knelt behind her. He reached past her body and placed his hands under the dispenser with shampoo and squirted a good amount into his hands. He leaned back and rubbed the shampoo between his hands, lathered it up, then proceeded to work it into Nyx’s hair.

      His future wife/bodyguard had radiant and lovely hair. He admired how soft and thick it felt as he ran his fingers through it, ensuring that he didn’t miss a single strand. Her hair was also smooth. As a result of her body being made of nanomachines, Nyx’s hair never knotted, or rather, she used alchemy to rid her hair of knots before they became a problem. He didn’t know how it worked, exactly, but she said something about decomposing and recomposing her hair into exactly how it had been before the knots appeared.

      “This feels weird,” Nyx muttered.

      Alex stopped for a second before he rubbed more shampoo into her hair. “What does?”

      “Taking a shower without the princesses.”

      “Ah. Yeah, I guess it does, huh?”

      For the past two months, Alex had never taken a shower alone. Ariel, Jasmine, Gabrielle, Michelle, and Nyx always joined him when they had been living with Nicolas Ryker. Thinking about it like that, taking a shower alone, with just him and Nyx, really did feel weird.

      “But it’s not a bad thing,” he added.

      “Mmm. I like being with them, but it is nice to have you to myself,” Nyx confessed.

      Alex finished rubbing shampoo into her hair and turned on the shower head. He detached it as hot water began to spray out. Being careful not to let shampoo run into her eyes—Nyx hated that and often complained if he wasn’t careful—he rinsed off her hair.

      “You have such long hair.”

      “Should I cut it?”

      “No. I like your hair. Besides, it’s important for your alchemy, right?”

      “Hm…”

      Once he finished washing her hair, Nyx grabbed it and moved it over her left shoulder, presenting her back to Alex. Porcelain skin hid Nyx’s powerful muscles behind a soft exterior. As she moved her shoulders, her back flexed, muscles bunching together. What he wouldn’t give to lean over and kiss that back…

      Alex lathered his hands in soap and began scrubbing her back. Nyx arched her spine underneath his touch. He followed the curvature of her spine all the way to her tailbone.

      “Your hands…”

      “My hands?”

      “They’re very big and warm.”

      “Oh… um, thank you?”

      It was odd how Nyx would occasionally make comments like this, given how quiet she often was, but, perhaps because of that, her compliments always served to make his heart race and his cheeks grow warm.

      He wondered if he would ever get used to it.

      Part of him didn’t want to.

      After washing her back, Nyx asked Alex to wash her front. Gabrielle was normally the one who washed Nyx’s front. However, Gabrielle wasn’t there right now.

      Leaning forward, Alex started washing her from the shoulders, letting his soap-covered hands trail along her collarbone. It wasn’t long before he reached her breasts.

      Nyx released a delicate breath as she leaned into him. She arched her back and thrust out her chest as though to push her breasts against his hands. They weren’t very big. Her breasts were just enough to fill his hands and have some room left over. She had the cutest breasts he had ever seen. The way they felt against his hands was also pleasant. He enjoyed the slight squishing sensation as he massaged his fingers into her skin.

      As he rubbed his soap-covered hands against her chest, Nyx’s nipples stiffened underneath his fingers. Her breathing was growing a little heavy. Soft pants escaped her parted lips as Alex gently pinched her nipples and rolled them between his fingers, careful not to be too rough. She didn’t enjoy it when he was rough with her.

      “Alex…”

      The sound of her calling out his name made a jolt race down his back. Nyx often spoke so emotionlessly. Such was not the case now. Her voice was soft but filled with a passionate desire that he couldn’t help but respond to.

      Nyx quivered as he continued washing her front, covering her body in white soap suds. She placed her hands between her thighs, clenching them together as if embarrassed to show Alex what she was doing, even though he already knew. Her panting was growing heavier.

      He moved his hands over her stomach, rubbing and caressing her bare skin, relishing in the feel of her twitching abdominal muscles. Nyx had abs. Unlike Kazekiri, however, whose six-pack was visibly displayed, the assassin’s muscles were hidden behind a layer of softness. Toned but squishy.

      He kept his hands on her skin for a long while, simply caressing her all over. He wanted to kiss her, but he held himself back. Instead, he worked his hands further down until he reached her thighs, which he slowly pulled apart.

      Nyx bit her lower lip as she opened her legs. Her hands were still covering her nether region, but Alex removed those as well and placed his hands over her crotch. She was smooth. Completely hairless. He took a moment merely to admire the perfectly smooth feel of her skin before continuing what Nyx’s own hands had started.

      “You know, I remember a time when a certain assassin claimed she hated perverted things,” Alex muttered as he stimulated her with his fingers.

      “I… I do hate… perverted things…” Nyx’s pants mixed with soft moans to create a sound that was music to his ears. Alex listened to the sound of her voice and changed how he stroked her accordingly. “But I… I love you! So I don’t mind it… when we do perverted things together!”

      “Mmm…” Alex leaned over and placed a kiss on Nyx’s neck. The petite assassin tilted her head to let him trail a long string of kisses across her skin, traveling up her jaw and cheek. When he reached her ear, Alex whispered into it. “Nyx, tell me what you want.”

      “I want you,” Nyx muttered, her eyes closed. “I want you inside of me right now.”

      “Okay.”

      It wasn’t long before Nyx’s cries echoed along the shower room.

      Having sex with only Nyx felt a little odd to Alex, who had become used to always having a threesome with her and Gabrielle. Come to think of it, Alex didn’t think he had ever had normal sex. Whenever Gabrielle wanted sex, she always brought Nyx along, and when Nyx asked him to have sex, she would always make sure Gabrielle was with them. It didn’t seem natural. Then again, nothing about his relationships felt natural to him.

      Alex grew up in Mars City. The laws of this solar system stated that polygamy was illegal, and while that didn’t stop nobles from having mistresses, it did mean normal people vilified relationships like the one he was in. That combined with his insecurities and lack of confidence had led to this unnatural feeling he had whenever he thought about his relationships with the various women in his household.

      Nyx was surprisingly demure during intercourse. Even now that it was just the two of them, she pretty much let Alex do whatever he wanted to her, as if she was giving him explicit permission to play with her body in whatever way he desired. It was very different from how she acted the rest of the time, especially during their sparring sessions when she kicked his ass.

      There was something undeniably alluring about Nyx when they were together like this. He couldn’t rightly explain it. It wasn’t the same as when she was fighting. During battle, whether it was sparring with him or fighting against people who wanted her life, Nyx held a fierce beauty. The dichotomy between her small stature and incredible ferocity appealed to a primal side of Alex. However, her demure attitude when they were copulating, her willingness to let him do whatever he wanted to her, turned him on in a completely different way.

      Not long after they had finished cleaning off, Nyx and Alex were lounging in the tub. She was sitting between his legs. For some reason, Nyx liked to lay on her side when they were like this. Her ear was pressed against his chest, and her eyes were closed as he slowly rubbed his hand up and down her arm.

      “Are you okay?” she asked.

      Alex blinked, then looked down at the crown of her head. Her hair was so thick, but there was a swirly pattern in the very center. “Hmm?”

      “You were more aggressive than usual today.”

      “Was I?”

      “You were.”

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t hurt you, did I?”

      “No. You didn’t hurt me. It felt… good.” Nyx placed her hand against his chest. Her fingernails created goosebumps on his skin as she affectionately scratched him. “I would not mind if you were like that more often. I’m just worried. I thought something might be wrong.” She paused. “Maybe… is it because Kazekiri is leaving?”

      Alex sighed. “You’ve become really perceptive.”

      “I just know you well.”

      Alex buried his face in her hair. The scent of her shampoo relaxed his body, though not his mind.

      “I know this is her choice,” he muttered with only the slightest hint of bitterness. “I know that I can’t force her to stay, but I was hoping she would.”

      Nyx pressed her hand flat against his chest. “Not everyone is as accepting of new ideas as you are. I’m sure Kazekiri wanted you to herself. She doesn’t like the idea of sharing you.”

      “I know.” Alex nuzzled his nose against her hair. “And what about you? You really don’t mind this kind of relationship? Sharing me with other people?”

      “I do not see why I would.” Nyx pushed herself up. Alex let go and allowed Nyx to wade through the water, which eventually became deep enough that it came up to her shoulders. Long black hair trailed along behind her as she turned to face him. “I did not ever expect to fall in love with someone, but even though it was not something I thought about until meeting you, I had traveled from one side of this galaxy to the other. I’ve seen many different kinds of relationships. It is more common for a man or woman to have multiple spouses than it is for a man or woman to have only one spouse.”

      Basically, polyamory was not only accepted in the galaxy at large, but more people practiced it than they did monogamy. That was what she was telling him. However, Alex had to wonder about that.

      Nyx was an assassin, meaning she dealt mostly with either rich people putting a hit on someone, or criminals. Alex believed the reason she felt monogamy was less practiced was simply because of what type of people she had the most contact with. He was sure that most normal people practiced monogamy. That said, it wasn’t like he was as well-traveled as her. The only other solar system he had been to was the Camelot system, and he had only gone there recently. Nyx had spent over a decade traversing the galaxy.

      “Besides,” Nyx added when he said nothing, “I like Princess Gabrielle a lot. She is very kind and fun to be around. I like spending time with her.” Nyx’s cheeks suddenly became just a touch pink. “I also… like it when we’re together… I mean, when the three of us have sex.”

      “You do join Gabby and her friends sometimes when they go out on the weekends,” Alex agreed, thinking back to how things had been before they were forced to live with Nicolas for two months. He leaned his head against the lip of the tub, watching as steam lazily drifted over his head and coalesced into droplets on the ceiling. “I guess it was just too much for her to accept.”

      Alex wouldn’t lie to himself and say that Kazekiri’s rejection didn’t hurt, but he tried to put himself in her shoes. She grew up in a world where polygamy was illegal. Her parents were terrible people who cheated on each other, lied to each other, and her father was an abusive prick. Kazekiri’s past had resulted in her becoming the kind of person who believed that upholding the laws of society was paramount to everything else. With that kind of past, he could not, would not, blame her for deciding to move out.

      It still hurt.

      Nyx waded back over to where he was sitting. The tub had a bench that went around its entire length. It was actually more like a hot spring than a bath in that regard.

      “It’s not too much for me to accept.” Although her eyes were expressionless, Nyx steadfastly stared into his face with an intensity that not even her emotionless mien could hide. “I accept everything about you, and so do the other girls.”

      “Nyx…” Alex wasn’t crying. Those weren’t tears in his eyes. It was moisture that had gathered from the steam. It was eye sweat. Yes, he was just sweating from his eyeballs. “Thank you.”

      He held out his hand, which Nyx took, allowing him to pull her in. He closed his legs so she could straddle him. Nyx pressed her body close, the warm softness of her figure sending a thrill through him. Her small breasts pressed against him and her crotch came into contact with his erection.
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Later that day, Alex would have to deal with the problems confronting him, but for now, just for right now, he allowed himself to think only of the girl in his arms.
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      Lunchtime. That was normally Gabrielle’s favorite time during school. Classes were a bit boring, and she couldn’t talk to her friends during it, but lunchtime was completely different. She and her friends got together and had all kinds of fun conversations. She had the greatest time during lunch.

      Normally.

      As the bell rang, signaling that class had come to an end and lunch was beginning, Gabrielle looked at the seat where Kazekiri was—should have been sitting. It was vacant. She then looked at the seat closest to the door, on the opposite side of the classroom. Kazekiri had been sitting there all day, but now stood up and was making her way out of the room.

      “What’s up with her?” asked Serah.

      “Don’t know,” Ryoko said as she took out her lunch. “She seems moody, though.”

      Gabrielle stood up.

      “What are you doing?” asked Selene. “Aren’t you going to eat?”

      Gabrielle looked at them and smiled. “I need to talk with Kazekiri for a bit. I’ll be right back.”

      Without waiting for her friends’ reply, Gabrielle raced down the tertiary seats, rushed out the door, and looked for her friend’s signature blonde hair. She found the girl turning a corner on her left.

      Since she wanted to catch up with her friend quickly, Gabrielle decided to fly down the hall. Everyone already knew she was an Angelisian anyway. It wasn’t like her flying would be a problem anymore.

      Gabrielle ignored the surprised squawks as she took to the air. She soared over the heads of students traveling toward their favorite lunch spots. Turning a corner, she found Kazekiri even further away. With a frown, she put on a burst of speed as the blonde girl turned another corner.

      “Kazekiri!”

      It didn’t take long to catch up with Kazekiri. She called out to the girl after turning the corner. Kazekiri froze like an ice pop, allowing Gabrielle to set her feet on the floor behind her.

      “Kazekiri,” Gabrielle said again.

      “Gabrielle…”

      “Is something wrong?”

      “Nothing is wrong. Why would you ask that?”

      Gabrielle frowned at her friend. “Well… because you’re not having lunch with us. I thought there might be something wrong. Is that not the case?”

      “There’s nothing wrong, and there’s no particular reason I’m not eating with you.” Kazekiri still hadn’t turned around. Gabrielle found that weird. Her friend always liked to make eye contact while speaking, unless she was embarrassed. “I just realized something after coming to live with you, Alex, and everyone else. You people live in a completely different world than I do, and it’s a world that I want no part of. I’m simply… looking out for my best interests.”

      “You’re lying.” Kazekiri’s shoulders tensed at Gabrielle’s accusing words. “If you were telling me the truth, you wouldn’t be looking away from me.” Gabrielle was so proud of her own deduction that she puffed out her chest. “The Kazekiri I’ve come to know is very straightforward and always makes eye contact when she talks to people, especially about serious issues like this.”

      She had spent more than enough time with Kazekiri to know what she was like. She was honest, sincere, and straightforward to a fault. She made eye contact when she talked to people and didn’t sugarcoat her words.

      “Don’t talk like you know me,” Kazekiri snapped, turning around and glaring at Gabrielle, though the glare itself lacked the heat it would have contained if she was truly angry. “You and everyone else living with Alex don’t know a single thing about me! If you did, you’d realize why I’m leaving!” Taking a deep breath, the blonde calmed down and started over. “I’m not you, Gabrielle. I won’t judge you, but I can’t accept the kind of relationship you have with Alex. I won’t allow myself to be a part of something like that.”

      “But… why not?”

      Gabrielle didn’t understand. What was wrong with her relationship with Alex? She was happy. Alex was happy. Her sisters were happy. Nyx was happy. Everyone was happy. What was wrong with being in a relationship that made everyone happy?

      Kazekiri turned her head. “Look, I just can’t, okay? I won’t say it’s immoral, but I’m not willing to accept a relationship like that, and nothing you say is going to make me change my mind.”

      This time, when Kazekiri turned around and walked off, Gabrielle didn’t chase after her. She watched as the girl disappeared from sight. Several people who had been in the hallway also watched the scene in curiosity, but she ignored them the same way she ignored her suitors whose names didn’t begin with an “A” or end with an “ex.” Clutching a hand to her chest, Gabrielle wondered what this sharp pain in her heart meant.

      Why had things turned out like this?
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      After taking a bath, Alex and Nyx had a small lunch, then spent the rest of the day discussing tactics and what to do during a wide variety of combat situations. That said, it may have been more accurate to say that Nyx lectured him. As he sat on the couch and listened to the woman, who was a full head and a half shorter than him, he couldn’t help but feel like a student back at Atreyu Academy.

      It was still kind of novel listening to Nyx speak so much. Although he knew she was older than him by a few years, she looked a year or two younger than he was. Her black hair was long, glossy, and beautiful. She had an adorable face that reminded him of a glass doll with big red eyes, a small nose, and cute lips. You wouldn’t expect someone like her to be so knowledgeable about combat and tactical warfare.

      Alex and Nyx eventually left to pick up their family from school. They walked hand in hand. There weren’t that many people present as they strolled down the paved road. Most everybody was at work.

      Madison traveled with them, but she remained unobtrusive.

      Atreyu Academy was a massive building with a streamlined design. While it was shaped like a rectangle, there were numerous moving walkways trailing around the outer walls, along with elevators and warp points. Since the academy was so large, nearly two hundred square acres, these transportation methods were necessary for students to reach their classes on time.

      Atreyu Academy was the largest educational institution on Mars. It was mandatory for every student in Mars City to attend Atreyu Academy for their primary education. There were something like 100,000 students attending at any given time.

      If one were to look at the academy from a bird’s eye view, they would’ve also noticed the many gardens that dotted the interior. Alex had done just that once while testing out an anti-gravity invention. This was back when he was still a student. He had almost been expelled, which might have been because he had destroyed part of the roof when his invention malfunctioned.

      Alex, Nyx, and Madison watched as students emerged from the school’s main entrance, waiting for the two groups who always left school together. Group one consisted of Alice, Ariel, Jasmine, Michelle, and their two friends, Neela and Reenie. Group two consisted of Gabrielle, Serah, Selene, Ryoko, and Kazekiri. As the two different groups, separated by grade, emerged from the main entrance, Alex immediately noticed that group two was missing one of its members.

      Something must have happened.

      Alex was smart enough not to ask any questions while standing in front of the school gate. After bidding goodbye to his friends—surprisingly, Ryoko did not grope him, Gabrielle, or Nyx goodbye, as she was wont to do—the family of eight returned home.

      Everyone split up after getting back home. Alex went into the kitchen with Jasmine and Madison, while Gabrielle went down to the lab. She didn’t even ask if he wanted to join her, which was odd. She always asked him to join her. Always. Alice, Ariel, Nyx, and Michelle sat in the living room together and began watching Titan Girl.

      He and Jasmine worked in silence for several minutes, folding several sheets of nori, or dried seaweed, in half. They were making sushi that night. Alex had never made it before, so it would be something new and exciting, which he thought the others could use given the somber atmosphere.

      “Everyone seems depressed,” Jasmine said as she set the nori he broke on top of a bamboo rolling mat. The fact that she didn’t go, “oh ho ho ho” was proof that she was also feeling depressed. “I tried to cheer Ariel up today, but nothing I did worked.”

      Kazekiri leaving had left a hole in the hearts of everyone else. Alex didn’t think she had left knowing this would happen. She probably thought they would get over it quickly. Would she have still left had she known how much her vanishing from their lives would affect them? Well, maybe. Kazekiri had her own moral compass, ideals, and views. That was one of the things he loved about her, but it also meant she didn’t feel like she could remain with them.

      It was a conundrum that he simply couldn’t solve.

      “That doesn’t surprise me. Ariel and Kazekiri had become oddly close for some reason. I don’t think simply talking to her is going to help.” He finished breaking the nori and set them aside. Jasmine was already in the process of adding sushi rice to the nori. “Thank you for trying, though. I really do appreciate it.”

      “Oh ho. You are welcome.” Jasmine bit her lip as she added ahi, cucumber slices, avocado, and a bit of cream cheese into the sushi, then began rolling it up. This was not the traditional way to make sushi, but it was the tastiest. She frowned when she finished and unrolled it to see that the sushi had turned out deformed. “I wish I could do more, but I am not sure if there is anything I can do.”

      “Having trouble?” he asked.

      “This darn sushi isn’t rolling properly.”

      “Let me help.”

      Alex came up behind Jasmine and pressed himself close, until his front was brushing against her back. He leaned over and engulfed her smaller frame in his arms. Taking her hands in his, he placed his head near her left shoulder and helped her make the sushi.

      Their first attempt didn’t turn out much better than Jasmine’s. However, they tried again, and their second attempt was a lot better once they got a feel for the sushi’s elasticity and softness. They had to be firm when rolling up the sushi, but it would get squashed if they were too firm.

      They made sixteen rolls of sushi using different kinds of fish and ingredients. Afterward, they added roasted sesame seeds on top, then Alex sliced the sushi into several pieces.

      “I’m sure you will come up with something.” Alex ignored the rice sticking to Jasmine’s hands as he turned the girl around in his arms. He placed one arm around her waist and pressed their foreheads together, staring into the girl’s vibrant blue eyes. “After all, you are the Queen of Friendship.”

      Alex cupped the girl’s face in his hand, completely forgetting that his hands, like hers, were also covered in rice. Jasmine didn’t seem to mind as he got rice stuck to her cheek. She leaned into his hand as she regained herself.

      “Oh ho. Oh ho ho! Oh ho ho ho ho! Right. You are very right, Alexander. I am the Queen of Friendship, so of course I will think of something to help my friend. Oh ho ho ho ho ho!”

      He smiled. “I have complete faith in you.”

      “Thank you.”

      After she calmed down, Jasmine gave him one of her more genuine smiles. It was not the haughty smile of a rich girl, nor was it the smile she used when trying to cover up her embarrassment. This one came from the heart. She had been showing it a lot more since she started living with him.

      “You don’t have to thank me. I mean, I’m going to be your husband, right?”

      “Yes, that’s right. That is very right. Oh ho ho ho ho ho!”

      “Oh.” Alex blinked as Jasmine laughed. “You have some rice on you. Let me get that for you.”

      “Oh ho ho ho—A-Alexander, what are you doing?” Jasmine squeaked when Alex leaned down and licked the rice off her face.

      Flash!

      Alex and Jasmine looked up as a bright light startled them both. Still in each other’s arms, they turned their heads toward the source of the light. It was Madison. The robot maid was holding a holographic camera, one of those newer, high-end models.

      “Please do not mind me. Pretend I am not even here,” Madison said. “In fact, just imagine that I am nothing more than a piece of dirt underneath your boots and keep doing what you are doing.”

      Perhaps it was because they were being filmed, but despite having already gone quite far in their relationship, Alex and Jasmine could not keep the blushes off their faces.
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      Dinner that night was a muted affair. There wasn’t much talking, which was a far cry from the normally rambunctious and oftentimes loud dinner-time shenanigans. Everyone save Jasmine and Michelle ate quietly. Jasmine tried to engage Ariel in conversation, to which the green-haired Angelisian princess would respond with half-hearted replies. Meanwhile, Michelle spoke to Gabrielle, who replied to all of her younger sister’s words with a smile that didn’t quite reach her eyes.

      “This is a very sad dinner,” Nyx said. She was sitting to his left, next to Alice.

      “That’s because we’re missing someone,” Alex said.

      “I know.” Nyx looked at the empty seat that had been reserved for Kazekiri. “I am aware of the situation. I would have expected her to at least eat with us one last time, but I guess this was too much for her.”

      He didn’t have to ask what she meant by “too much.” It was obvious to him what she was talking about.

      Nyx was a lot more self-aware than he would have given her credit. He did not expect an assassin to be so well-versed in matters of the heart, but that was his mistake for assuming. If he thought about it, knowing how emotions led people to act would help an assassin get closer to their target.

      Once everyone had eaten their fill, Gabrielle and Michelle cleared away the table. Alex was going to help, but they told him to leave this to them, and Michelle added that she wouldn’t let her “Honorable Sister” use any inventions, which had caused Gabrielle to pout.

      Alex had heard from Gabrielle about what happened between her and Kazekiri at lunch. She told him after he finished preparing dinner and went down to the lab. Guessing that Michelle was teasing her sister to get the eldest princess’s mind off what happened with Kazekiri, he decided to leave this matter to them.

      Wandering into the living room with Alice, Ariel, Nyx, Jasmine, and Madison, Alex found himself sitting on the couch, squashed between his many beautiful companions. Jasmine and Ariel had taken his sides. Both of them were leaning into him, presenting an interesting physical contrast.

      Jasmine was quite busty; Ariel was flat as a wooden plank.

      While Alice had decided to hog the other couch to herself, Nyx had, oddly enough, taken the floor. She leaned against his legs as she watched the holodrama with everyone else. Madison stood behind them.

      The holodrama was a space opera about a group of young explorers whose job was to seek life in other galaxies. It had been a very popular show since no one in this solar system knew about the galaxy at large. The extraterrestrials in this group could not stop commenting on all the things they found wrong with this holodrama.

      “You humans come up with some unusual things. I’ve never heard of a silicon-based life form before,” Michelle said.

      “Right?” Ariel giggled as though she found this absurd.

      “Well… carbon and silicon share many characteristics. They each have a valence of four—meaning that individual atoms make four bonds with other elements when forming chemical compounds.”

      “That doesn’t mean life forms can be silicon-based,” Michelle said. Then she glanced at the woman nuzzling Alex’s thigh. “Tell him, Nyx?”

      “Silicon-based lifeforms don’t exist,” the assassin confirmed.

      Alex shrugged. “It is just fiction.”

      The sudden ringing of the doorbell made everyone look up.

      “I’ll go see who it is. Please wait here, Master, Mistress.”

      Bowing to them, Madison left the living room. Alex strained his ears with the others to listen, but all he could make out were garbled noises that came back muffled through the door. The voice sounded familiar, though, muffled as it was. They glanced at each other.

      Madison came back several seconds later.

      “Master, Kazekiri says that she wishes to speak with you.”

      “K-Kazekiri is here?!” Ariel leapt from the seat. She was about to rush out the door when—

      “She says that she wishes to speak with Master alone.”

      Ariel stopped. “But… but why?”

      “I do not know. She did not tell me,” Madison answered.

      Alex placed a hand on Ariel’s shoulder as he passed by. “I’ll see what’s up. Stay here for a moment.” He didn’t actually expect her to follow that order, but he said it because it had to at least be said.

      He walked into the hall and toward the front door, opening it to find Kazekiri standing there. The moment their eyes made contact, she looked away.

      Awkward tension filled the air. It didn’t come from Alex. The girl before him had a guilt-ridden expression.

      “Everyone was worried about you, you know,” Alex said into the silence.

      “I… I know. I’m sorry.”

      Alex studied the girl as she shuffled on her feet. “I’m not really the one you should be apologizing to.” At his pointed look, Kazekiri looked down. He sighed. “Sorry. That was rude of me.”

      “N-no… it’s okay. I should… I should apologize to Gabrielle too.” She bit her lip. “I got angry at her today at school. That’s why I didn’t come home with everyone.”

      Alex wondered if Kazekiri even realized that she considered his house “home,” but he chose not to comment on that. This girl’s emotions were already all over the place. He didn’t want to cause her more emotional turmoil.

      “Do you want to come inside?” asked Alex. “Everyone has already eaten, but I still have enough ingredients to make sushi for you.”

      Kazekiri shook her head. “No. I only came here to pick up my effects. I’m… I feel like it would be best if I left now. I’ve caused you and everyone else enough trouble.”

      Never had Alex even once considered Kazekiri to be trouble, nor did he think she had ever caused it, but he knew telling her that wouldn’t have any effect right now. She wouldn’t believe him no matter what he said with her current state of mind. She was incredibly stubborn that way.

      Not that I’m any better. It took me years to get over my own issues. Even when other people told me I had nothing to worry about, I didn’t believe them. Kazekiri is just like I was back then. Maybe that’s why I want her to be a part of my life so bad.

      “I understand. Wait here for a moment. I’ll grab your things.”

      Kazekiri sent him a startled glance. “You’ve already packed everything?”

      “I had a feeling something like this would happen.” He gave her a sad smile. “I asked Madison to pack your belongings for you.” Taking a slow, shuddering breath, Alex shunted aside his own emotions. “I asked her to pack everything because I thought it would be easier for you.”

      “Why?”

      “Why what?”

      “Why are you being so nice to me?” Tears gathered in Kazekiri’s eyes, though none of them fell. “I’m leaving you and the others. I’m washing my hands of you, so why are you still being so accommodating? Why are you treating me like I’m someone special?”

      “Because you are someone special,” was all Alex said before he headed up the stairs.

      Kazekiri’s room was right next to his. It was Gabrielle’s old room. He had given it to Kazekiri because she’d been having nightmares after the incident with her father. Alex had wanted to keep her close by so he could hurry into her room when she woke up screaming and help calm her down.

      The room looked mostly empty when he entered; the bed was still there, the dresser was still there, and the desk still sat before the holographic projector window. However, the decorations that had lined the walls, the personal touches that made this room “Kazekiri’s room,” were gone. A case sat in the center.

      Alex grabbed the case, left the room, and began descending down the stairs. Voices reached him from below.

      “Why?! Why are you leaving?!” Ariel’s voice.

      “Ariel…”

      “I’m sorry! I’m sorry about what I said before! You don’t have to leave! I don’t want you to leave!”

      “Ariel, I can’t stay here. I have to go.”

      “Why, though?! At least tell me that much!”

      Everyone else was gathered in the entrance hall when Alex finished walking down the stairs. Alice, Jasmine, Gabrielle, Madison, Michelle, Nyx, all of them were standing several meters away from the scene taking place, keeping their distance. Three of them looked like they wanted to say something, those being Jasmine, Gabrielle, and Michelle. Nyx remained mostly impassive.

      He glanced at Alice, who was biting her lip to keep from tearing up. She was trying to put up a strong front, but he knew she was just as affected by this situation as Ariel was.

      Alex looked at Ariel as she clung to Kazekiri, who awkwardly patted the girl’s back as the younger girl cried into her blazer.

      “I didn’t mean it! I take back everything I said!” Ariel was sobbing into Kazekiri’s chest. “So please… please don’t go…”

      “I’m not leaving because of that,” Kazekiri said, looking for all the world like she didn’t know what to do. He had never seen her look so lost. “I’m leaving because I can’t stay here. You and your sisters and everyone else live in a completely different world than I do.”

      “You can be a part of that world, too!”

      The stubbornness that Ariel displayed was both shocking and not. This particular Angelisian princess had trouble admitting her own feelings, but once she did, she stubbornly refused to take them back. Alex had seen it when the girl first called him a beast, but after the events with Yahweh, when she confessed her feelings for him, she had steadfastly clung to him even though doing so embarrassed her.

      Kazekiri noticed him first. She sent him a pleading look.

      Alex smiled as he walked over to them and pulled Ariel off Kazekiri.

      “Why aren’t you stopping her?” The words gushed from Ariel’s mouth before he could say anything. “Why aren’t you telling her to stay? If you were the one telling her not to leave, I’m sure she wouldn’t go anywhere.”

      “I can’t force someone to remain with me against their will,” Alex said softly. “If I did that, it would make me no better than those people who tried to force Gabrielle into marrying them. I’d be no better than Yahweh.”

      “This is different. It’s completely different.” Ariel shook her head back and forth, her short green hair flying around her face.

      “I understand why you might think that way, but you can’t force someone to do something they don’t want to do.”

      Alex reached out to wipe the tears from Ariel’s eyes. Ariel backed away.

      “Ariel…”

      “No…” Ariel shook her head. “I refuse to accept that! I refuse! You’re… you’re just an idiot!”

      Before he could even think to stop her, Ariel rushed up the stairs. A moment of silence passed as her sobbing disappeared. Then Michelle, twirling a strand of hair between her fingers, stepped forward.

      “I’ll go and take care of her.” She walked toward the stairs, but she paused long enough to shoot them a reassuring smile. “Please do not be upset with her. She doesn’t actually mean anything she says.”

      “I know.” Alex nodded. “I’m counting on you.”

      Michelle smiled one last time before disappearing up the stairs.

      “I’m sorry for causing you so much trouble,” Kazekiri muttered in a low, depressed voice.

      “No.” Alex shook his head and turned back to the young woman. “This isn’t something you can help. If this is how you truly feel, it would be wrong to stop you from leaving.” He gave her a helpless grin. “I want you to do whatever makes you happy.”

      “You shouldn’t say things like that,” Kazekiri said in a choked voice.

      “Sorry.”

      With the eyes of almost everyone in the house watching them, Alex handed off the case filled with Kazekiri’s belongings. She took it, said goodbye, then rushed out of the house. The last he saw of her, Kazekiri was holding a hand to her mouth as she vanished from sight.

      It looked like she was crying.
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      Alex sat at his desk. It didn’t look like much, but the desk was actually very impressive. Using an advanced form of holographic and virtual reality technology, Alex had created this desk to be completely consoleless. Everything was done through holographic projections. The machinery was implanted into the desk itself. With this machine, he could bring up schematics, make blueprints, and perform high-level calculations at the speed of light.

      He wasn’t using the desk right now, though. It was turned off.

      Leaning the chair back as far as it could go, Alex stared at the ceiling and wondered if there was anything he could have done to fix this situation before it had gotten so far out of hand. He had been wracking his brain over his matter for the past hour.

      No matter how much he thought, nothing presented itself to him. He had no idea what he could have done differently. Rather than making him feel better, this only made him feel worse. Alex should have been able to come up with something, should have been able to fix this problem before it hurt the people he loved. Was there any way to make this situation right?

      “I can tell you right now that moping around like a pussy isn’t going to do anything.”

      Asmodeus… Alex almost scowled.

      “I’m so glad you remembered my name. I was afraid you had forgotten it all about little ol’ me.”

      What do you want?

      “Me? Nothing much. I just wanted to make fun of you for being such a wishy-washy little bitch. I guess my first thoughts about you being a typical harem protagonist type were right on the mark.”

      Alex had no idea what she was talking about, but just listening to her made him want to punch her in the face.

      “Do not listen to her, Alexander,” Voice Number Two sprang in with his two credits. “I think the fact that you are worrying over this matter is quite admirable. However, I will admit that this is not like you. You’re normally the type who takes action before thinking.”

      I’m not sure if you just complimented me or insulted me.

      Alex pressed his hands against his face and rubbed his eyes. He knew these two were right, that this wasn’t necessarily like him, but they were also wrong. There were plenty of problems he had been faced with where he didn’t know what to do. Whether or not he should accept Gabrielle’s feelings and the self-loathing he felt over his libido were two such issues. That said, it was true that very few things kept him from acting. It was just easier to leap feet first into most situations and think about the consequences later.

      Of course, it was that very manner of thinking that created most of his problems.

      A beep from his IDband made Alex look down. It seemed his bank account was sending him some information. Odd.

      Before he could look at the message, the door to his room suddenly slid open, and when Alex turned his chair around, it was to find Gabrielle stepping inside.

      Gabrielle’s white shirt ruffled as she moved, trying to accommodate the wings protruding from either side of her hips. It was too big for her, so it slid off her shoulders. Naturally. That was one of his shirts. Her shorts, which were short enough that he could see her butt, were a light pink.

      “Gabby.” Alex stood up as the door slid shut. “How is Ariel?”

      After Kazekiri left, all of the girls had followed Michelle and gone into Ariel’s room. Alex had wanted to follow them. However, he didn’t know if his presence would help. Ariel had been pretty upset with him. If he showed up, she might get angry again.

      “She’s asleep.” Gabrielle activated the holographic console for the door, typed in a code, and closed the screen as the door to his room locked with a click. “Michelle and the others are with her.”

      “I see.” He hesitated. “And why did you lock the door?”

      “Tee-hee. I kind of wanted you all to myself tonight.”

      That was… unusual. Gabrielle had never hogged his attention to herself. She always invited one of the other girls to sleep with him. Usually, that girl was Nyx because Nyx was the only other person he would have sex with. He felt the other three girls were too young. Even so, Gabrielle had let Ariel, Jasmine, and Michelle sleep with them multiple times.

      The fact that Gabrielle wanted him to herself meant something was up, and considering what just happened with Kazekiri, he had a good idea of what that something was.

      “Come on.”

      Alex held out his hand, and Gabrielle took it, allowing him to pull her over to the bed. They sat down. He turned toward her and placed both of his hands over one of hers.

      “I’m guessing what happened with Kazekiri is bothering you?” he asked.

      “I feel kind of like it’s my fault,” Gabrielle admitted. “Earlier today, Kazekiri and I got into a fight. She got really upset with me, like you did after finding out that I ran away from home.”

      “I don’t think that’s it.” Alex placed Gabrielle’s hand on his lap and began playing with her fingers. They were long and elegant, but they were also calloused from all the work she did with them. That was an inventor for you. “Kazekiri’s been having trouble coming to terms with the kind of relationship I have with you girls since she started living with us… maybe even before she started living with us. I think it just became too much for her after she realized her feelings for me, so she decided to leave. What happened isn’t your fault. It’s no one’s fault. These things just happen sometimes.”

      “What should I do?” asked Gabrielle, looking at him with her large, pleading emerald eyes. “Even if it isn’t my fault, I still want to do something to help. I want to help Alice, Ariel, and Kazekiri.”

      “I don’t know if there’s anything we can do for Kazekiri,” he admitted. “She has to make her own choices, and as her friends, all we can do is support those choices. But you can help Ariel.”

      “How?”

      “By being there for her.” Alex gave the princess his most determined look, trying to motivate her through eye contact alone. “You’re her big sister. As her big sister, you have a responsibility to be there for Ariel and help her when she stumbles. Be her shoulder to cry on, her support pillar to lean on, and try to help her whenever she needs it. Oh! But don’t be overbearing. She’ll get angry if she feels like you’re being too obtrusive.”

      Alex had learned this lesson the hard way when Alice had been dealing with bullies a few years back. He tried really hard to be a good brother and beat the snot out of those bullies, but Alice had gotten upset at him. And okay, maybe he had gone a little overboard when he decided to hang them on the school by their underwear. However! Yes! However! They were the ones who had started it when they picked on his little sister.

      “That sounds like good advice.” Gabrielle pulled one of her legs onto the bed and turned to more fully face him. She began to lean over. “You know a whole lot about helping a sibling.”

      “When you have to raise your sister without parents, you learn a thing or two.” Alex shrugged as he slowly leaned in.

      Their lips soon met in a gentle kiss. Alex scooted closer as he lifted his hands to her face. Gabrielle’s warm cheeks sent tingles through his palm as he kissed her lower lip, then her upper lip, before irregularly switching back and forth.

      A pair of arms wrapped around Alex’s neck as Gabrielle shifted on the bed, until she was straddling his waist. Alex tilted his head up and opened his mouth. Gabrielle slipped her warm, wet, and hot tongue inside as she pushed him onto his back, which met the bed with a soft thwump.

      Her soft hands went into his hair as she pressed her full-bodied figure against him. Her breasts, covered only by a thin fabric of cloth, squished into his chest. He was beginning to regret wearing a shirt. He wanted to feel her magnificent chest against his bare skin.
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Those regrets soon went flying out the viewport as Gabrielle trailed her hands down his torso, then slipped them underneath his shirt. Her warm palms and soft fingers mapped out the contours of his abdominal and pectoral muscles. It sent shivers down his spine.

      Alex was getting hard. The bulge in his pants twitched as it strained against its confines. It soon came into contact with Gabrielle’s crotch, covered only by thin shorts and panties. The warmth from her crotch made him groan into her mouth. He moved his hips, rubbing himself against her, which in turn caused Gabrielle to moan and grind against him.

      Gabrielle pulled back when they ran out of breath. Her breasts jiggled as her shoulders heaved with each breath she took. With her hands on his chest, she stared at him with half-lidded eyes.

      “Alex… I want to have sex now.”

      “That’s a pretty convenient coincidence,” Alex said. “So do I.”

      Alex flipped them over so that Gabrielle was lying on her back, and he was sitting by her feet. He slipped his finger inside of her shorts and panties. She raised her hips, allowing him to slide both articles of clothing down her legs.

      As he discarded her panties, he took a moment to admire Gabrielle. Her legs, while not muscular like Nyx’s or Kazekiri’s, contained the softness of a woman and the shape of a glamour model. She had small feet, slender calves, and wide hips. The gap between her legs added an eroticism to her innocent nature. She was still wearing his shirt, though it was now bunched up. Somehow, it made her look even more stunning to his eyes.

      “Hey, Gabby?” He looked into her face. Gabrielle’s cheeks were flushed a healthy pink.

      “Yes?”

      “I love you.”

      He didn’t know if Gabrielle said anything back, though if she did, he could imagine what it was. Either way, the next thing he heard was Gabrielle’s cry of ecstasy as he placed his head between her legs and kissed her.

      Gabrielle’s back arced and her legs came up to wrap around his head. Alex grunted as she squeezed him hard enough that he thought his skull would crack, but he continued kissing her, probing her with his tongue, licking her lips, and suckling on the small bundle of nerves that he recognized from his anatomy classes.

      When he looked up, Alex could not see much beyond the small, trimmed patch of silver hair. However, it looked like Gabrielle had lifted her shirt over her breasts. He could just barely see her fondling her own boobs, playing with her nipples, her cries muffled as if she had stuck the shirt in her mouth to keep it from falling back over her massive jugs.

      Alex knew when Gabrielle’s muffled cries and pants picked up that she was almost done. Her thighs, covered in a glistening sheen of sweat, were quivering like jelly, and her engorged lips were pulsating against his mouth. Juices leaked from her lips, but he lapped them up like a man dying from thirst, and that’s when it happened.

      Gabrielle was a squirter. Alex kept his mouth over her as she came hard. He couldn’t get everything, and his lower lips and chin became drenched in her juices. As the legs around his head went limp and fell onto the bed, Alex leaned back up and wiped the juices from his face.

      He had been correct when he thought that Gabrielle had bit down on her shirt. While her mouth was now hanging open, the shirt still remained near it, wet and wrinkled. Her breasts were fully exposed. The light pink nipples complemented her porcelain skin. He loved the way her boobs remained naturally perky, but still had that bit of sagging to show they were real. With her long hair arrayed around her like a halo, and her pure white wings spread as far out as they could go, Alex couldn’t help but make a correlation between her appearance and a religion he had read about in a holonet book several years ago.

      Alex removed his pants and underwear, then moved forward until he was positioned between her legs. He leaned over. Placing his hands on either side of Gabrielle’s head, he waited until his fiancée noticed his presence.

      “Alex…” she breathed. “Are we going to have sex now?”

      It was such a blunt question and spoken with such innocence that Alex could not keep himself from chortling.

      “Yes,” Alex answered with a smile. “We are going to have sex now.”

      “I’m glad.” Gabrielle’s arms wobbled as she raised them, but then she wrapped her arms around his neck and pulled his head down until their noses were touching. “Because I really like having sex with you.”

      “This girl doesn’t know how to talk dirty at all. How boring.”

      “Hush, Asmodeus. Let these two enjoy themselves without your commentary.”

      Thank you.

      Alex’s eyes twinkled as he nuzzled their noses together. “And I really like having sex with you, too, Gabby.”

      Gabrielle’s smile as Alex slowly sheathed himself inside of her was so beautiful that even the birth of a star wouldn’t have looked half as magnificent.
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      Lucifer covered his mouth as he yawned. Sitting in a bed that was much too large for just one person, he found himself missing his wives. How long had it been since he had seen them in person anyway? Damn politics were always keeping them apart.

      Well, I guess it’s technically my fault they aren’t with me right now.

      Ēostre was currently on Mars, keeping a watch on his nephew and daughters, Gadreel was off on a mission with King Uther, and Amaterasu was currently on tour. The last he saw of her, she’d had a concert on the planet, Pog.

      I should check up on them.

      Scooting himself back against the bed, Lucifer didn’t even bother to cover his naked torso as he swiped his hand through the air. A holographic display appeared in front of him. Squinting his eyes, he scrolled through his list of contacts, which he would need to cull because it was too fucking big. Damn it. Being the Emperor of the Galaxy really blew chunks sometimes.

      Finally, he found Gadreel’s private communication line and selected it. Leaning back against the pillows, he waited for his wife to pick up.

      “Lucifer!”

      The face of his wife appeared on the screen. Long silver hair. Green eyes. A smile that could outshine binary stars. Gadreel was what Lucifer imagined his eldest daughter would look like in a few decades. Even as he admired her, Lucifer noticed that his wife still didn’t have a single blemish. Well, obviously. She was an Angelisian. Age wouldn’t show on her, or him, for a couple hundred more years.

      “Gadreel,” Lucifer greeted with a smile.

      “This is a pretty sudden call. Is something going on?” Gadreel asked. “You don’t usually call… um… hmmm…”

      “Is there a problem?”

      Gadreel pouted at him. “Why are you shirtless? You know what that does to me.”

      “Sorry. I just woke up. I’m in transit to Mars.”

      “Mars?” Gadreel tilted her head. “Where is that?”

      Before Lucifer could answer, an explosion ripped through the air, not from his side, but from Gadreel’s line. Lucifer blinked as his wife turned her head and looked back at something. She shouted something at someone offscreen. He couldn’t make out the words because it was garbled from the explosions, but someone shouted back.

      “Is there a problem?” asked Lucifer, raising an eyebrow.

      “Not really.” Gadreel smiled as she tucked a strand of silver hair behind her ear. “Some people from Ragnarok found our location. We were in the process of changing hideouts, but Uther tipped them off because he’s a clumsy sack of shi—”

      “I AM NOT CLUMSY!”

      “Yes, you are! Now, shut up! I’m talking to my hubby! Anyway, we’re getting ready to leave.”

      “Should I let you go?”

      “That would be nice. I’ll be sure to call you back when we arrive at our next location.” As more explosions rocked the background, Gadreel sent him a smoldering look. “When I call back, I expect to have a long, involved, and very pleasant conversation with you that isn’t being interrupted by explosions and idiots.”

      “Who are you calling an idiot?!” came a shout from offscreen.

      “Who do you think?!” Gadreel shouted back.

      Lucifer chuckled. “I look forward to it.”

      “Bye, Lucifer! Love you!” Another explosion went off. Gadreel turned her head and yelled some more. “Damn it, Uther! I’m trying to say goodbye here!!”

      “That isn’t my fault! We’re under attack. Pay more attention to our situation!”

      “I don’t need to do that! That’s your job, you fucking piece of—”

      As the holographic communication cut out, Lucifer tried and failed to contain his snorts. Fortunately, there was no one else in the room with him, so he wouldn’t be looked at strangely for snorting at the antics between his first wife and his best male friend. It looked like they were getting along the same as always.

      Climbing out of bed, Lucifer got himself dressed. He let his silver Angelisian crisis suit synchronize with his body, then donned his black armor. He liked the way the black and silver contrasted each other. After making sure he looked good in the mirror, the Emperor of the Galaxy—a title that sounded cool but came with really shitty responsibilities—left his bedroom.

      “At ease,” he said to the soldiers guarding either side of his door when they saluted.

      “My Lord!” they said in unison.

      Wandering down the hall, Lucifer stretched his wings and arms, ridding himself of the last vestiges of sleep as the sound of his adamantium greaves pounded against the floor.

      Several soldiers passed by. All of them knelt like knights before their king. It was a bit annoying. He was fine with them showing their respect, but he thought it was too troublesome to deal with after he’d just woken up. If they had time to bow, they had time to be more productive.

      Stepping onto the bridge, Lucifer just ignored how everyone stood up and saluted at him. He walked up to his command chair. It was large, imposing, and felt more comfortable than it looked. The red cushion that he sat on was made from the same organic foam that his bed was made of.

      “Your Majesty Lucifer,” said a large, rugged man with a scar running down from his hairline all the way to his jaw. He was wearing thick silver armor over the standard black and white Angelisian crisis suit. A sword hung off his left hip. The moment Lucifer had sat down, this man walked up and knelt in deference.

      “Ah… Michael,” he greeted the man. “Are you and Diana excited about getting to see your husband?”

      The man stood up. “You mean my second wife, My Lord?”

      Lucifer withheld a chuckle when the man’s face twisted into a grimace. “Indeed. I meant your second wife.”

      Michael shifted as he ran a hand through his spiky blond hair. “I think life has been rather peaceful without that idiot running amok… however, I will admit that life is not the same without that idiot running amok, so I guess you could say I’m excited… though I’d rather not see him.”

      Lucifer was very glad he hadn’t been drinking anything, or he might have choked on it. That was easily the most roundabout and misleading way of saying you missed someone that he had ever heard. He believed there was a name for people like Michael, people who couldn’t admit to what they really felt and made excuses or lied to accommodate for their embarrassment, but it escaped him at the moment.

      “So I see.” He gazed at the large man, who towered over him like a goliath, with an authority that belied his stature. “By the way, where is Diana?”

      “Currently training the soldiers, sir.”

      “Ah.”

      Diana was his most powerful soldier and held up by others as the ideal to which all soldiers should strive. She had more power in her pinky than most people, her skills with both sword and gun were outstanding, and she was a beauty on top of that.

      She used to have more suitors than you can fire a cruiser missile at. He still remembered how she would get at least twenty love letters and proposals every day. It had been funny for a time, though it quickly got annoying. Did people think his palace was a place to send love letters? He was glad when Michael and Azrael managed to tie the woman down, though this still didn’t stop some people from trying to join anyway.

      “Since you’re not with your wife, I take it you have a status report to give me?”

      “Just an update on our arrival time, Your Majesty.”

      “And how long will it take for us to arrive?”

      “We are on schedule. Just as we predicted, it will take exactly twenty-four lunar cycles to reach Mars. That is, of course, provided that no unexpected mishaps take place along the way.”

      It was a very subtle jab, one that only a commander of his army could make.

      Everyone knew that he had a tendency to cause trouble when he traveled. Whether that was attacking a space pirate’s vessel or deciding to intervene in a war between planets, there was no activity that Lucifer wouldn’t commit to if it quelled his boredom. He once received a treasure map while on a diplomatic tour and decided to neglect his duties in favor of going treasure hunting. His subordinates and ministers had been beside themselves with anxiety. They probably would have lectured him if they didn’t fear his temper.

      Lucifer sighed and leaned back in his chair. So they had only completed one-fourth of their voyage. How annoying. Why did Sandalphon have to move to such an out of the way quadrant of the galaxy?

      As he sat there on his chair, thinking about what he would do when he finally met his nephew face-to-face, Lucifer could not help but wonder how his eldest daughter, a girl who was not known for her patience, managed to travel from Angelisia to Mars.

      Then he decided that some mysteries were probably best left as mysteries.
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          Absence of the Heart

        

      

    

    
      Alex woke up surrounded by two warm bodies. Stirring, he slowly opened his eyes and turned his head. The beautifully fair-skinned face of Jasmine was framed by her blonde hair. He realized, almost absently, that he was lying on his side. Jasmine lay on her opposite side and was facing him. Her hands were tightly clasping his as if refusing to let go even in sleep.

      If she was in front of him, then…

      He looked down. His body was covered by a blanket, so he couldn’t see the arms that had wrapped around his middle, but there were several strands of silver hair falling over his body. Gabrielle, then. That’s right. Last night, he had gone to bed with Jasmine and Gabrielle.

      Since he was awake, Alex decided to get a start on his day, like he did every day. After carefully removing Gabrielle’s hands so as not to wake her, Alex slipped out from between the two and began getting dressed.

      Well, he tried to slip out of bed.

      “Oh ho,” someone said in his ears as a hand grabbed his wrist. “Alexander… what are you doing up so early? Come back to bed.”

      Alex turned his head back to Jasmine, now awake, her groggy blue eyes staring at him as a consternated frown marred her lips. The pajamas she had donned the night before were slightly askew. A few of the buttons had been undone, meaning he could see a hint of her cleavage and a good portion of her beautiful shoulders.

      “It’s morning,” Alex replied to her words. “You know I like to exercise first thing in the morning.”

      “Hmm… that is true,” Jasmine murmured. “You are the King of Exercise. Very well.” She nodded several times. It seemed she was beginning to wake up. “In that case, I shall accompany you.”

      “You’re going to run with me?”

      “Oh ho. As the Queen of Running, it is my duty.”

      Jasmine had never gone on his morning runs before, but perhaps that was because… because Kazekiri had run with him. He knew that she exercised. Jasmine mostly did activities like yoga and combat training, though. Could she even run ten kilometers before tiring out?

      “All right. Do you have running clothes?”

      “Oh ho ho. Who do you think you are talking to?”

      Jasmine climbed out of the bed. With both of them gone, Gabrielle frowned as if she sensed their missing presence, rolled over until she was on her stomach, and buried her face in the pillow that Alex had been using. Her wings flapped several times before she settled down.

      Alex put on his Angelisian crisis suit. That still hurt. However, Alex was growing used to pain. After the crisis suit came his running clothes, tight shorts and a sleeveless shirt, both in black. He didn’t put on his shoes. They were near the entrance.

      He looked over at Jasmine to see that she had stripped off all her clothing. Even though part of him felt guilty, Alex still found his eyes straying toward Jasmine’s firm rear end. It was shaped like a heart and looked like a pair of bubbles had been attached to her backside. Jasmine had what many women would probably call the ideal amount of firmness and softness. Having touched that butt several times already, he knew how firm it was.

      Swiping her finger through the air, Jasmine opened a portal to her own personal D-space and summoned running clothes. While Alex was blinking in surprise, she slid a pair of tight black shorts up her beautiful legs. The shorts conformed to her bottom so well that he could easily see the muscles of her ass. Out of all the girls living with him, Jasmine’s butt was probably the most attractive, and he knew it was also quite sensitive.

      Turning ever so slightly to present her profile, Alex watched as she then slipped a pink sports bra over her head. He gulped when chanced a glimpse at her bare chest before she pulled the bra over it. Like the shorts, it was tight and stretched across her massive chest. Of course, her breasts weren’t huge. On an average woman of 162 centimeters, Jasmine’s chest would have been modest, but on her, a girl of only about 140 centimeters, they looked gigantic.

      Since the sports bra didn’t cover anything except her chest, both her lower back and flat stomach were exposed. With her sports bra on, Jasmine raised her hands, revealing her smooth underarms as she tied her hair into a ponytail.

      Keep calm, Alex. Stay calm. Don’t jump her. You might be a horndog, but show some self-restraint.

      “You ready?” he asked.

      Jasmine’s response was about what he expected. “Oh ho ho. But of course.”

      They went to the entrance and put their shoes on before leaving. Alex was surprised to realize that Jasmine actually did have a pair of really nice running shoes. They were the super expensive kind he expected from an aristocrat—former aristocrat.

      The air was crisp and cool, the same as it was every day thanks to the weather control stations, which simulated weather patterns. Thinking on it, weren’t they due for one of their bi-annual showers soon?

      “You set an awfully fast pace,” Jasmine said as they ran alongside a canal. She breathed in through her nose and out through her mouth. Her breathing was steady and even.

      “This is the pace I usually set.” Alex craned his neck slightly to look at Jasmine as he pumped his arms back and forth. “Let me know if you need me to slow down.”

      “Oh ho ho ho… who do you think I am? I am the Queen of Running. This pace is nothing. I can keep this up all day.”

      They went alongside the canal. Alex didn’t pay much attention to the running water, but the sound was soothing. Crystal clear water reflected sunlight that shone a brilliant gold as they reached one of several bridges.

      Alex kept a steady pace, breathing even. He had a lot more stamina now than he used to. It must have been due to his Angelisian and daemon blood becoming so prominent. With the seal loosening, his true nature was coming out.

      To Alex’s surprise, Jasmine really did manage to run all the way to the crater that contained Mars City, though she was leaning over, hands on her knees and shoulders heaving by the end of it. She took several deep lungfuls of air as rivulets of sweat ran down her face, neck, and stomach.

      “Are you okay?”

      “Oh… ho… ho… I am fine. Ugh, just let me catch my breath.”

      Alex saw how much Jasmine was struggling and decided to help out. He summoned a towel from his D-space and began wiping the sweat from her neck and forehead, then summoned a small cooling patch, which he placed on her head. It wasn’t much, but it would help cool her down.

      “Oh ho. Thank you, Alexander.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      Several benches dotted the area, and one of them was underneath the shade of a tree. Jasmine plopped down on the bench, her lackadaisical manner flying in the face of what was expected of a noble. Alex thought it was a good thing. It meant she didn’t feel the need to put on airs with him, that she was willing to just be herself.

      While Jasmine rested, Alex turned to Mars City. They were standing on a precipice. A small fence blocked off the edge of a very steep drop. This particular spot offered a perfect view of Mars City, and Alex knew it was a well-known couples’ spot during the evening.

      Despite being built in a crater that was approximately 1.5 kilometers deep, the many skyscrapers of Mars City rose high above their heads, gleaming in the artificial sun’s light. From where he stood overlooking the city, Alex could see the tops of the most massive skyscrapers. Those were where the nobles resided. The top of the towers were penthouses, while the floors below them were dedicated to whatever businesses they owned in Mars City.

      “You know I never liked this sight,” Jasmine said suddenly.

      Alex turned to find her staring at the city as well. “You don’t?”

      Jasmine shook her head. “Mars City is built up instead of out. While I understand that this is due to the city being built in a crater, which they did to accommodate for the dome’s size, I believe it is also a statement.” She paused long enough for her frown to grow. “Those at the top will always get to the top by stepping on those at the bottom.”

      It didn’t take a genius to know where she was coming from. As a former noble herself, she knew how nobles worked. In fact, she probably knew better than anyone how nobles treated those underneath them. Her mom was, after all, not a noble.

      Jasmine had been born out of wedlock. Her father was the head of the de Truante family, a noble family that owned many of the space lanes that had been mapped out for safe travel between the planets of this solar system. Alex didn’t know when Jasmine’s father had met her mother, but at some point, he had found the café that she owned, seduced her, and Jasmine had been born, though her mother had died during childbirth due to complications.

      While her father had taken her in, Jasmine rarely ever spoke to the man. Her whole family had basically ignored the girl’s existence for her entire life. They hired tutors to teach her and nannies to care for her, but they themselves never paid her any attention… not until she turned thirteen.

      There were many laws regarding matters of marriage and sex. Teenagers who were fourteen to nineteen were allowed to engage in sexual activities so long as both parties consented, but marriage was something that could only happen when a person turned sixteen. Likewise, for someone to marry at sixteen, all parties, the parents, the groom, and the bride, needed to sign a contract stating that everyone consented to the union. What’s more, it had to be filed by both the Galactic Defense Force’s Bureau of Marital Affairs and the local police force. In this case, the Mars Police Force.

      When Jasmine turned thirteen, her father began taking her out to functions, but it wasn’t so he could spend time with her. The parties he took her to were the kind where noble men and women rubbed elbows. They were the type of soirees one could only expect nobles to attend.

      His purpose in taking her to those parties was to parade her before other nobles in the hopes of finding someone who would be interested in forming an alliance through marriage. Jasmine’s only purpose for existing had been to marry some prick for her father’s political gain.

      Alex clenched his fists at the thought of someone’s own dad trying to marry their daughter off at thirteen. The idea made him sick.

      While he did not remember much about his father, Alex did remember the important bits. He remembered how kind his father was, how caring he was, and how he always tried to do right by them. That was how a father should act. Jasmine’s dad couldn’t even be called a father. He was just a sperm donor as far as Alex was concerned.

      I should have decked that prick in the face when I had the chance.

      Alex had never hated someone more than he hated Jasmine’s dad. That man was an inhuman douchebag of such epic proportions that even calling him such was an insult to douchebags everywhere. Even the most obtuse jerk had more sensitivity than him. He wasn’t just a horrible father. He was an awful person. And he was the one person whom Alex wished ill fortune on.

      A hand suddenly slid into his, interrupting his thoughts. He looked at Jasmine, who stood beside him, a smile lighting up her face.

      “Oh ho. Alexander, I believe I have rested enough. Shall we head back?”

      “Yeah.” Alex squeezed her hand. “Let’s head back.”
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      It was the job of a maid to take care of the house, or so she had read when looking up what maids did on the holonet. However, Master had been very stubborn about not letting her work for the longest time. He was keeping her from attending to her sworn duties as a maid.

      She understood that it was because Master was used to doing everything himself. That said, it injured her pride as a maid when he told her that he didn’t need her to do anything.

      That was why she was making breakfast while he and Mistress took a bath together.

      I would have liked to join them. This is a great opportunity to take more pictures.

      Although Madison wished she could take pictures of Master and Mistress naked in the bath together, she knew that Master would be most cross if she did. She had already tried it once and got kicked out. Hence, instead of trying to take pictures of the pair bathing, she was down in the kitchen, preparing a lovely and nutritional breakfast.

      Master had programmed many recipes into her database when creating her. All of them were quite healthy. However, Madison, in her quest to become the best maid and companion that her mistress could ask for, had learned even more recipes. She knew how to make delicious foods from all over the solar system.

      At the moment, she was preparing a wide variety of dishes. The sizzling sound of cooking meat filled the air as several pans sat upon the automatic cooker. Each one had a generous coating of olive oil; the sizzling came from the variety of meats sitting on the hot pans.

      Madison looked in their fridge to see what else was available and began removing all the containers filled with fruits. There were blueberries, blackberries, strawberries, and boysenberries. She also grabbed some yogurt. It was the Greek kind.

      Greek yogurt wasn’t actually from Greece. The country known as Greece, which had fallen centuries before the Unification War due to the massive influx of refugees sowing discord, did not create Greek yogurt. She had read that a company called Fage, which no longer existed, had started in Athens, Greece, and was the first company to put the word “Greek” on their yogurt labels.

      In either event, Greek yogurt was really just yogurt with most of the whey strained out, making it thicker. It is generally made the same way as other yogurts by heating milk, then adding a bacteria culture to kick-start fermentation, which turns the liquid into a more solid goop. It was the next step that separated “Greek” yogurt from the regular stuff. That was the straining process, which made the yogurt thicker.

      Strained yogurt was a product that had been made around the world long before the now-extinct company attached “Greek” to the name. This type of yogurt simply came to be known as Greek yogurt because the name caught on in a country called America. Even now, thousands of years later, it was still called Greek yogurt. Madison doubted there were many people who actually knew the origins of this food like her.

      As she cooked breakfast, the doors to the kitchen opened and people began pouring in. The first one to enter was Nyx, the assassin and Master’s newly dubbed bodyguard. She entered, stopped, looked at Madison, frowned, then walked over to a chair, which she sat down on, feet dangling off the ground. What an odd reaction. After Nyx came Ariel and Michelle. Alice, who had been in the living room, came in once Madison finished cooking, no doubt drawn by the smell.

      The last three to enter were Gabrielle, Master, and Mistress. Madison immediately noticed that their hair was wet, including Gabrielle’s. She joined the pair in the bath.

      “You already made breakfast.” Alex blinked.

      “Of course, Master. I have been programmed with many different recipes, as you well know. I figured it was time to finally put my skills to use… since you were busy.”

      If Master noticed the admonishment in her tone, he didn’t let on. He just smiled and said, “Thank you.”

      “You are welcome, Master,” Madison said as she finished putting all the food on the table.

      Because there were so many people (Alice, Ariel, Gabrielle, Master, Mistress, Michelle, and Nyx), Madison had made a lot of food. She cooked even more than she would for seven people because the three Angelisian princesses ate nearly three times more food than humans did. Massive stacks of protein pancakes and waffles sat on a tray alongside jars of syrup and butter. Slices of fruit were mixed into a large bowl with Greek yogurt. There were hashbrowns, bacon, and sausages.

      Basically, she had made enough to feed an army.

      Angelisians ate a lot on their own. Madison had calculated that Gabrielle alone consumed about 2,654 calories for breakfast. Just breakfast. She ate even more for lunch and dinner. After careful observation, she had determined that an Angelisian consumed anywhere from 6,500 to 8,950 calories every single day… and there were three of them living under this roof.

      “Master,” Madison began, “I regret to inform you that we are all out of food.”

      Her master frowned. “You used the last of our food for breakfast?”

      “Yes, Master.”

      “All right.” He sighed. “We’ll do some shopping after I get back from walking everyone to school.”

      “Very good, Master.” Madison bowed to him. She could have done the shopping herself, but Alex always liked to do things himself. He said it was because he wanted to ensure with his own eyes that his family only received quality food. She believed he was lying. Master was like her. Having someone do something he used to always do like cooking, cleaning, or shopping injured his pride.

      Madison smiled. She liked to think she got her stubborn streak from Master.
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      Alex was glad that Madison had informed him they were out of food today. It was Friday, which meant that he, Madison, and Nyx could get the shopping done while everyone else was at school. That would make things easier.

      “You have a test today, right, Ariel?” Gabrielle was talking to her younger sister as they walked to school. She was also holding Ariel’s hand. “Are you ready for the test?”

      “I think so,” Ariel muttered as she tightly gripped her big sister’s hand. He wondered if she realized what she was doing. “You helped me study, so I’m pretty sure I’ll do a good job.”

      Gabrielle’s smile remained brighter than a star going nova. “That’s good! I really hope my tutoring helped!”

      For the past several days, ever since Kazekiri left, Gabrielle had been acting as Ariel’s emotional support, spending more time with the girl, helping her study, watching holodramas, and playing video games. She had done her best to make sure Ariel was never lonely. It had helped a little.

      Alex ignored the slight pain in his chest.

      Ariel had… not been avoiding him, not quite, but she wasn’t as close to him as they used to be. She no longer came to him for help with homework. When it was her turn to spend time with him, she gave it to someone else. Sometimes he would catch her looking at him, but she always looked away once she realized he had noticed her.

      It was because he had let Kazekiri leave.

      He wasn’t sure when, but sometime after Kazekiri had begun living with them, she and Ariel had become friends. She, Ariel, and Alice. It wouldn’t be unusual to see the three of them spending time together. Kazekiri would take them out of the house while he and Gabrielle were down in the lab, and they would be gone for several hours before coming back with smiles on their faces. Even Alice had been smiling, which never happened. Like never.

      Alex was positive Ariel blamed him for letting Kazekiri leave. However, it wasn’t like he wanted this to happen. He had done everything he could to convince her to stay, but no matter how much he wished Kazekiri would remain with them, he couldn’t force her. He hoped Ariel understood that.

      “She’s not angry at you, you know,” someone said to his left.

      Michelle was holding his left hand, their fingers laced. As she noticed his gaze, she tucked a strand of her long, silvery blue hair behind her long, pointed ear and smiled at him.

      “I know it seems like she’s avoiding you because of what happened, but that’s not what’s going on.” Michelle looked at Ariel as she walked at the head of their large procession with Gabrielle. “It’s not that she’s angry at you, but that she feels guilty for accusing you of letting Kazekiri leave.”

      Alex looked back at Ariel, who must have noticed his eyes on her, for she craned her neck to look back at him. It was only for a second. A look of guilt flashed across her face, and then she turned back to Gabrielle.

      “That does make more sense,” Alex admitted. “Ariel sometimes acts in ways that contradict how she feels, but she’s never struck me as illogical.”

      Nodding, Michelle’s lips quirked into an amused smile. “Ariel tends to act on her feelings first. Once she settles down, she realizes her mistakes, but she doesn’t know how to fix them. She’s avoiding you because she’s not sure what to do, and she’s worried trying to fix the situation will make it worse.”

      “So you’re saying I should take the first step?” he asked after considering her words.

      “Are you saying you shouldn’t?” Michelle’s eyes twinkled. “You are the king of this harem. As the king, it is your responsibility to take care of us.”

      Alex tried not to let his skin crawl at the words “king” and “harem.” It had been quite a while since he had accepted his responsibilities and agreed to form a polyamorous relationship with these girls. He should have been used to it by now.

      He went back to thinking about Ariel and her problem and how best to solve it. Alex still wasn’t great at resolving interpersonal problems. His communication wasn’t bad, but he just lacked the experience necessary to deal with certain issues. Ariel seemed to have a similar issue. They wouldn’t have found themselves in this situation if that wasn’t the case.

      So, then, how should he go about this?

      “I’ll talk to her after school.”

      “Good.”

      A moment of silence passed between them as Michelle stared at him like she expected something. He frowned, but then his expression cleared up as he realized what she wanted. Leaning down, Alex kissed Michelle, who responded by eagerly claiming his lips.

      “I’m not sure I approve of giving kisses as a reward,” Alex said when they leaned back.

      “Then kiss me because you want to,” Michelle fired back before leaning up and stealing his lips one more time.

      Gabrielle noticed the second kiss, however, and responded by pouting. “Waa!! No fair! I want to kiss Alex, too!”
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He only had a single second’s worth of a bad premonition to warn him of the danger.

      “W-wait, Gabrielle! Don’t—”

      He was too late.

      Gabrielle pounced and Alex nearly fell backward. If he hadn’t been wearing his Angelisian crisis suit, he might have flown backwards, such was the strength behind her tackle. He just barely managed to hold himself up as the girl wrapped her arms and legs around him.

      “Oh ho ho ho ho ho! As the Queen of Pouncing, I do believe I should be allowed to get in on this action! Oh ho ho ho ho ho ho!”

      Alex was already struggling under the weight of Gabrielle, so when Jasmine pounced on him as well, he was unable to maintain his balance and toppled to the ground.

      That seemed to be some kind of cue. With nary a thought, Michelle and Nyx joined the others in what soon became a pile of warm bodies.

      It would take them a full fifteen minutes to untangle themselves.
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      Upon returning home after dropping the girls off at school, Alex and Nyx proceeded down to the simulation chamber, where they sparred for two whole hours.

      Alex leapt back as several transmuted stakes impaled the ground he was standing on. He swept out his hand like he was brushing off dust. Blue energy extended from his hand, morphed into a blade, and sliced through the stakes. Then he reared his fist back and slammed it into the ground. Cracks split the ground asunder and Nyx was forced to leap out.

      He would have gone after her, but Nyx soon vanished down an alley, and when he looked through it, the woman was gone.

      Their setting for this battle was a suburb, but it wasn’t Mars City. The skyrises looked completely different and alien. A red sun hung in the sky and the atmosphere was cast in perpetual twilight.

      This cityscape was one that Nyx had installed. It was called Lykofos. It was a city run by criminal warlords all vying for supremacy on a planet rife with corruption—and it was Nyx’s home turn, in many ways. This was the city where she had first earned a name for herself as an infamous assassin.

      Alex couldn’t see Nyx anywhere, so he didn’t focus on his sight, and instead projected his power into the atmosphere, creating a several dozen meter bubble around himself. He could detect anything that entered this bubble.

      Several projectiles passed through. Alex spun around and slashed them apart with a blade made from energy. It was merely a distraction, however, as Nyx sprung from the ground behind him, sharp nails set to impale his back. He dodged by a hair’s breadth. Spinning around, he lashed out with a heel kick that caught the woman’s hand. He winced as her nails raked into his foot, but he avoided the worst possible scenario.

      Now that she was out in the open, Alex had no intention of letting her go. He attacked Nyx with his energy sword. She created a pair of swords from her hands and blocked his strikes. The sound made from their weapons meeting was strange. Because his sword was made from energy instead of a material substance like metal, they didn’t create the clanging sound he was so used to. It was more like a crackling thrum.

      Alex’s energy could cut through most weapons. Had Nyx’s weapons been normal, he would have sliced right through them and cut into her flesh, but these were weapons Nyx had created with her alchemy, and they were a part of her body. Strengthened to something far beyond normal substances, they withstood the rigors of their battle.

      While he was distracted fighting her, several stakes suddenly jutted from the floor and walls of buildings on either side of the street. Alex was forced to dodge. Nyx had let her foot merge with the ground to transmute their surroundings. She took her foot back out and attacked him while he was distracted. He gritted his teeth as he struggled to dodge her sharp swings while moving around the transmuted stakes, but it soon became impossible, and he was forced to cut through them or risk being impaled by Nyx.

      Unfortunately, he was unable to dodge her next attack when several stakes grew from the ground faster than he could react and impaled him from all sides. He died. Then his body healed as though nothing had happened.

      The battle continued. During that time, Alex got his ass handed to him no less than three times. However, he did feel like he was slowly improving.

      Alex had been picking up on the nuances of Nyx’s fighting style. That was an oxymoron. Nyx didn’t really have a set style, but rather, mixed and matched many different styles of combat together, creating an almost unpredictable method of attacking. That said, Alex was beginning to figure out how she thought, which made countering her easier.

      Being an assassin, Nyx primarily relied on misdirection and stealth, attacking from blind spots at lightning speed, and using alchemy to create multiple attacks from several different angles. When stealth didn’t work, Nyx relied on large-scale transmutations that were big and flashy to distract her opponents, then while the opponent was dealing with her alchemy, she killed them before they could even realize she was there.

      As an aside, Alex realized that the way she had fought him during the battle on the bridge had been very different from how she normally fought. Had she seriously wanted to kill him, she would not have gone for a full-frontal assault. It was enough to tell him where her thoughts had been during that time.

      When fighting up close, Nyx used smaller transmutations to trip up her opponents. Sometimes, this would be creating roots out of the ground that wrapped around her opponent’s legs. Other times, it involved transmuting walls that blocked her opponent from escaping. Alex once found himself being boxed in that way. He had tried to leap out, but she covered the box with a lid. Then she sprang out of the ground like a drill and sliced him in half.

      That hadn’t been pleasant.

      It had been months since Alex and Nyx began training like this, and in those months, Alex felt like he had improved, slowly but surely. When they first started, Nyx often killed him within seconds of the battle beginning. He had lasted during their session today for an entire hour before she slipped an attack through his guard. She had impaled his feet with small stakes that distracted him long enough to shove her elongated and sharpened nails through his eyes.

      Double unpleasant.

      After taking an hour-long shower together, Alex, Madison, and Nyx went to the grocery store.

      While convenience stores were a place that had survived throughout the ages, grocery stores were something that evolved to suit the era. Instead of aisles with foods and snacks sitting on racks or hanging from shelves, stores had aisles with monitors that sold specific types of food. From the monitor, you selected the quantity of whatever item said monitor sold, and the amount would be added to your “grocery list” using an app found on the IDband. Once finished shopping, shoppers went up to the front, where they paid for their goods, which were then delivered to the house listed on a person’s registry via shuttle delivery service.

      When Madison had told Alex that they were all out of food, she really did mean they were all out of food. There hadn’t been a single ingredient left in their pantry. Their fridge had been so depressingly empty that Alex could’ve sworn it was crying.

      They needed to stock up.

      Alex used to shop day by day, buying what he needed to make dinner that day instead of stocking up on food. It used to be easier on his budget to do things this way. The only foods he stocked up on were lunch foods because he liked to prepare lunches for Alice in advance. It made things easier for him.

      They couldn’t do that now. With three hungry Angelisians, an assassin, and himself, they had at least four people who could eat an entire pantry’s worth of food in less than a week.

      “What should we get, Master?” asked Madison as she and Nyx journeyed down the aisles with him.

      “We need to get lunch foods first.” Alex looked at the items being sold. Ramen. Chicken. Rice. Soup. “Rice, bread, deli meats, noodles, chicken, pork… and we need to get enough to last us for the week. I’ll forward you the list.”

      “Understood.” Madison nodded as Alex typed into his IDband, directly sending the robot maid the list he had created. “Shall I separate from you and begin grabbing half of these? I can start from the bottom, while you start from the top.”

      “Sounds like a plan.”

      Madison curtsied before leaving him and Nyx in their chosen aisle. Alex watched her go before going through his half of the list.

      Grocery stores were not very big. Since they didn’t have the food stocked in the store, there was no back room, and the food wasn’t prepared there, so they didn’t have any departments.

      With the advent of cryo technology, stale or expired food was a thing of the past. All food that was prepared was placed in boxes that kept them in a form of suspended animation. These boxes kept the food at a perfect temperature, sealed it from all forms of harmful bacteria, and basically stopped it in time. Even the fridges now had slots to place specific types of food inside so they could be cryo-frozen.

      As he walked into another aisle, Alex realized that he couldn’t hear Nyx’s footsteps anymore. He looked behind him. Nyx was standing several meters away. She was staring at a holographic display. It was a large image of manjū, a popular confection with an outside made from flour, rice powder, and buckwheat. The inside was filled with bean paste.

      Alex wondered if the sweat trickling from his scalp was surprise or resignation. Perhaps a little of both.

      He walked up to Nyx, stopping behind her. Nyx turned her head and looked up at him. Even though her expression remained unchanged, Alex could sense the question in her eyes.

      “Do you… want one?” asked Alex, already knowing the answer.

      “Yes, please.” Nyx nodded, paused, then added. “I have never tried this before.”

      “I figured.”

      Alex smiled helplessly as he went up to the machine that sat underneath the holographic display. It was a vending machine. They weren’t used very often, but sometimes a store wanted to contain a product that people could eat while shopping, or it would offer samples so people could decide whether they wanted to buy more.

      After getting Nyx her manjū, they continued shopping. Since all they needed to do was select the amount of food they wanted from monitors, it didn’t take that long to finish. They met up with Madison at the front.

      When Jasmine had moved into his house, Alex had reprogrammed Madison so her operating system was connected to his IDband. Whenever she bought something, he would be billed instead of Jasmine, who no longer had the vast wealth of the de Truante family behind her.

      Fortunately, Madison mostly only shopped for supplies that Jasmine needed for her maid café.

      Unfortunately, some of those supplies were expensive.

      It was probably a good thing that Jasmine’s maid café was more or less self-sustaining.

      He, Nyx, and Madison stood in front of the cashier, whose only job was to deduct the cost of food from the shoppers’ bank accounts after creating a delivery order. That was probably why the lady working the register looked so bored. With eyes that were even more lidded than his sister’s, the woman yawned as she tapped her fingers against the holographic projector.

      She paused.

      A frown crossed her face.

      “Problem?” asked Alex.

      “It says here you don’t have enough credits to complete this transaction,” the woman said.

      Alex froze as he recalled something. Opening his messages, Alex read the holographic message from his bank, which said he currently had less than five thousand credits to his name.

      Credits were the currency that had been used since the beginning of the new calendar. This form had been adopted after the Unification War because it had been decided that having a single currency was more convenient. They had been adopted by every planet so trade between planets would be easier. They were square computer chips that had a set amount of currency on them, though most people preferred using wireless transactions because it was easier and more secure.

      Alex looked at the holographic display showing how much he had bought. It was 20,000 credits. That was a lot. Most trips to the grocery store cost, at most, five thousand credits for a month’s worth of groceries. However, when he considered how much everyone at his house—sans Alice and Jasmine—ate, it was a reasonable price. Even so, he didn’t have the money to pay for it.

      This… might be a problem.
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      Jasmine was sitting in one of several gardens located at Atreyu Academy. Their table, situated on a small, paved section shaped like a circle, was surrounded by a plethora of colorful blossoms. They suited her taste as the Queen of Flowers. Sitting at the round table with her were all of her friends. Of course, that meant Alice, Ariel, Michelle, Neela, and Reenie.

      “I’m always amazed by your guys’ lunches,” Neela said as they ate. She was, of course, talking about the lunch that Alexander made for them.

      “Big Bro is a damn fine cook.” Alice took a bite out of her curry. “It’s why I put up with him despite how troublesome he is.”

      “Uh-huh…” Neela looked like she didn’t believe a word that came from Alice’s mouth.

      “Oh ho ho ho ho ho! Alexander is the King of Cooking. His talents in the culinary arts is more refined than a chef from a five-star restaurant. Everything he cooks tantalizes the taste buds, a perfect blend of flavors that come together in glorious harmony. Oh ho ho ho ho ho!”

      As she spoke, Jasmine stood up, placing one hand against her chest and the other extended to the heavens. The others looked at her. While Alice and Ariel quietly ate their food, Michelle, Neela, and Reenie smiled.

      “I do agree that Alex is an amazing chef.” Michelle nibbled on her rice ball. “Not only does he make sure our meals are balanced and nutritious, he makes food that he knows we like.” She finished off her rice ball, picked up her fork, and slowly swirled her udon noodles around it. “I’m very glad that I fell in love with him.”

      “I still don’t know how that works,” Reenie admitted. “I thought you were the one dating him, Jaz.”

      “Oh ho!” Jasmine hid her embarrassment with a smile. “He and I are not dating. We are engaged to be wed.”

      “But you’re not the only one he’s marrying?” Neela asked pointedly.

      After everyone had discovered that Ariel, Gabrielle, and Michelle were princesses whose father ruled the galaxy, information had leaked that Alex, as the fiancé of Gabrielle, was able to have more than one wife. It had also been leaked that Alex was marrying multiple women. Jasmine had seen their profiles being displayed on the holonews while they were hiding away in Nicolas Ryker’s house.

      This had caused quite the commotion. Many a debate had happened on the holonet by famous news anchors and political commentators. Some people claimed that Alex was breaking the law and should be punished since polygamy was illegal, but others stated that because Alex was marrying the princesses of an alien nation, the Sol System’s rules didn’t apply to him. This had sparked an even fiercer debate over the moral quandaries regarding polygamous marriages.

      It wasn’t just the world at large that had stirred at this news.

      After returning to school, several of their fellow students had come up to them and asked if it was all true. They asked a bunch of other questions as well, but it was all intrusive and rude like, “Have you had a threesome?” or “Are you marrying Alexander for his future political power?” She had done her best to answer the more polite questions and ignore the rude ones, but some of the people who came up to her also had a few choice words that she couldn’t ignore.

      Jasmine had nearly broken someone’s nose when he called them “Alexander’s whores.” She could accept a lot of things, but insults to her future husband and sisters would not be allowed.

      “That is correct. Oh ho ho ho ho ho! It is expected for a man like Alexander to have more than one wife. I have always thought it was odd that our solar system does not allow polygamy. Why, if they did, then there would be no need for people to cheat on each other.”

      Jasmine once more thought about her parents and their own nonexistent relationship. Her mother… stepmother spent all her time sleeping with men for favors while her father blatantly cheated on her with other women. She didn’t know what they were like before all this. It was hard to believe they had ever loved each other, but they must have felt something for each other at some point, right?

      Jasmine herself was the result of her father’s indiscretion. She often wondered what life would be like if polygamy was allowed. Would her mother have suffered as much as she had? Would her parents still be in an unhappy marriage? She couldn’t say for certain whether their problems would be resolved by allowing polygamy, but she liked to think it would have at least made the situation better.

      “I… guess…?”

      Reenie and Neela shared a look that said they weren’t quite sure they agreed with Jasmine.

      “Polyamory, or polygamy, is actually an accepted practice in the galaxy at large,” Michelle supplied helpfully. “My own father has three wives himself.”

      “What a troublesome practice,” Alice muttered.

      As the conversation continued, Jasmine noticed that the only one not engaged in the discussion with them was Ariel. She had been paying careful attention to her Angelisian friend. The girl had been quiet all day. She’d barely said two words, she flinched whenever Alexander’s name came up, and she had been staring forlornly at her hamburger for the past six minutes.

      Of course, she had been like this for over a week now.

      Ever since Kazekiri left.

      “Does that mean anyone can have a harem?” asked Neela.

      “Yes.” Michelle smiled and twirled a strand of hair between her fingers. “Men and women are both allowed to form harems of however many people they want. Of course, harems are often formed by powerful people who can attract others to them, but so long as you have people willing to become yours, anyone can have a harem.”

      “I want a harem!” Reenie thrust a fist into the air. “I’m going to have a harem of a hundred beautiful men—no, a thousand beautiful men!”

      “I’m… not sure you’d want a harem that big,” Michelle muttered.

      “And all of them are gonna wait on me hand and foot!”

      “Well,” Michelle continued uncertainly, “I suppose it is important to dream big.”

      As the conversation changed from her love life to harems, Jasmine sat down. If having a harem of men really was her friend’s desire, then she wished Reenie the best of luck. She wasn’t particularly interested in other men. Alexander was, and would be, the only man she ever wanted. The idea of another man touching her was repulsive.

      “Ariel?” she said.

      Ariel looked up. “Hm? What is it?”

      “I’ve noticed that you have not touched your food and you seem distracted. Are you trying to figure out how best to apologize to Alexander?”

      “Wha—w-why would I apologize to that idiot? I didn’t do anything wrong!”

      Even though Ariel put on an angry face, there was no heat in the girl’s voice, no outrage or even mild annoyance. As the Queen of Emotions, Jasmine could tell. If anything, her friend sounded sad.

      “I know you feel guilty over what happened last Monday.” Jasmine thought she was giving her friend a sympathetic look, but the other girl flinched. How rude. “I personally do not think you need to worry.”

      Alexander was sure to confront Ariel soon, now that he knew what she was feeling. Jasmine had been holding Alexander’s other hand on the way to school today. She had heard the conversation between him and Michelle. It wouldn’t surprise her if he decided to confront Ariel tonight, though she suspected that he would decide to take her on a date to make things right. He would romance her and have a heart-to-heart conversation so they could overcome this problem together.

      It was a very Alexander thing to do.

      “Th-that isn’t my problem!” Ariel snapped, her cheeks turning a bright shade of crimson.

      “Oh ho? Then what is the problem? Come, tell the Queen of Problems your problem.”

      Ariel looked at her with a strange expression, but then she shook her head, and muttered, “I just don’t know what to do with all the free time I have now that Kazekiri isn’t living with us. That’s all.”

      It was true that Ariel had spent a lot of her time with Kazekiri when she wasn’t spending it with Alex, Gabrielle, or Michelle. In fact, Jasmine had been somewhat jealous of Ariel and Kazekiri because they had been spending more time with Alice than she had. She didn’t know what they had done to convince Alice to leave the holovid, but in all the years she had known the girl, Jasmine had never been able to convince her friend to do that.

      It was vexing.

      However, Jasmine also knew the truth of this matter. That was an excuse. Ariel sometimes had trouble admitting how she felt. Even after she had confessed to Alexander, that hadn’t changed.

      It was actually pretty cute.

      I can use this.

      An idea sprang to Jasmine’s mind, penetrating her brain like the pleasure she got when Alex went to second base with her, as she sat beside her friends. On that note, she wondered why heavy petting and fondling were called second base. She didn’t get it. What did bases have to do with someone touching you?

      “Then it is a good thing for you that I, the Queen of Free Time, have the perfect idea to help fill the void that has now entered your life! Oh ho ho ho ho ho!”

      Ariel stared at her with deadpanned eyes, but Jasmine was unbothered. This girl always looked at her with cynicism. It was okay. Once she realized what a queen Jasmine was, that expression would change from cynical to admiring within seconds.

      “Oh, yeah?” Ariel raised an eyebrow at her. “And what is this ‘perfect idea’ of yours?”

      Jasmine giggled as she stood up, reveling in the perfection that was her idea. Why, it was so perfect that she was honestly shocked she had never thought about it before. Oh. But then again, they hadn’t been home in so long that it only made sense. This wasn’t something they could do at Nicolas Ryker’s house.

      Pointing at Ariel, Jasmine gave her a triumphant smile.

      “Ariel, you will become a maid and work at my maid café! Café Love Love!”

      Silence filled the garden. Even Neela and Reenie had stopped talking about which boy bands, idols, and male underwear models they would have join their harem to stare at her.

      Ariel’s eyes had gone crossed as she looked at Jasmine’s finger. She stared from the finger to Jasmine, working her mouth several times as though trying to form words. Jasmine smiled to herself. This girl must have become speechless by the brilliance of her idea. That was only natural. This idea had come from the Queen of Ideas, after all.

      Within this silence that stretched out for several more seconds, Alice spoke up.

      “That is the most troublesome idea I have ever heard of, but it could work.” She looked at Ariel and gave the other girl a thumbs up. “Good luck.”

      “Don’t wish me good luck like that! I never said I agreed to this!” Ariel snapped.

      Jasmine nodded at Alice. “Isn’t it? That’s why you’re going to be working there as well.”

      “… What?”

      “This does sound rather fun.” Michelle was still twirling her hair as she smiled at Jasmine. “Would you mind if I become a maid at your café too? I think maid outfits are very cute.”

      “Oh ho ho ho. Not at all! I would be more than happy to let you join my maid café!”

      She could already imagine how many customers they would get if Alice, Ariel, and Michelle worked for her. All three of them were very cute. Men loved cute girls. That was the reason she had been so successful in reviving her birth mother’s café.

      “I feel like something really troublesome just happened.”

      “Hey! I never agreed to become your maid! Are you listening to me?!”

      “Oh, my. I’m going to become a maid. This is like something from one of my dating sims.”

      Jasmine felt so euphoric about her idea that she couldn’t help but adopt her traditional stance. She spread her feet shoulder-width apart, braced her right hand on her hip, placed her left hand near her mouth, thrust out her large chest, and laughed.

      “Oh ho ho ho ho ho!”

      And that was how Jasmine gained several new maids.
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      The weekend normally meant spending time with everyone, evenly dividing his time between the many girls who lived with him, but a problem had arisen that Alex couldn’t ignore. That was why Alex had called a family meeting immediately after picking up the girls from school on Friday.

      “We’re short on credits.”

      Alex made this announcement to everyone as they gazed at him from where they sat. He stood before the group of girls. Alice, Ariel, Jasmine, and Michelle sat on one of the couches together. He noted with some amusement that their formation (Ariel, Alice, Michelle, Jasmine) had them sitting in a row from the least to most busty. Gabrielle was in one of the circular chairs. Her entire body had sunk into it, making it appear like she was being swallowed whole. Nyx had taken the other chair, while Madison stood beside Alex.

      The other couch was empty.

      Gabrielle thrust a hand into the air. “What are credits?”

      Alex turned to the girl and raised an eyebrow as he silently wondered if she had really just asked that question, until he realized something important.

      “I suppose you wouldn’t know since I’ve never actually told you about them.” Alex ran a hand through his hair before straightening. “Credits are the currency used in this solar system. They are a type of digital currency that is determined by a set value embedded into a microchip.”

      He held out a single square disc.

      “This is a credit. You can see here on this small monitor that it says ‘one.’ That means this credit has a value of one.” He placed the credit back into his pocket. “Credits have set values of one, five, ten, twenty, fifty, one hundred, and one thousand, with a few going higher like the ten thousand value credit.”

      “So it’s money.” Gabrielle nodded to herself, crossed her arms, and blinked several times. “And you said we don’t have enough of these credits?”

      “That’s correct.” Alex wiggled his fingers as he resisted the desire to rub his face.

      “You look tired,” Michelle commented.

      “I was up all night trying to think of how to make more money,” Alex admitted with a sigh. “I used to have plenty of credits thanks to my patents, but after the police fined me, I lost most of my savings. This would have been fine since I was still making money off my patents, but I just discovered that my bank account was empty.”

      “Which means you aren’t making any money,” Michelle concluded.

      “That’s it exactly.”

      “It’s the de Fénelon family, isn’t it?” Jasmine asked.

      He sighed. “It is.”

      The de Fénelon family was among the top ten most powerful noble families within their solar system. Not only were they wealthy, but they owned several hundred mining operations, many of which had a net worth of several hundred billion credits thanks to their contracts with the Galactic Defense Force. It was the de Fénelons who supplied the GDF with over 65% of their durasteel—the alloy used for the hull of starships.

      In terms of political and financial power, they were even more powerful than Jasmine’s former family, the de Truantes.

      Not too long ago, the heir to the de Fénelon family, Caelum de Fénelon, and Jasmine’s father had attempted to force Jasmine into a political marriage. They had kidnapped her, drugged her food with a mind-altering drug to force her compliance, and they would have probably succeeded in marrying her off if Alex hadn’t rescued her in time.

      After rescuing her, Alex had blackmailed Jefferson de Truante, Jasmine’s father, into breaking off the political marriage and disowning his daughter. He’d done this by having Madison download information on all of the de Truantes’ illegal activities and handing a copy to Karen Kanzaki.

      By keeping a copy of the de Truantes’ illegal activities but not filing them, Alex was telling Jefferson that if he did anything to hurt Jasmine, he would ruin them. He had Jefferson de Truante by the balls, in other words. A noble’s reputation was important since nobles would be nothing without the support of those beneath them. Nobody would want to work for someone actively committing crimes. There was enough information on Jefferson de Truante’s activities to give him a life sentence.

      The only reason they didn’t was because of the chaos that would ensue when people began fighting over his many holdings and companies. Only those who worked beneath Jefferson would suffer when that happened. Alex didn’t want to get innocents involved in his issues if he didn’t have to.

      He thought that would be the end of it, but Alex had forgotten something important in all this.

      “What does the de Fénelon family have to do with you not making money?” asked Michelle.

      Alice perked up. “Weren’t they the ones who helped you get that patent on your mining equipment?”

      “They were.” Alex nodded at his sister before addressing everyone else. “A couple years before I met all of you, I had created several pieces of high-tech mining equipment and presented them to a committee for a competition, which is hosted by the de Fénelon family as a sort of charity fundraiser event every year.”

      Image and reputation were important to nobles, which was why, even if they hated or at least believed that peasants were beneath them, they always held events like this. It made them seem more benevolent than they really were.

      It also kept the masses blind to their other, less than legal, activities.

      “Bro not only won the first place prize, but the people he showed his inventions to were so impressed they gave him a patent and made a deal that gave them exclusive rights to his equipment,” Alice said.

      “That’s so cool!” Gabrielle squealed. If Alex didn’t know any better, he would have said it looked like there were stars in her eyes. But that was obviously just a figment of his imagination.

      “So your inventions have earned you a lot of recognition.” Michelle twirled a strand of hair as she smiled. “You sound a lot like my honorable sister in that regard.”

      “Eh heh heh heh.” Gabrielle rubbed the back of her head and grinned as a blush lit her cheeks.

      “Thank you,” Alex said before getting back on track. “Anyway, because the de Fénelons have a contract with me that gives them exclusive rights to use my equipment, all of my earnings came from them. I made royalties every time they built one of my machines and used it in their mines. I made something like twenty-thousand credits for every fifteen units. However, it seems that, after I stole Jasmine from them, they decided to stop using my equipment.”

      “And because they still have the rights, you can’t take your equipment to another mining corporation,” Nyx said, speaking for the first time.

      “That’s correct. There’s a clause in the contract I signed that states the de Fénelon Family owns the rights indefinitely. I can only sell this equipment to someone else if they give me the rights to do so… but as you probably surmised, they refused me,” Alex said.

      “That is not fair!” Gabrielle puffed out her cheeks. “Those people sound mean!”

      Alex gave her a mirthless smile. “They are indeed quite mean.”

      “I should sic Mr. Cleaner 3.5 on them.”

      “Please don’t.”

      Alex had to give Gabrielle credit for lightening the heavy mood. Despite their situation being quite tenuous, her words had caused smiles to break out on the others’ faces—except for Ariel, who was biting her lip as she looked at him. Jasmine also didn’t look very happy.

      “I apologize, Alexander.” The girl tugged on one of her two blonde, drill-like curls as her lips turned into a sad frown. “This is happening because of me. You would not be in this situation if you had not been forced to come to my rescue.”

      “No.” Alex shook his head. “This is happening because the de Fénelon family is butthurt that I stole you from them. I hurt their pride and made them lose the chance to gain more power, so they have decided to hurt my wallet.”

      “But if I—”

      “I do not want you thinking that any of this is your fault.” Alex already knew what she was going to say, so he cut the girl off with a swift chop of his hand. “I knew what I was getting into when I rescued you. Jaz, you are more important to me than money. I would gladly give away everything I had if it would ensure your happiness.”

      “Alexander…” Tears leaked from Jasmine’s eyes, but she quickly wiped them away. “Oh ho. You truly are a great and loving man. This is exactly why I fell in love with you.”

      Alex and Jasmine shared a smile as they found themselves sharing the same wavelength. She probably still felt bad about what happened because that was the kind of girl Jasmine was, but she also knew better than to wallow in guilt. It wouldn’t solve their problems. Not only that, but Alex was not angry with her, so the only reason to feel guilty was out of self-pity.

      “It sounds like we need to make money,” Gabrielle said, getting to the heart of the matter, the very reason that Alex had called them all here.

      “Yes, we do.” Alex looked at all of the girls present, making eye contact with each of them. He frowned when Ariel looked away. “I’m about to begin working on a project that could potentially fix our financial situation.”

      Last night, Alex had wracked his brain to think of something that he could do to get them out of this quandary. Alex only had a few skills. He was good at inventing and fighting. That was it. How could he use those to help earn money?

      His first thought was to become a bouncer, but he quickly discarded the idea because it was stupid. The second idea was to create another invention, something so ground-breaking that it could net him enough credits to support his family. He only had one concern.

      Alex’s inventions had a bad habit of exploding in his face.

      After the death of his father, Alex’s inventions had more or less stopped being useful. Everything he made tended to go ka-boom. The entire reason he was in this mess to begin with was because the stuff he created had caused so much property damage that Karen could no longer turn a blind eye to it.

      But he couldn’t let that stop him. Alex had no choice. He needed to make something that would be useful to society, something that worked, something that would earn him enough credits that his family wouldn’t need to worry about their finances.

      Alex had two ideas for inventions that could work. He just hoped they would be enough.

      “Gabby, these inventions are going to be a fusion of Angelisian and human technology, so I’m going to need your help.”

      Ears wiggling as she perked up, Gabrielle gave him the smile that she was so well-known for and thumped her chest. “You can count on me!”

      Nodding, Alex spoke to everyone else. “While the inventions I plan to build could potentially solve our long-term financial issues, it won’t solve our immediate one. We need credits to buy food and pay our bills, and we currently have none.”

      That was not quite true. Alex had a few thousand credits left in his account, but he was going to use that to buy the supplies he needed to build his next invention. He just hoped that what he made would not end in failure.

      “Oh ho ho ho ho ho!”

      Without warning, Jasmine leapt from her seat, a gleam in her eyes as she thrust out her ample bosom. Her mouth was hidden by her hand, but anyone could tell she was smiling by the way her eyes crinkled.

      “It looks like today is the time that I, Jasmine Ryker, the Queen of Business, show off my true potential! Oh ho ho ho ho ho! Do not worry, Alexander! I already have an excellent plan that will no doubt earn us plenty of credits to buy all the necessities we need, until your plan comes to fruition! You can just leave everything to me!”

      Alex watched as a grimace appeared on the faces of Alice and Ariel. Meanwhile, Michelle wore a slight smile as though she had thought of something amusing.

      “I’m gonna go ahead and say your plan has something to do with your maid café. Am I right?” asked Alex, studying Jasmine as she finally stopped laughing.

      “Indeed. You are correct.” Jasmine gave him an almost smug smile. “My maid café is an independent business that I bought from my father without his knowledge. Because he no longer owns it, it is not something that he or the de Fénelons can take action against without suffering legal repercussions, and it is currently a self-sustaining business. I have been earning just enough credits to maintain it.”

      Alex took his chin between his thumb and forefinger, thinking. If she wasn’t earning enough to turn a profit, then her maid café wouldn’t help. However, if she thought it could help, it meant she was planning something, which could only mean…

      “You’re thinking about expanding, I take it?”

      “That is it indeed. Oh ho ho ho ho! Alice, Ariel, and Michelle have all agreed to help me by becoming maids!”

      “When did we do that?!” asked a flustered Ariel. The girl crossed her arms and huffed. “You’re the one who just arbitrarily decided to make us your maids! I never agreed to help you!”

      “Then you do not want to help Alexander with his financial troubles?”

      Ariel faltered. “Well, I…”

      “Oh ho. You do realize that half the reason he is having these problems is because you and your sisters eat so much, correct?” Jasmine pressed.

      It wasn’t a lie. Gabrielle, Ariel, and Michelle ate about ten times more food than the rest of his household. About 75% of his food expenses came from them, which amounted to roughly 15,000 credits a week. That was fine when he had his patents earning him royalties. He made enough that it wasn’t a problem. That was no longer the case, obviously.

      More faltering. “Well, that’s…”

      “If it were not for your eating habits, I’m sure that Alexander would not be lacking the funds he needs to survive. Oh ho ho.”

      “All right, already!” Ariel screamed at the ceiling. “I’ll help you! So just shut up!”

      “Very good. I look forward to working with you.”

      Jasmine wore a bright smile as Ariel gave her a look that could have melted through durasteel, though the angry expression marring the Angelisian princess’s face was softened by her blush. Alex didn’t think she was angry so much as embarrassed. Given the complex she had about her body, he assumed she didn’t like the idea of dressing up for others.

      “Thank you,” Alex said to everyone. “I know it’s not very cool of me, but I’m really counting on all of you for help.”

      “Oh ho! Do not worry, Alexander. It is the duty of the wife to support the husband. I shall do my utmost as the Queen of Wives to aid you.”

      “Jasmine is right,” Michelle added. “It might not be official right now, but you are our future husband, and I think it’s important for all of us to help each other when times are tough. Isn’t that what family is all about?”

      “Yes.” Warmth spread through Alex’s chest as he gazed at her and the others. “Yes, it is.”
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      Ariel didn’t know whether to be angry or not at Jasmine for her high-handed manipulation. On the one hand, she really did want to help Alex. Part of the reason for that was because she felt guilty.

      Angelisians ate a lot. There was no getting around that. They burned through so much energy simply by existing that their bodies required them to consume a lot of food just to function properly, and while Ariel might have been considered “defective” by many, she was still an Angelisian. She and her sisters consumed about four times more food than everyone else in the house.

      Jasmine was not wrong when she said it was their fault that Alex was having financial troubles. Even if he wasn’t making more money off his patents, he should have still had enough saved up to last a couple of years—more than enough time to find a job or some other means of earning income.

      Another reason was that she just wanted to help, because she loved Alex and wanted to contribute to this family.

      Ariel realized that she had done nothing for him. Nothing at all. Meanwhile, Alex had given her a home, protected her from Yahweh, and even treated her with respect and love. He wasn’t repulsed by her physical appearance, and he didn’t obsess over how she was “defective.” In fact, he had told her that he didn’t think she was defective at all.

      That meant the galaxy to her.

      So, yes, she wanted to help Alex, but on the other hand…

      I don’t want to dress up in front of other people.

      Even if Alex accepted her as she was, Ariel still didn’t have any confidence in her appearance. No matter how many times Alex said she was beautiful, no matter what words he used, some part of her refused to believe him. She had been called defective for so long now that changing how she thought about herself was going to take more than just a few kind words.

      After all, he still refused to have sex with her, but he had sex with Gabrielle a lot. Those two went at it every night they were together. Not even the reinforced walls could completely block out the sounds. Ariel had been forced to listen to her older sister’s cries of pleasure many a night, and it was enough to drive her mad.

      But it also brought up a question.

      Why would he not have sex with her if not because he was turned off by her body?

      As she stood in front of the mirror, dressed in a large shirt and panties, she couldn’t stop her lips from curling in self-loathing as she stared at her reflection. Her skinny legs lacked the curves that her two sisters had. Her breasts were non-existent. Even Alice had bigger boobs than she did, and she was sure that Alice was a few months younger than her. Even her face retained a child-like appearance.

      She might not be hideous, but no one would be attracted to someone who looked like a little kid.

      Not even the most modern scientific advancements could fix her problem. Ariel had tried. At her request, her mom had done her best to fix this problem.

      Nothing worked. Surgeries didn’t work. Her body rejected implants and growth hormones. In fact, her body reacted violently to any attempt at changing her physiological composition. Even alchemy did not work. Her body just changed back to its original state after a few hours. After conducting numerous tests on her, Ariel’s mom had come to a simple conclusion.

      She was stuck like this.

      Why?

      It wasn’t fair. Gabrielle and Michelle had been blessed with incredible beauty. Her eldest sister was the most sought-after person in the galaxy. She was consistently ranked among the top ten most beautiful women, and while Michelle was also considered less attractive because of her birth defect, physically speaking, she was gorgeous.

      Why am I the only one who looks like this?

      Ariel didn’t know when tears began leaking from her eyes, but she didn’t bother to stop them as she stared at herself in the mirror. Disgusting. Ugly. Defective. How could anyone love a person like her? How could—

      Beep.

      Ariel snapped out of her self-loathing as a soft ring echoed around the room. Someone was in front of her bedroom door. A holographic screen appeared in front of her, showing that the person standing in front of her door was none other than Alex.

      A jolt raced through her. What was he doing here? Well, obviously, he had come to talk about something. The question was: what should she do about it? Should she answer? Ariel wasn’t sure if she wanted to speak with him, but she was pretty positive that Alex would stand there all night if she didn’t let him in.

      Quickly wiping the tears from her eyes, Ariel pressed on the screen to unlock the door, which slid open seconds later to admit Alex.

      He locked eyes with her as the door closed behind him. A frown marred his face. His brow furrowed. Ariel tried not to squirm.

      “W-what is it? What do you want?”

      Ariel couldn’t remember the last time she had felt this uncomfortable. Guilt gnawed at her insides as she recalled how she blew up at him when Kazekiri left. Since that moment, Ariel had done her best to avoid him because she felt guilty over her reaction. What happened hadn’t been Alex’s fault. He had done everything he could to keep Kazekiri from leaving. Yet even though he wasn’t to blame, Ariel had blamed him anyway.

      Just like a child throwing a fit.

      “Are you okay?” he asked.

      “O-of course I am.” She looked away. “Why wouldn’t I be?”

      “I don’t know, but it looks like you’ve been crying.”

      Ariel cursed. He was right. She might have gotten rid of her tears, but her eyes were still slightly red. Damn this boy. He was too observant.

      “I’m fine.” Ariel crossed her arms as though doing so would protect her, though from what, she didn’t know. “Anyway, what do you want?”

      “Two things.” Alex walked further into the room, his bare feet thumping against the carpet. “First, I want to apologize to you.”

      “Apologize?” Ariel blinked. “For what?”

      “For not being able to stop Kazekiri,” Alex said. “I know she was your friend. I know it hurt you when she left. I’m sorry.”

      “No…” Ariel shook her head back and forth. “Don’t do that… don’t apologize. You aren’t the one to blame. I know that.” More tears leaked from her eyes before she could stop them. She swiped at them with the back of her hand, but that didn’t seem to help. “I was upset that she was leaving and took it out on you when you did nothing to deserve it. I’m the one who’s sorry. I don’t want you apologizing for something that isn’t your fault.”

      “I understand. I won’t say anything more about that.” Alex stopped about half a meter from her. He was much taller than she was. Ariel only came up to his solar plexus. “The second reason I’m here is because… I wanted to ask if you’re okay with helping Jasmine as a maid at her café. I know she strong-armed you into it. If it’s not something you’re comfortable with, let me know, and I’ll make sure she can’t cajole you into anything.”

      Ariel already knew that Alex was a giving man, but this was too much. After everything he had done for her, he was still willing to do more, and she had yet to give anything back in return. She felt guilt gnawed at her insides with increased intensity. She shook her head.

      “I’m fine with helping her… no, I want to help her.” Ariel looked into Alex’s vibrant blue eyes. “But it’s… it’s more than that. I also want to help you, and if being a maid at her café can help you, then I want to do what I can.”

      Alex nodded and smiled. “I’m glad to hear that. To be honest, I think it would have been a shame for you not to work there, since you’re so cute.”

      Another jolt raced through her body, but this one was different from before, a combination of happiness and self-pity.

      “That isn’t true… I’m not cute at all.”

      “Of course you are.” Alex frowned. “You’re extremely cute.”

      “Stop it!” Ariel shouted, hands clenched into fists, teeth grit as she clenched her eyes shut. Her arms shook from the emotions she couldn’t quite suppress. “Just stop it! I know you’re a nice person, but you don’t have to lie like that!”

      No…

      “I already know that I’m ugly!”

      This isn’t what I want to say.

      “I know my childish body doesn’t m-make you feel any sexual urges!”

      Stop it. Don’t say anymore. If you say anymore, you’re going to ruin your relationship with him!

      “That’s why you’ll have sex with Gabrielle but not me!”

      Words poured from Ariel’s mouth without pause and without thought, even though her mind was screaming at her to cease and desist. But she didn’t stop. She couldn't stop. Even though she wanted to cease and desist, to shut her fat trap, the words kept coming.

      Ariel remembered her life before coming to live with Alex quite vividly. She remembered the stares she received from the guards, the maids, and the nobles and dignitaries who met her dad. Those who didn’t send her pitying glances spoke ill of her when they thought she wasn’t looking.

      During some of the political functions that she and her sisters were forced to attend, everyone paid attention to Gabrielle or Michelle. No one paid her any mind. The only people who ever focused on her were the ones who made fun of her.

      She specifically remembered one time when a pair of Angelisian nobles had come up while she had been eating. Ariel had been confused by their presence. However, she soon learned the reason they had decided to speak with her.

      

      “Flat chest.”

      “Tiny tits.”

      “Bitty bumps.”

      “No boobs.”

      “I can’t believe a girl as ugly as you is the daughter of our ruler.”

      “Are you sure you weren't adopted?”

      

      Ariel bit her lip hard enough to draw blood as their insults rang in her mind. Those boys had taunted her, insulted her, and none of the nobles and dignitaries had done a single thing to stop them. They had watched with smiles on their faces. She hated them.

      The only people who stood up for her were Gabrielle and Michelle, who had used their inventions and plants respectively to send the boys packing. She was grateful to them. Not that it mattered. Years of getting the same treatment from everybody but them had caused her to realize a simple truth.

      She would never be attractive. No one would look at her as a woman. All they would see was a child.

      As her self-loathing reached a new low, warmth engulfed her face. Ariel snapped out of her thoughts as though she’d been shocked by lightning. Hands. Large, warm hands cupped her face as a pair of eyes swam into focus.

      “If that is what you think,” Alex began in a calm voice, “then you are an idiot.”

      “Wha…”

      That was all Ariel had a chance to say in response to Alex’s words—mostly because Alex hampered her mouth with his own before she could say anything else.

      Ariel could almost feel the way her eyes bulged as she stared at Alex’s face from so close. His eyes were closed. From this distance, she could see that he had really long eyelashes. Wow. How had she not noticed them before? They were so thick and long. She was jealous. Why couldn’t her eyelashes be like that?

      Before she had time to process what was happening, Alex swept her off her feet. With one arm underneath her legs and another around her shoulders, he held her to his chest like she was a princess; his lips didn’t leave hers the entire time.

      It wasn’t until Alex set her down on the bed that he stopped kissing her. She stared at him, her cheeks flushed, eyes wide, as he hovered above her. He had grabbed her hands and laced his fingers through them as he pushed her against the bed.

      “Wha… what are you doing… you beast?”

      “Ariel.” The way Alex said her name made her spine tingle. “You are incredibly cute.”

      “Th-that’s not—”

      “You are the cutest girl I know,” Alex continued before she could deny it. “The only reason I won’t have sex with you right now is because I think you’re too young. I feel like I would be taking advantage of you if we had sex right now.” He stared into her eyes with an intensity that made Ariel want to look away, but at the same time, those eyes locked her into place. “I also haven’t had sex with Jasmine or Michelle.”

      Ariel bit her lip as she tried to wrap her mind around what he was saying. She didn’t know what those two did with Alex when it was their turn to sleep with him, but she had assumed they were having sex.

      “Then…” Her voice came out halting, choked. She wanted to ask him something, but she was afraid of the answer. “Do you… do you find me attractive the same way a man finds a woman attractive?”

      “I do.” Alex didn’t look away as he answered her. His eyes were so clear. Had they always been this clear? Ariel felt her face growing hot. Oh, no. She was blushing, wasn’t she?!

      Ariel looked away, unable to look him in the face. “Th-then prove it.”

      Alex didn’t say anything, instead opting to lean down and nibble on her ear. Ariel nearly squealed when the warm wetness of his mouth came into contact with the tips of her ear. His teeth tickled and his tongue sent shivers down her spine and caused warmth to pool in a place just below her stomach.

      “B-beast!” Out of reflex, Ariel tried to push him off her, but all of her strength, which was normally capable of demolishing walls in a single punch, fled when he began stroking her wings. “W-what are you doing?”

      Alex switched from her ears to her neck. Ariel closed her eyes and bit her lip as she tried not to moan. Her loud breathing rang in her ears. However, even as she did her utmost to not show how good he was making her feel, her arms were moving of their own accord, wrapping around his neck and pulling him against her as he licked, nipped, and suckled on her skin.

      He’s going to leave a mark if he keeps doing this!

      Just as Ariel was about to surrender herself to pleasure, Alex stopped. What was he doing? Why did he stop?

      The question only lasted for a second before Alex grabbed one of her hands. She only had a moment to be confused before her hand bumped against something long, hard, and overwhelmingly hot. Even though she was feeling it through the fabric of his pants, Ariel knew exactly what it was.

      “Th-this is…”

      “You do this to me,” Alex said.

      Ariel felt dazed as she wrapped her fingers around the long, thick shaft. Her hands were tiny. While she could fit her hand around it, her fingers still had some trouble because she was grabbing him from outside of his pants.

      She rubbed her hand up, then down, getting a feel for it. It was impossible to travel the entire length. Alex’s pants were in the way. Still, her hand moved with a mind of its own.

      “I did this?”

      “Y-you did.” Alex’s breathing hitched as his cheeks lit up. Ariel realized that he was feeling good. She was making him feel good.

      “Then you… you see me as a woman?”

      Alex smiled. “I believe we have already established that I see you as a woman.”

      Ariel brought her hand away from him, almost like she was afraid of going further, but it was actually because she wanted to cover her eyes. She didn’t want Alex to see her crying.

      “I never… I never thought anyone would see me like that.” She rubbed her eyes furiously with her palms. With her eyes covered, she couldn’t see Alex anymore. “Yahweh only wanted me because I was defective… but part of me actually thought about marrying him because even if he didn’t see me as a woman, I felt like that would be my only chance to at least pretend there was someone out there who would love me.”

      Ariel shifted as an indent formed on her left. A pair of strong, muscular arms wrapped around her body and pulled her into an equally powerful chest. Ariel removed her hands from her face to wrap her arms around Alex’s body. She sobbed into his chest.

      “I’m glad you didn’t marry him,” Alex said into her ear, which began burning merely from hearing his voice. “If you had, then you wouldn’t be with me.”

      Ariel thought she had known what happiness was. When Alex had said he would protect her from Yahweh, when he said that he would marry her, she had been happy… but that felt like a pale imitation compared to what she felt now. Euphoria flooded her nerves, causing her body to feel almost feverish.

      “You… you know,” Ariel began as she finally calmed down, “it doesn’t matter how long you wait. Ten years. Twenty years. Even if you wait for a hundred years, my body isn’t going to change.”

      “I know, but your physical appearance isn’t the reason I decided to wait. It actually has nothing to do with my decision.” Alex stroked her hair. Ariel wondered how such a simple gesture could make her toes curl with such pleasure. “If it was, I wouldn’t also be waiting to have sex with Jasmine and Michelle.”

      “I know. I just wanted you to know that.”

      Her crying soon stopped altogether and her body relaxed, though her heart continued to soar as if it had become a Pteromanibus (a monster that was half-bird and half-lizard from the planet Terotaro) flying through the stratosphere. However, as she relaxed into Alex’s embrace, nuzzling her nose against his chest, a thought occurred to her.

      “Isn’t tonight supposed to be your night with Michelle?” She tilted her head to look up.

      “It is.” He looked down at her and smiled. “But when I told her that I wanted to be with you tonight, she agreed to switch nights.”

      “When I told her that I wanted to be with you tonight…”

      Those words made her heart rate skyrocket all over again, to the point where she felt like it might break free from her chest. That wasn’t good. She wasn’t a bovarian hog from Dogesia—a forest planet—which had two hearts. It would be bad if she lost this one because it decided to beat its way out of her ribcage.

      Alex pulled the covers over them and held her close. Ariel’s heartbeat soon receded back to its normal, steady rhythm as she closed her eyes, her body lulled by the furnace-like warmth that Alex emitted.

      She was so grateful that she had met Alex. Even if everything else about her life became terrible, she would never regret falling in love with him. And also…

      I need to thank Michelle tomorrow.

      Just this once, Ariel would express her gratitude toward her sister.
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          Distractions Abound

        

      

    

    
      Michael sighed as he cut down another Amobien. Blood splattered from the wound he carved out with his sword, a giant furrow that went from the creature’s left shoulder to their right rib cage. The creature screamed, an incoherent sound of pain, and fell backward, kicking and thrashing for several seconds before going still.

      He sighed again.

      Everywhere he looked, battles were taking place. Some were individual battles. Two fighters locked in combat, struggling to overpower the other with strength or agility. Others were mob battles, with dozens of people from either side attacking each other in a huge mess of flailing limbs and flashing weapons. Of course, there were also battles where one fighter stood against multiple foes at once.

      One battle near him was a one-sided slaughter.

      Michael gazed at his wife as she tore through Amobiens like a hurricane. Her twin blades flashed as she danced through a storm of flying blood and limbs. Large arcs of greenish-blue energy created crescent waves that tore through more than what she could reach with just her swords. Scintillating black hair that reminded him of the night sky whipped about her in a fierce frenzy as blood splashed against it.

      My wife is a beast.

      The thought made him hard.

      Fuck. Now he had a boner.

      Michael should have known this would happen the moment King Lucifer learned there were pirates hiding out on this planet, Crucieal. It was a planet of vast planes, deep forests, and tall mountains. The area they were currently battling on was a massive plane, a flatland that extended for kilometers in all directions.

      It all began when they exited from hyperspace and docked at the Blue Comet, a space barge that was often used as a refueling station and waylay point for travelers. Their ship was too big to dock. However, King Lucifer had ordered the space barge’s commander to send shuttles that would let them refuel, and when the Emperor of the Galaxy made a command, you obeyed, no ifs, ands, or buts.

      King Lucifer’s flagship was actually still refueling.

      It was a really big ship.

      King Lucifer’s flagship was roughly the size of a large city, about 832 square kilometers all told. It was so big they had to use teleportation pads to get where they wanted to go. Michael thought the ship a little too big. They were basically a massive target. However, the shields it used were powered by the galaxy’s most powerful pulse generator, created by Gabrielle Angelise herself. Even planet busters could not destroy it.

      While the ship refueled, King Lucifer had decided to sneak into Blue Comet and enjoy the sights. Of course, Michael found out. In fact, he had been expecting something like this to happen and waited outside his king’s door. There was no way he could let their king travel into Blue Comet without an escort.

      It wasn’t because he was worried about His Majesty being killed. The very thought that his king might have even a hair on his head harmed was laughable. That man was invincible—and he wasn’t just saying that. King Lucifer once had an entire moon dropped on him and still survived. No, the reason he decided to escort His Majesty had nothing to do with that. Michael just wanted to avoid His Majesty going out to enjoy himself and blowing up the space barge because he got into a fight or someone pissed him off.

      King Lucifer was known for causing trouble when he went out. He had once blown up an entire city during a simple bar room brawl. Apparently, he had gotten too excited and let his powers run wild. They were very fortunate that King Lucifer had been able to restore the city to its former glory and no one had been injured.

      Of course, where Michael went, Diana was sure to follow.

      It would take at least two to keep their king from getting into trouble.

      During their stint inside of Blue Comet, King Lucifer had learned that pirates were infesting the nearby planet. All of the ships that traveled past the planet were attacked, their cargo was stolen, and the people were taken to be sold as slaves. King Lucifer had immediately decided to do something about it. He said that it was his duty as the Emperor of the Galaxy to save those people.

      Michael knew the truth.

      His king was just bored and wanted to have some fun.

      Spinning around on the balls of his feet, Michael swung his sword, slicing straight through another Amobien, not even paying attention as its head soared through the air.

      These creatures were one of many sentient races that had spread across the galaxy. Amobiens were from an aquatic planet. They had pale green or blue skin, gills on their necks, and large eyes with no pupils. Perhaps the most unusual feature were the blade-like fins they used to attack. They were harder than steel and able to block even the energy swords employed by the Angelisian army.

      His king had called them fish people.

      They did look kind of like fish.

      This particular group belonged to a rebellious faction that had attempted to overthrow their government and were exiled as a result. Not an uncommon story, all things told. The current Angelisian government had been the result of a civil war as well. Really, the only difference was that King Lucifer had succeeded with his rebellion while this group failed. It helped that his king had the people on his side when he went to war.

      A lull entered the battle. Michael realized after cutting down another Amobien that he had no more enemies left to fight.

      “You do not appear to be having fun,” a female voice said.

      “And why would I consider this fun?” Michael grunted as he turned to face his wife. Her blood-soaked face turned him on like nothing else, but he ignored that. “We were supposed to be traveling to Mars, not fighting against a group of pirates.”

      Diana shrugged. “You know how the king gets. Besides, if I was in his place, I might be the same way.”

      “I suppose.”

      Their king was certainly a whimsical one. Michael often wondered why he had chosen to follow such a king, but then he remembered how much better off this galaxy was. Crime rates were the lowest they had ever been, slavers had a harder time trafficking slaves, fewer people died, and a lot of unfortunate planets were now prospering thanks to his rule. King Lucifer was actually a good king. He just… got bored too easily.

      And he had a temper.

      A really bad one.

      “I’m surprised you would say something like that.” Michael directed his sharp eyes toward her.

      “What can I say?” Diana flashed him a dazzling smile. “Azazel convinced me that King Lucifer was a just king.”

      Michael grimaced. Diana laughed.

      “Though it does look like our king is enjoying himself a little too much right now.”

      As Diana turned her head, Michael looked in the direction she had focused her attention in.

      King Lucifer was laughing as he decimated entire swaths of land, never mind the poor suckers dumb enough to be on that land when it was destroyed. Lightning arced from his fingertips. Fire exploded with a snap of his fingers. Spheres of condensed energy appeared over his head and detonated with mind-numbing force as they struck the ground. A single wave of his hand caused the energy of the cosmos to well up and explode with such force that it disintegrated everything around it.

      Even from where he stood, nearly ten kilometers away, his body rocked and swayed as tremors shook the ground. It felt like the very planet might crumble under King Lucifer’s assault.

      The Amobiens unlucky enough to be caught in his attacks were annihilated. It was as if they had never existed.

      “I think he must have killed at least a thousand of those Amobiens by now,” Diana muttered. “And to think, I’ve barely even slayed a hundred. I’m almost jealous.”

      Michael shook his head.

      His king might be a whimsical one, but his wife wasn’t much better.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            4

          

          Maid To Please You

        

      

    

    
      It was early Saturday morning, and for once, Alex was not sparring with Nyx and the others. He felt like he was being thrown off his game. For quite a while now, every weekend, he, Nyx, Gabrielle, Ariel, and Jasmine would go into the simulation chamber and train. They couldn’t do that today. Everyone had their own tasks to do that day, which meant they had canceled training.

      Alex felt weird, but sacrifices sometimes had to be made.

      The house was currently empty save for him and Gabrielle. After eating breakfast courtesy of Madison’s home cooking, Jasmine had taken the robot maid, Ariel, Alice, Michelle, and Nyx, then had left the house. They should have arrived at Jasmine’s café by now.

      Alex and Gabrielle were inside of the lab. While Gabrielle was sitting on a workbench, Alex stood exactly two meters from the silver-haired Angelisian, next to a large pedestal-shaped device called Mr. Hologram. Of course, that was just what his fiancée called it. He called it a holographic projector.

      He had already inserted a data chip into Mr. Hologram and, as the entire thing lit up, he opened one of the files that he wanted to show his partner.

      “I currently have two ideas for inventions that we can get a patent for,” Alex began. “The first and cheapest is creating a military uniform for the Interstellar Police Forces by using the Angelisian Crisis Suits that you designed as the base.”

      As he spoke, a holographic image of a thin suit appeared in the air. Meant for bipeds, the suit didn’t look all that different from Gabrielle’s crisis suits… or rather, it didn’t look different from the standard suit she had made, the one worn by the Angelisian Military. It was vastly different from the invisible one they were all wearing.

      Of course, there were far starker differences that weren’t visible to the human eye. One such difference between Gabrielle’s suit and Alex’s lay in the grid-like network that crisscrossed all over the crisis suits like power conduits. Those power lines acted like a nervous system. They sent energy through every part of the body, multiplying the physical strength of the wearer by a factor of two.

      Instead of a grid, Alex’s suit featured a series of nodes. The suit was mostly white, though it was black along the outer edges of the thighs, the shoulders, and back. There were also seven black nodes located along key points of the body.

      “The suit that I designed is made from weaving microscopic adamantine fibers.” Alex manipulated the hologram, creating a new screen that zoomed into one part of the suit, revealing how the fibers were woven together. “Because the fibers are microscopic, one square centimeter of space has about fifty weaves in it. I calculate that the entire suit will have over one billion weaves used to create it.”

      Adamantine was a man-made metal with a hardness level only second to durasteel. It was used primarily in lighter armaments and weapons. Madison’s skeletal system was made from adamantine.

      “Question!” Gabrielle raised her right hand, a serious look on her face.

      “What is it, Gabby?”

      “Can you create something like that using current human technology?”

      “No.” Alex shook his head. “That’s why we’re gonna use Angelisian technology to create this. However, this is a good thing.”

      “It is?”

      “Of course. If it requires Angelisian technology to create, no one can try to steal or copy this idea.”

      Patent infringement was a complex factual and legal issue. There are many third parties who, upon seeing someone create something that earns a lot of money, will set out to create a copycat of said invention. The copycat will generally be a cheaper model with fewer features but at a more affordable price. A lot of legalizing surrounded issues like this. Even if you sued someone for patent infringement, it might not go through depending on a number of factors.

      For example, say Alex created a weapon. He presented it to the Galactic Defense Force and got it patented. Later on, a noble saw this weapon and decided to create a cheaper mass-produced model. It didn’t have as many features and wasn’t as powerful, but it was clearly a copycat of his original invention. He could try to sue the noble, but they could use their wealth to bribe the court into siding with him. Some nobles didn’t even need to use wealth. They could just exchange a favor for a favor.

      The judicial and court system was and always had been corrupt.

      Alex had already seen how the legal system worked, or rather, how it didn’t work. Several court cases that Karen had been involved in ended in the person being persecuted walking away not guilty. Either that person was friends with people in high places, or they were in a high place themselves. In other words, nobles and their cohorts.

      He still remembered one particular case involving a rape victim. The young man (age sixteen) had been sexually assaulted by a noblewoman (age thirty-six). It was a felony for someone older than eighteen to have a sexual relationship with a minor, and the typical sentencing was ten years in prison. The noblewoman had bribed the judge and even the young man’s lawyer into siding with her. She won the case even though Karen had presented overwhelming evidence to support her claims. The judge had claimed her evidence was not ethical and therefore could not be used in a court of law.

      The young man had committed suicide less than a month later.

      That was not the only case Karen had lost despite presenting irrevocable evidence to support her accusations. There had been a case of a nobleman dealing redline through several criminal gangs, another case where a noblewoman had murdered her husband’s mistress and kids, and even a case where a noble family had been involved in a slave trade ring. Most of the criminal charges for these people were dropped and the whole matter was swept under the rug.

      Money and influence meant more than truth and justice in this world.

      Of course, none of that had to do with patent infringement.

      “Oh!” Gabrielle clapped her hands several times. “You’re so smart, Alex!”

      “Eh heh heh heh…”

      Blushing in embarrassment, Alex did what he could to compose himself and continued his lecture.

      “Adamantine isn’t as durable as durasteel, but it’s incredibly light and capable of withstanding both projectiles and plasma attacks. It is also resistant to heat, cold, and ion energy. Because it’s an alloy instead of a fiber, it will also protect against cutting attacks… though it won’t serve to negate blunt force trauma.”

      Creating a new holographic screen, Alex zeroed in on one of the nodes, showing that it had a very similar grid-like network to Gabrielle’s Angelisian crisis suits. However, this was on a much smaller scale, covering only the node and nothing else.

      “I call these nodes ‘Connectors.’ According to some natural healing practices, the human body has seven chakras, which are supposedly energy centers in our body that energy flows through. You can think of chakras as invisible, rechargeable batteries if you want. According to some research I dug up from a long time ago, the chakras are said to be charged and recharged through contact with the stream of cosmic energy in the atmosphere.”

      Alex brought up another holographic screen. This one showed an image of a human being sitting in a weird pose where his legs were crossed, but his feet rested on top of his thighs. It was some sort of meditation pose or something. Alex didn’t know much about that. The seven points where the nodes were located on the suit were marked by a different color on this man.

      “Oh…” Gabrielle leaned forward, eyes shining like a pair of beacons. “Is any of that true?”

      “Well, the idea that chakras are charged through a cosmic stream of energy was proven false a long time ago,” Alex admitted while scratching his head. “However, it is true that these seven parts of the body are where the bioelectric energy that a human being generates passes through. You can think of them as regulators. The Connectors are designed to connect the suit to these ‘chakra points’ and bring that energy outside of the body. They create a forcefield that can defend against various forms of attack.”

      Removing both the holographic image of the human and nodes, Alex refocused Gabrielle’s attention on the suit. As he spoke, he opened a holographic keypad and tapped several keys. The suit began to glow. It took a moment, but the glow soon condensed into a small layer of light that covered the entire surface.

      “I used the Lightwave Barrier technology as the basis for this suit’s shield. Of course, this shield is nowhere near as strong as a Lightwave Barrier. It relies heavily on the individual’s own bioelectric energy, so the power from shield to shield may vary, but this barrier is capable of defending against every known form of energy manipulation… theoretically.”

      “Why theoretically?” Gabrielle asked, tilting her head.

      Alex shrugged. “Because I haven’t made it yet. Without having actually created a working prototype to run through tests, all I have are my own theories on what it can do. That’s why we’re here right now. You and I are going to create a prototype that we can show to Karen Kanzaki.”

      If they could show Karen Kanzaki the benefits of this armor, then she might decide to endorse them, which would mean giving them a patent. Alex’s idea was to cut a deal with Karen—and the entire Interstellar Police Force eventually—that let him create this suit for them in exchange for the patent and advanced fee plus royalties for each unit produced.

      Gabrielle crossed her arms and scrunched up her face, going into what Alex recognized as her version of “deep thinking.” He waited patiently. His future wife was smarter than him, so he held her thoughts in the highest regard and wanted to hear what she had to say.

      Her face cleared up a moment later. “I think the idea has a lot of potential. We’ll probably want to figure out what sort of equipment we need to build this. I’m assuming you have more than that blueprint you showed me?”

      “Of course.”

      “All right. The first thing we’ll need to do is gather supplies. Then we’ll need to find the equipment that we need to build this. If we don’t have anything, we’ll need to invent something that can do what we want. So, just to reiterate, we need to create this suit, make sure it does everything you said it will, and then present it to Karen?”

      “More or less.”

      “And what’s the second idea?”

      “The second idea is to create maid droids.”

      “Maid… droids? What is that?”

      “An android that can cook, clean, and do other tasks.”

      “Like Madison?!”

      “No. Not like Madison. She’s one of a kind, and I doubt I’ll ever be allowed to make another one like her.”

      Madison was a true artificial intelligence, which wasn’t legal to create. He had been given special permission to build her because, at the time, he had been creating her as an exercise to showcase the power of science. It was unlikely he’d ever be allowed to create another AI like that.

      “Hmmm… so they’d be simplified maid droids who can only follow orders?”

      “Yes.”

      “The idea has merit, but I think we might be better off designing the military suit first.”

      “I was thinking the exact same thing.”

      He and Gabrielle were on the same page. This wasn’t unusual. They were normally on the same wavelength when it came to their inventions.

      “Then what are we waiting for?!” Gabrielle leapt to her feet and beamed at him. “Let’s get started!”

      “That’s exactly what I wanted to hear,” Alex said with a smile before he and Gabrielle began going over what they needed to do to create a working prototype of their next invention.

      Which would hopefully work as it was supposed to.
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      Jasmine stripped out of her pants, sliding them down her hips. The muted feel of fabric felt odd to her. She still wasn’t used to this sensation. After stepping out of her pants and divesting herself of the jacket and strapless shirt, she put them in her locker and placed her hands on either side of her abdomen.

      Most people would look at her and assume that she was wearing only a set of underwear. They would be wrong. Underneath her lacy bra and panties, Jasmine was actually wearing an invisible Angelisian Crisis Suit that Gabrielle had made specifically for her. It had been calibrated to her own body’s biometric data and everything. Unlike Alex, who still couldn’t put his on without feeling incredible pain, the one Jasmine wore now had been painless to put on.

      It still felt weird, like her hands were touching against rubbery plasteel, but she guessed it was something she would just have to get used to. Alex had told her and the others they needed to wear these suits at all times. Ever since the incident with Yahweh, he had been worried for her and the others. She guessed this was his way of making sure they were protected even if he wasn’t with them.

      “Jasmine!”

      “Kya!”

      Jasmine shrieked when a pair of hands slipped underneath her armpits and cupped her chest. The hands enclosed around her fleshy mounds, sinking into the softness of her breasts like they were someone squeezing a pair of marshmallows.

      “Neela! What are you—oh ho! Stop grabbing me!”

      The dark hands continued to fondle her as Neela’s grinning face appeared from over her shoulder. Jasmine bit her lip to keep herself from moaning. Only Alexander could make her do that!

      “Hehehehe… these bazongas are as impressive as ever.” The giggling girl pressed herself against Jasmine’s back, the skin on crisis suit contact making Jasmine realize that her friend was also in her undergarments. “But geez! These things are ridonkulus! I really want to know what you eat to make them this big. I’d accuse you of having Alex fondle these snuggle puppies, but I know your breasts grew before he started playing with them.”

      Jasmine fought back her first instinct, which was to toss her friend away. With her crisis suit enhancing her physical capabilities, that would have hurt Neela. Still, as she squirmed in the other girl’s grasp, she wondered what she should do.

      Reenie, who had been changing right beside Jasmine, glanced at them. She wore an inquisitive smile.

      “I’m also curious to know how your chest got so big.” She glanced down at her own chest, which was about average for her age. “I’d like to make mine grow a bit more.”

      “I-I have nothing to say to that—would you stop groping me already?! And you! Madison! Stop taking pictures!”

      Already dressed in her maid outfit, Madison slowly lowered the holocamera in her hands, stored it away, and turned her head. Jasmine would have narrowed her eyes when the android started innocently whistling, but she had other problems to deal with.

      “All right! I think you two have had enough fun!”

      The one who came to her rescue was, surprisingly, Ariel. She walked up to Neela and bopped the girl on the head. Even though it looked like nothing more than a light tap, the dark-skinned girl crumbled to the floor.

      “Ouch…”

      “Th-thank you for that, Ariel. Oh ho! You have my gratitude.”

      “You’re welcome, I guess.”

      Ariel was already dressed in her maid outfit. The white shirt was sleeveless and hidden beneath a black bodice that went under the bustline. Some lacework traveled up the shirt before ending in a bow that rested against the collarbone. An apron hung underneath the bodice, swishing as Ariel shifted from foot to foot. The black skirt that danced around her legs only went down to mid-thigh, revealing a pair of white stockings that flowed into a set of cute boots with black heels.

      Jasmine had designed these maid outfits herself; she wanted to create something that was both cute and modest, showing enough skin to be tantalizing but not enough to be considered erotic. She thought she had done a good job. As expected from someone titled the Queen of Maid Designs.

      “You look good in that.” Jasmine nodded to herself. “Oh ho ho. It’s very cute on you.”

      Ariel blushed and looked away. “W-whatever. Just hurry up and get dressed. This whole thing was your idea, so we can’t do anything without you.”

      It was early in the morning, and Jasmine was standing in the locker room with Ariel, Alice, Madison, Michelle, Nyx, Reenie, Neela, and the three full-time workers at her café. The locker room had never been this crowded before.

      The three experienced maids were already dressed and currently helping Alice, Michelle, and Nyx put their outfits on. Jasmine assumed that Madison had helped Ariel. It explained why she had finished dressing first.

      “Oh ho ho ho ho! Right you are!”
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Jasmine hurriedly dressed herself in an outfit that was identical to the others, with the exception that she also wore a headdress to mark her as the “head maid.” The others also finished donning their outfits by the time she was done.

      They exited the locker room and wandered down the stairs. The stairway opened onto the dining room floor, a large room tastefully decorated with simple designs. One wall over by the bar had several pictures of all her maids and some of her more devoted customers. Arrayed around the room were numerous circular tables, and except for the back corner where the bar sat, the walls were all lined with booths.

      Her heels tapped against the checkered floor as Jasmine walked up to the front and spun around, facing the girls. She clapped several times to get everyone’s attention.

      “Oh ho ho ho ho ho! Ladies, today is a big day for us. Not only do we have several new people working here, but our current goals have shifted a bit.” Jasmine coughed into her hand. “You see, my husband-to-be and I are currently facing some financial difficulties, and I would like to help him by providing a more stable source of income.”

      After speaking these words, the three girls who had worked with her and Madison for the past year and a half—the amount of time she had run this fine establishment—began talking.

      “Ho ho! What a momentous day this is!”

      “What a wonderful girl you are, Mistress Jasmine. Your desire to help your fiancé has moved me to tears!”

      “This whole scenario has my heart racing! It’s like something out of a holodrama! So romantic!”

      Jasmine tried to mask her blush behind her laugh. “Oh ho ho ho ho ho! Indeed, it is romantic. Such a thing is to be expected from the Queen of Romance! Oh ho ho ho ho!”

      “You are our Queen!” the three ladies all said at once.

      Ariel leaned over to her sister and whispered, “Is it just me, or do these three sound kind of like sycophants to you?”

      Michelle merely smiled. “I think their loyalty and admiration for Jasmine is rather touching.”

      “Tch! Of course you’d think that.”

      “Be quiet, you two,” Alice muttered. “You’re being troublesome.”

      Jasmine glanced at her six friends. While Ariel and Michelle were whispering to each other—they were loud enough that she could hear them—and Alice tried to stop them, Neela and Reenie were gushing over Nyx in her maid outfit.

      “You look so adorable! Just like a doll!”

      “It kinda makes you want to dress her up, doesn’t it?”

      “Touch my breasts, and I’ll kill you.”

      “Kyaaaa! Even the way she threatens you so coolly is cute!”

      Coughing into her hand, Jasmine reclaimed everyone’s attention.

      “Now, because we need to begin making more money, we cannot rely on our current methods alone. We need to bring in more customers. I have already made several announcements on the holonet, but that will not be enough. That is why I have made flyers that I would like several of you to pass out.”

      Paper was expensive on Mars. Although they had a dome specifically created for the purpose of making paper, it didn’t produce enough to supply the entirety of Mars with. Their planet’s paper products were all heavily imported from Earth, which meant anything made from paper had a high cost.

      Jasmine would have never dipped into her savings for something like this, but this was an important situation. The livelihood of herself, Alex, and the rest of her family was on the line!

      “I’m going to leave passing out the flyers to Neela, Reenie, Alexis, and Jessica.” Madison grabbed a large number of flyers and handed out several dozen to each of the four ladies. As she did, Jasmine continued. “Alexis and Jessica, I selected you two because you’re great at gathering a crowd. Please show Reenie and Neela how to entice more customers.”

      Alexis’s red hair bounced as she saluted at Jasmine and gave a wink. “Just leave it to us, Mistress!”

      “I’m counting on you.” Jasmine nodded as Alexis and Jessica bade Neela and Reenie to follow them. As the door to her café opened, then closed with a jingle, she turned her attention to the other seven women still present.  “Aside from relying on those four to hand out flyers, we are also going to be offering several deals to entice more people. I plan to make periodic announcements of these deals on the various holonet forums.”

      After Alex had told them about their new financial crisis, Jasmine had quickly thought up several plans to help bring in more customers, then had Madison help implement those plans. The first was passing out flyers. She called that Stage One. Now it was time to reveal Stage Two.

      “First, any customer who spends over five thousand credits will get to have his or her picture taken with any maid of his or her choosing.”

      This one actually wouldn’t be difficult to accomplish. A maid café’s menu was more expensive than standard restaurant food. The reason was because of the service that maids provided. It wasn’t just about the food itself, which Jasmine made sure was top quality; it was about the pleasant interactions between the maid and her master or mistress. That experience was something people couldn’t find anywhere else.

      “Second, any customer who spends over ten thousand credits will be attended to by me personally.”

      Jasmine did not serve customers very often… mostly because she was busy cooking or tending to the business side of running a café. While Matilda also shared in the cooking duties, and Madison did the freighter’s share of the cooking, it was Jasmine who created most of the menu items and ensured their quality.

      She was also just really popular. Every patron at her café recognized that she was the Queen of Maids.

      “The last deal is a couples contest,” Jasmine started with a smile. “Any couple who can eat my five-kilo cheesecake will have all of the food they bought paid for by me.” Her smile widened. “Of course, if they lose, they have to pay for their meal and the cheesecake.”

      The last part of Stage Two was something she had been planning for a while now. Jasmine had not intended to roll this idea out so early, but the situation had demanded something be done. If she wanted to help Alexander, she needed to bring in more patrons, and what better way than to entice couples into coming for the contest?

      Couples contests like this always gathered crowds. Many couples looking to spice up their lives went to events for couples. Jasmine was an avid follower of these events on holonet forums, and she had noted down what sort of events gathered the most traffic via comments, likes, and threads. This eating contest was something she had decided on because of the popularity several other eating contests had gathered.

      “Oh! Such a brilliant idea, Mistress!” Matilda and Madison clapped.

      Alice, Ariel, Michelle, and Nyx didn’t look as convinced that her ideas were good ones.

      “What a dumb idea.”

      “I don’t know. I think it could be fun.”

      “Of course, you do.”

      “This whole thing is troublesome.”

      “…”

      “Oh ho ho ho ho ho!”

      Jasmine tried not to let the blood rush to her head as three of the four newcomers disparaged her ideas. How rude.
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      Making the fabric weave was a simple yet complicated process. It was simple because they didn’t actually have to weave the fabric by hand or anything like that, but it still required an intense amount of focus. Not only that, he and Gabrielle needed to be in perfect synchronization since they were working together. This required two people as opposed to one.

      They had modified Mr. Builder in order to accomplish their goal.

      Mr. Builder looked like a giant bubble sitting on a chair, though maybe it would have been more accurate to say that it looked like an egg placed on a pedestal. It normally had a molecular compositing module inside, which was controlled from the outside via a set of gloves.

      The module had currently been replaced. Right now, he and Gabrielle were using a second device in conjunction with Mr. Builder. It was called Mr. Weaver, and just like the name suggested, it was a weaving loom. However, unlike most weaving looms, which were large contraptions, this one was small. Since the fabrics they were dealing with were microscopic in size, the weaving loom didn’t need to be that large.

      “The calculations look good,” Alex said. “And I don’t see any problems with the code. It looks like Mr. Weaver is functioning properly.”

      “I’m not seeing any errors in the machinery itself. All the parts are properly calibrated and there’s nothing loose,” Gabrielle added.

      He and Gabrielle worked together to keep Mr. Weaver from getting derailed. This was a delicate piece of equipment, requiring them to constantly pay attention to everything from the programming to the parts. That meant they couldn’t take their eyes off their monitors for even a second. Given how fragile this thing was, one wrong move could cause it all to break apart.

      Alex had spent all his money on the supplies and equipment.

      Failure wasn’t an option.

      This first step of the suit-building process involved weaving several patches of adamantine fabric, which they would then use to create the suit. They planned to create five .5 x 2 meter-long patches, which they would then weave together in the shape of the suit.

      “How’s the fabric looking, Gabby?”

      “None of the threads have become tangled in Mr. Weaver. We’re good.”

      “Nice. Keep an eye on that. We’re dealing with really small threads of adamantine. If they get caught in Mr. Weaver, the entire machine will break.”

      “Don’t worry! I’m on it!”

      Even though their job was not labor intensive—indeed, all they were doing was sitting and making minute adjustments to the algorithms and programs of the machine to maximize its efficiency and prevent it from breaking down—a bead of sweat ran down the side of his face. Slowly, centimeter by agonizing centimeter, Mr. Weaver wove together thousands of adamantine threads too small for the eyes to see.

      The process itself was interesting to watch. They hadn’t been able to even see the fabric when it first began weaving, but now it looked like a long patch of glimmering silver cloth. The weaving loom was still moving slowly. They were doing what they could to increase its speed, but the loom would break if they went too fast. Alex had no idea how long this process took, but after what felt like an eternity of waiting, Mr. Weaver finished.

      “It’s done!”

      “Yes!”

      “Let’s check the fabric to make sure it feels right.”

      Gabrielle removed the fabric from Mr. Builder and began playing with it, wrinkling it, folding it, and testing both its elasticity and toughness. Light from overhead shone on the silver fabric, making it glisten and shine like pure silver. However, unlike pure silver, which was soft, pliant, and couldn’t be used in metalworking, Adamantine was hard and unyielding. Even when Gabrielle used all her strength, the fabric did not tear. It didn’t look like woven fabric at all because of how small the weaves were.

      “It doesn’t have much yield, but it’s surprisingly soft.” She ran her fingers over the fabric. “Given that it was made from metal, I expected it to be hard and stiff, but look at how easily it folds and wrinkles!”

      “That’s another reason I created this using threads.” Alex touched the fabric, which was indeed softer than he’d expected. “Adamantine is an indestructible material. It's actually one of the key alloys used to create durasteel. While it’s generally quite rigid, if you create a thin enough thread with it, even adamantine will become as soft as polyester.”

      “Oh. I see.”

      “Anyway, now that we’ve got this first one done, let’s finish the rest.”

      “Right!”

      The process to create the other five sheets was just as slow the second, third, fourth, and fifth time around, but now that they were more accustomed to working, it was a little easier. They were able to create all five sheets of adamantine fiber woven fabric, which meant it was time for the second step.

      Welding the fabrics together to create the suit.

      With a few exceptions, manufacturing equipment for clothing had become completely standardized and automated. Alex had studied the process before coming up with this plan. Specially designed machines integrated cutting, assembling, and stitching for the most efficient operations. The most commonly used seams were narrow, superimposed seams, which were usually made by placing one piece of fabric onto another and lining up the seam edges. These seams were frequently stitched with an overedge stitch, which required one needle thread from above and two looper threads from below. This particular seam and stitch combination resulted in a flexible finished seam.

      The machine that Alex and Gabrielle had invented, Mr. Seam, used a similar process, but it was also different. It relied not on stitching but seamlessly welding two threads of adamantine together so there was no difference in size, shape, or mass at the welded seam. The idea was to create a suit that looked like it had been assembled from one sheet of fabric.

      In other words, a perfectly seamless suit.

      Because of what this process entailed, they could not leave it up to calculations. All calculations had a margin for error. While it was often said that human error created more problems, for a delicate operation like this, it was best to rely on their own eyes and skill.

      Alex and Gabrielle worked side by side. Mr. Seam was a device that relied on using microscopic welding tools to weld two threads together, which they did after cutting the fabric into the dimensions they wanted using Gabrielle’s Mr. Dimension Cutter, which severed things by literally erasing the molecules of whatever it touched.

      Adamantine was said to be an indestructible alloy, but not even it could survive if the molecules used in its construction were erased.

      First, they assembled the front and back. They joined the seam lines together, then used a pair of goggles that let them see everything at the microscopic level and got to work. Alex started from the top. Gabrielle from the bottom.

      After welding the front and back, they had to assemble the sleeves. Of course, they worked on the sleeves separately. Alex took the left and Gabrielle the right.

      Because of how delicate this task was, neither of them spoke, focusing all of their energy on what they were doing.

      Alex bit his lip as he watched the threads of each microscopic fiber become welded together. After relying on his scanner to make sure the density along the welding line was the same everywhere else, he moved on and repeated this process over and over and over again.

      His eyes were wide open as he worked. He refused to close them for anything. The longer he kept them open, the more his eyes hurt as he stared at the intense light being emitted from his welder, which ran at 8,333 degrees Celsius. That was hotter than the surface of the sun. If the welder wasn’t being contained inside of that bubble, which could withstand temperatures up to 9,000 degrees Celsius, they would have been burned to cinders.

      Finally, after sweating for who knew how long, they were done. Alex held up the finished suit with a grin.

      It technically wasn’t finished. They still needed to create the nodes, embed them into the suit, and make sure the nodes functioned properly, but the hardest part was over with.

      “I can’t believe we finished it!” Gabrielle cheered.

      “I can! We’re awesome! Of course we finished it!”

      “Yeah!”

      Alex and Gabrielle shared a high-five as they celebrated the successful creation of their suit. Both of them had some experience with building suits, but the process used in the creation of this one had been a lot different than anything either of them had built up to this point.

      It had also necessitated the creation of several other inventions, which added to the difficulty and time it took to create.

      The suit was all silver and looked like it had been grown instead of welded together. It gleamed brightly in the light with the luster of metal, but it was soft and flexible like the synthetic fibers used for most clothing. Alex had to give himself and Gabrielle a pat on the back. They had done a great job.

      “Now it’s time to try it on,” Alex said.

      “Ooohh! This is so exciting!”

      Gabrielle squealed as she stepped back while Alex stripped down to his underwear. Since this was made for humans, and Alex currently had the appearance and composition of a human, they had made the suit based on his body instead of Gabrielle’s. It had been an easy choice to make. He didn’t have wings, after all.

      Now practically naked, Alex began putting the suit on.

      Well, that had been the plan.

      However, as Alex stared at the suit, he noticed a problem that neither of them had realized yet.

      “Gabby?”

      “What is it?”

      “This suit doesn’t have any openings large enough to fit my body through. How am I supposed to put it on?”

      Indeed, as Alex looked at the suit, he noticed that the largest opening was the hole where his neck would go… and that was not large enough to fit a body through. It wasn’t even large enough to fit his head through. He tried popping his head through the hole, only to get stuck. Gabrielle had to help unstick his head. To make matters worse, they had completely forgotten to make a zipper or something similar to create an opening large enough for a person to slip their body inside.

      Alex lifted his head. He locked eyes with Gabrielle, whose cheeks had gone pink with embarrassment. While he couldn’t see his own face, there was no doubt in his mind that his cheeks were the same shade as hers. It felt like his face was burning.

      “Um… whoopsies,” Gabrielle chuckled and rubbed the back of her neck.

      “Whoops is right.” He sighed.

      It looked like they would have to create some modifications before going any further than this.
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      Business was booming—no, business had exploded.

      Not that Jasmine had expected anything less. After all, she was the Queen of Business.

      Café Love Love opened its doors at exactly 1000 hours, which meant that from the time she and the others had arrived at 0700, they had three hours to prepare.

      Jasmine had divided the jobs necessary to get ready for the day between everyone. Alice had been charged with cleaning the bar, a task that she did after complaining about how troublesome it was. Nyx cleaned the floor. She was uniquely suited to cleaning since her alchemy allowed her to turn her hair into extra hands. Michelle and Madison cleaned the tables and booths. Jasmine had thought about having Ariel help her sister, but she didn’t want them arguing, and she had another task for that one.

      Being the strongest one present, Ariel brought out all of the equipment and supplies. This included extra decorations, the equipment needed to take holographic photos, the boxes filled with utensils and ingredients to cook food, meaning pots, pans, and everything else that was necessary to start their day.

      While everyone else went about their assigned tasks, Jasmine and Matilda worked on preparing the kitchen so they could cook.

      The whole process had taken about two hours. After that, they had relaxed and talked until Alexis, Jessica, Reenie, and Neela returned from handing out flyers. Then they opened their doors.

      Jasmine had not expected there to be the large rush of people that she received from the moment Café Love Love opened, but that was exactly what she got. Less than ten minutes after opening their doors, nearly three dozen people poured in like a mob. These people ranged from individuals to couples, old to young, and men to women. There were currently so many people sitting at the tables that there was no room for anyone else.

      A line had even formed outside.

      Oh ho. It looks like my idea worked wonders, but there might be too many patrons now…

      She was glad that her idea worked out so well, but with so many people filling her café, her maids were having trouble attending to all of the masters and mistresses. They needed all hands on deck. This included hers.

      Even as Jasmine wove between tables, greeting masters and mistresses with her typical laugh, smile, and maid-like lines, she could see the rest of her maids hard at work.

      Alexis was currently in her S-mode. She entertained the customers with her sadistic smile, tenderly insulting them by calling them names like “worm” or “maggot,” and turning them into a pile of drooling, blushing flesh. Of course, she kept her insults low-key. There were a lot of new customers, so she couldn’t afford to get too enthusiastic. However, she was also good at spotting the men who were into a little S&M play.

      “Haaaah… are you telling me you want my service? Then please get down on your knees and beg for it.”

      “P-please serve us!”

      “What’s that? I can’t hear you.”

      “PLEASE SERVE US, MISTRESS ALEXIS!!”

      “Tch. Since you want it that bad, I guess I have no choice. Be grateful that I’m servicing a pair of cockroaches like you.”

      “WE ARE VERY GRATEFUL, MISTRESS!!”

      As Alexis stood over the two masters, wearing a sadistic smile as the pair cried tears of joy, several other masters and mistresses snapped holopics using their IDbands. It seemed they were getting a kick out of watching what was happening, or maybe they were just morbidly curious. Either way, they were uploading the videos and images onto the holonet, which was basically like a form of free advertisement.

      To Jasmine’s left, Matilda was doing a well-choreographed song and dance routine as she blessed the food for her masters and mistresses. It was amazing how she got the group she was serving to dance along with her. She would sing. They would repeat. She would form shapes like a heart with her hands. They would, too. It wasn’t just her masters and mistresses either. Several other masters and mistresses near their table were entranced by the dance.

      Oh ho. It looks like she is going to have more fans.

      Neela and Reenie were apprenticing under Jessica, who was showing them the ropes. She was Jasmine’s most experienced maid—after herself and Madison, of course!—and knew all the basics of being a maid like the back of her hand. She didn’t have Alexis’s sadism or Matilda’s amazing choreography, but she had mastered the basics to the point that maiddom was second nature to her. Adding in two cute girls who worked alongside her probably helped enhance her appeal as well.

      “Welcome, Young Master.” Jessica bowed to the teenager she was serving. Neela and Reenie followed her example. “I am pleased to serve you. If you have any questions, do not hesitate to ask me. Would you like me to start you with a drink?”

      The boy, who couldn’t have been much older than Jasmine’s two friends, blushed bright red. “Um… um… can I have the Love Cocktail.”

      “Of course, so long as it is the non-alcoholic one.”

      “Oh… Oh, yes!”

      “Very well.”

      “Do not worry, Master,” Neela said with a wink.

      “We’ll get your drink in just a jiff, and then we’ll give it a special blessing to make it taste even better,” Reenie added with a smile that made steam waft from the boy’s head.

      Jasmine turned away from the trio and stepped up to her next table.

      “Oh ho ho ho ho! Master, Mistress.” Jasmine curtsied before the young couple whose table she was now serving. “I am very pleased to be serving you for the first time.”

      With her skills as the Queen of Observation, Jasmine zeroed in on the wedding band around the woman’s finger. She couldn’t be very old, maybe in her early twenties. What’s more, the wedding band had a brand new design that had just been released two months ago, which meant, of course, that these two were newlyweds.

      “Congratulations on your successful marriage, Master, Mistress.” Jasmine gave them her brightest smile. “I hope you two have the happiest life together!”

      The newlywed couple blushed but smiled.

      “Thank you,” the woman said. She seemed like the more composed of the two.

      “Shall I start you two off with something to drink?” asked Jasmine.

      Café Love Love’s drink menu consisted of different flavored caffa with artistic designs drawn over a warm froth using chocolate, caramel, or vanilla, fruity beverages with or without alcohol, and a large variety of teas. They also had…

      “Um… yes, can we have the Cute Cream Soda?” asked the woman.

      “Would you like two, or should I have our maids prepare one large cream soda with two straws?” asked Jasmine, already knowing which they wanted, but letting the master and mistress choose.

      “The big cream soda with two straws, please,” the man finally spoke up, his cheeks slightly red. He was embarrassed. Oh ho. That was interesting. It looked like his wife was the one who cajoled him into coming here. Well, at least he knew how to make his wife happy. That made him a good husband.

      “Of course, Master.” After jotting down their order on a tablet, Jasmine grabbed the hem of her mid-thigh skirt and curtsied. “Master, Mistress, I shall be back with your drink in just a moment.”

      Making her way toward the kitchen, Jasmine searched the area for her family. It was somewhat surprising, but Alice seemed to be quite the hit. She was currently staring at a trio of young teenage boys with her half-lidded eyes. The boys were blushing bright red as they stammered out their orders. Alice nodded as she wrote everything they asked for down on her tablet, told them that they were easily the most troublesome bunch she had ever seen, then traveled to the kitchen as well. The young teens she left behind started jabbering as they pointed at her.

      “Oh ho ho. I see you are doing quite well,” Jasmine said.

      Alice glared at her. “This entire situation is troublesome. I’m only helping because my bro is struggling to make ends meet.”

      “Oh ho ho ho. But of course!”

      The kitchen was only being manned by one maid, Madison, but it almost seemed as if there were several Madisons moving about the kitchen. The woman was like a one-maid army. She already had over a dozen of their orders ready and sitting on the counter waiting for them to take.

      Jasmine glanced at her tablet, tapped a few buttons, and sent the new order directly to Madison’s processor. While Madison didn’t acknowledge the order, she knew it had already been received. All the tablets in this café were linked to the artificial intelligence’s processing unit.

      Grabbing the food for another table that she had been serving, Jasmine began weaving between tables again. To her left, Nyx was serving a pair of customers omurice. She had the two ladies entranced as her hair came alive, transforming into hands that grabbed bottles of ketchup and drew incredibly intricate designs. The two young women, who looked to be around 16 or 18, had hearts in their eyes as they clapped at the emotionless girl’s performance.

      “Isn’t she so cool?! That calm demeanor gives me chills!”

      “That thing she does with her hair is amazing! How does she do it?!”

      “And she’s so adorable! I just want to take her home with me!”

      Nyx’s cheeks turned a very light shade of pink. Despite this, her face did not change its expression.

      “Your meals have been prepared. Please let me bless this food for you, s-so it tastes better.” Nyx made a heart with her hands and aimed it at the food. Her cheeks became an even darker shade of pink, but she still refused to display any more emotion on her face than that. “Kyun, kyun, wafu, wafu. Make this food better with the power of love.”

      “KYA!!! SO CUTE!!”

      Oh ho. I guess Nyx’s calm demeanor is a hit among the ladies. That is good to know. Oh ho ho ho ho.

      Jasmine stopped paying attention to the former assassin as she arrived at her destination.

      “Master,” Jasmine smiled as she stopped in front of the table, “I apologize for the wait. Here is your Maid 4 You Sandwich.”

      Grabbing the plate from the tray, Jasmine set it on the table in front of a slightly older gentleman with gray hair and a monocle. The sandwich was made from an assortment of meats, cheeses, lettuce, cucumbers, tomatoes, and olives. The bread had a special sauce made only at her café, and it had been pan-fried to create a crispy texture on the outside.

      Alex had taught her how to make this years ago. It was the first item on her menu.

      “Jasmine,” the old gentleman said, his portly belly sagging as he shifted his shoulders. “It seems you are quite busy today. I’ve barely had any time to speak with you.”

      While she didn’t flinch, Jasmine did smile apologetically. “I apologize, Master. I decided to try implementing some deals as a means of offering something new. I did not expect them to be met with this kind of success.”

      “Well, normally, I don’t think a bit more business would be a bad thing.” The gentleman sighed as he wiped his sweat-covered forehead with a wet cloth that Jasmine had given him when he first arrived. “But how long will you plan on keeping these deals going?”

      “I cannot say,” Jasmine admitted. “They might stay for a while. At the very least, we’ll have to keep them going for a month.”

      The gentleman nodded. “I see. In that case, I am afraid you will not be seeing me for a while. I come here for the service. Having an enthusiastic young girl serve me food makes me feel refreshed, rejuvenated.” He looked at all of the people currently filling the café and shook his head. “However, not once today have I received the personalized service that drew me to this café when you first reopened it.” He gave her an apologetic smile that was half-hidden behind his handlebar mustache. “I’m sorry.”

      Jasmine did not realize that hearing those words could sting like they did, but a sharp pain pierced her chest all the same.

      This older gentleman was one of her first and most loyal masters. He had been coming by once a week ever since she had bought this café from her father’s branch company. According to him, he had been a regular master when this had been her mom’s establishment as well. Given his loyal patronage to both her and her late mother, one could even say that he was Jasmine’s best customer.

      So, yes. It did hurt when he said he was leaving.

      “Please do not apologize, Master.” Jasmine sucked up her feelings and smiled. “It is my fault for not being able to provide the service that I should. Since this is your last time coming for a while, and to commemorate the times you and I have spent together, would you like to take a picture after you finish eating.”

      “That would be great,” the old gentleman said with a grandfatherly smile.

      As Jasmine blessed the master’s food, worry wormed its way into her gut. This was not the first regular master or mistress who expressed dissatisfaction with their service today. Many of their regular customers had told her that it was too busy, that they weren’t getting the service they came here for. She couldn’t deny that. They were too busy to provide the personalized service that made them popular among their regulars.

      However, Jasmine needed to bring in as many customers as she could, and therefore, she could not afford to stop the deals that had brought her so many new patrons. This first day had been a smashing success. Until Alexander was making enough money from the invention he was hoping to get a patent for, Jasmine would continue to do everything in her power to make sure she could help provide for their family.

      This was all for the sake of her love.

      And beyond anything else, Jasmine was the Queen of Love.
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      “How does it feel, Alex?”

      “It’s not as comfortable as the crisis suit once it synchronizes, but at least it doesn’t hurt to put on.”

      “That’s just because you refuse to have those seals removed! I’m sure if you removed them, I could calibrate the crisis suit so that it doesn’t hurt at all!”

      “... Maybe.”

      “Definitely.”

      Alex and Gabrielle were still inside of the lab, where they had been all day. The passage of time had been practically meaningless for them. From the moment they had come down there, all of their focus had been on making this suit. They hadn’t even had time to look at Alex’s other idea. Not that Alex had the money to build a prototype for that anymore. All of their funds had gone into the suit.

      “It looks pretty good,” Gabrielle commented as she cupped a hand to her chin, ears wiggling up and down while her wings flapped. She closely studied the suit as it conformed to Alex’s physique, walking around him several times, then stopping when she was in front of him once more. “Why don’t you try running around to see if there’s any problem with your movements?”

      Looking down at the dark suit through the visor of his helmet, Alex nodded several times as he lifted his limbs. They didn’t feel much different now, but that didn’t mean much. Only by undergoing a test where he pushed his limits would he know how well the suit performed.

      He nodded. “Good idea. In fact, let’s use Mr. Simulator to create some tests to make sure this is functioning properly.”

      “What a great idea! Why didn’t I think of that?” Gabrielle clapped at Alex’s idea.

      They traveled into Mr. Simulator, the simulation chamber that had been invented by Gabrielle. It looked like a large, gray room made of tiles at the moment. Gabrielle opened Mr. Simulator’s menu and began scrolling through the battleground selections.

      “What kind of testing ground would you like?”

      “Let’s do an urban setting similar to Mars City. Since this is going to be used by the police, we should make sure it functions well while moving across a cityscape.”

      “Kay!”

      Alex had used the urban setting plenty of times before when sparring against Nyx, but he usually preferred other settings because, well, Nyx was almost invincible in a city. Everything within a city was her weapon. The walls became stakes shooting through the air to skewer him, the ground turned into a mouth that tried to swallow him whole, and walkways became massive tidal waves that slammed into him, crushing him underneath several thousand tons of durasteel. When Alex fought Nyx in a city setting, it was almost like he was fighting the city itself.

      “Here we are!” Gabrielle announced as she selected one of the premade simulation options. “This setting is the closest one to Mars City.”

      The world around them suddenly rippled. Undulations running along the ground, walls, and ceiling gave Alex a sense of vertigo, though the feeling only lasted for a moment. Everything around them changed barely a second after Gabrielle selected the setting. The floor beneath Alex’s feet transformed from tiles into a durasteel walkway. The walls disappeared and massive skyscrapers took their place. Above and below him were more walkways and hubs. There were even shuttles buzzing through the air. Save for the clear blue sky, this place looked exactly like Mars City.

      “Are you ready to begin testing?” asked Gabrielle.

      In response to her question, Alex reached behind his helmet and pressed a button to activate it. The inside of his helmet lit up as the heads-up display activated. The world around him sharpened, information scrolled across his screen, distances, temperature, how many people were in his vicinity (one), and a map of the surrounding area created via soundwaves and echolocation.

      He nodded to Gabrielle. “You know I am.”

      “Eheh, then what are we waiting for?!”

      The first test was simple: Alex and Gabrielle wanted to see how well people could move in this suit. It seemed fine when they were just walking. However, police officers were often required to chase after criminals, which meant running, turning, twisting, and dodging. If they were going to sell this to the police, they needed to make sure it wouldn’t hamper an officer’s ability to chase down degenerates.

      “Ready…”

      At the sound of Gabrielle’s voice, Alex moved into a running position. He crouched low, his hands on the ground as he shifted his dominant foot so he could push off it at a moment’s notice.

      “Set…”

      He slowed his breathing. Keeping himself calm, Alex stared at the first spot he would race to: a parked shuttle that was currently violating several traffic laws and blocking the way for civilians who wanted to use the walkway.

      “GO!”

      Bursting from the ground like he had rockets on his feet, Alex raced across the walkway, boots thudding against the durasteel floor, body blurring past several trees as he narrowed his eyes.

      The suit that he and Gabrielle had made did not enhance a person’s physical strength. The nodes that ran along the seven chakras were not there to physically reinforce someone, but to bring out the bioelectric energy and create a shield that blocked various forms of projectile and energy damage.

      Alex was running under his own strength.

      It didn’t take long to reach the shuttle, maybe about six seconds in total. Alex leaped onto the shuttle’s hood, sliding across it as though he were gliding. He landed on the ground and continued running.

      The suit rustled against Alex’s underwear as he ran. He had to marvel at how nice it felt. Even though this suit was made from adamantine fibers, microscopic threads of metal woven together, it didn’t feel like he was wearing a metal suit at all. It was soft, comfortable, and conformed to his body well.

      Alex turned a corner.

      Running down an alley, Alex leaped onto the wall to his left, ran along it as though he was defying gravity, and then leaped to the other wall when he began losing traction. He did this several times until he reached the end. Bursting out of the alley, he landed on the ground, bent his knees to absorb the shock of impact, and kept running.

      “You’re doing great, Alex!” Gabrielle called out. She was flying above him, watching him as she held out Mr. Scanner. “Keep it up!”

      “Right!”

      Alex continued racing through the city, taking escalators and elevators to move up and down. Gabrielle would occasionally throw an obstacle at him like pedestrians, broken walkways, or a giant shuttle set to crash where he was standing. While the test didn’t really need that kind of over-the-top scenario, it did let Alex know that this suit could, indeed, stand up to the rigors of whatever situation the police might find themselves in.

      “Okay. I think we can say the first test was successful.” Alex stopped running as Gabrielle sat down. “How did it look from above?”

      Gabrielle checked Mr. Scanner’s analysis. “Based on data we already entered about your physical fitness, it looks like there is a .05 margin difference between you without the suit and you with the suit. It seems you’re a bit slower with the suit on.”

      “That’s probably because the suit is made of adamantine.” Alex breathed easily as he stretched his arms back. “The suit might be made from microscopically thin threads, but it doesn’t change the fact that this suit weighs about 22.5 kilograms. The added weight is a factor I accounted for. That difference is within acceptable limits.”

      “Then shall we move on to the next test?”

      Alex grinned at Gabrielle. “Let’s.”

      They went through several more tests, which involved attacking Alex with different types of energy. The simulator changed to an open field. Then Gabrielle produced several guns. She went through them one by one, shooting Alex exactly three times to test the shield’s strength and make sure the first shot wasn’t a fluke. Projectiles, lasers, plasma, electricity, ion waves, pulsar beams, fire… everything that Gabrielle hit him with was defended against by a light blue shield that formed around Alex.

      Keeping an eye on his HUD, he watched as the gauge that determined how much energy his shield had left slowly dropped. He frowned. His was dropping a lot more slowly than he felt a normal human’s would, but he believed that was because he wasn’t actually human. Even if he appeared physically identical to a human, it didn’t change the fact that he was not human.

      Alex waited until his gauge was nearly halfway depleted, then raised a hand. “Stop.”

      Gabrielle, a massive beam cannon gripped firmly in her hands, removed her finger from the trigger. “What is it?”

      “I’m checking to see if the shield will replenish over time.”

      “Oh. Good idea.”

      Alex watched the gauge as it slowly filled back up, nodding to himself. He would have to test this with someone who was actually human, but since this was relying on bioelectric energy and not his Aura of Creation to replenish itself, he felt confident that the shield would recharge for a human as well. It would probably just take longer.

      “It looks like it does replenish. Let’s continue testing.”

      “Kay!”

      They continued testing the shield’s ability to withstand damage, going through Gabrielle’s entire arsenal of weapons, which was far more extensive than Alex imagined it would be. She had over one hundred weapons stored inside of her D-space.

      Gabrielle said these were prototypes that the Angelisian Military had forced her to make. However, after making them, she had stored them away in her D-space and refused to bring them out.

      Alex knew she hated building or using weapons. He apologized to her during the testing, but she just smiled, shook her head, and said she didn’t mind as long as she was testing something that would help save lives instead of take them. The words made him smile. Gabrielle really was amazing.

      “Okay. I think we’re finished,” Alex said.

      Gabrielle nodded as she shut down Mr. Simulation. The plains disappeared. Once more, he and Gabrielle were surrounded by four gray walls, a gray floor, and an equally gray ceiling.

      “It looks like that shield can withstand damage from every type of energy possible,” Gabrielle said.

      “Some types of energy might be too much for a human to handle, like that phaser you hit me with,” Alex said as he removed his helmet. “But so long as they don’t have to deal with anything that powerful, it should be enough to protect a normal human.”

      Leaving Mr. Simulator, Alex and Gabrielle entered the lab, where Alex walked over to his folded-up clothes and began the process of getting changed.

      “Fortunately, weapons like the phaser aren’t on the market,” Gabrielle said as Alex unzipped the front of his suit and slid out of it. “That’s one of the weapons I refused to hand over after making it. I thought it was too powerful. The military was angry, but Papa agreed with me.”

      “Really? I’m surprised he agreed with you.”

      “He said having such a powerful weapon takes the fun out of fighting.”

      “Never mind. That sounds just like him.”

      Alex slid his pants up his hips, adjusted the Velcro, and then threw on his shirt. He left his jacket off and held it in his arms. Turning around, he looked at Gabrielle, who’d been watching him the whole time. Her eyes had grown partially lidded and there was a soft blush on her cheeks.

      I recognize that look…

      “All that testing caused me to work up a sweat,” Alex began. “Would you like to take a bath with me?”

      Gabrielle’s face lit up like a light bulb powered by a nuclear reactor. “Yes!”

      Alex had been bathing with Gabrielle ever since the day they first had sex; there was no longer a reason to hold back. In some ways, Alex felt kind of silly for denying her for so long, but he also still believed that he had done the right thing.

      They traveled up the stairs and into the changing room. As they entered, Alex removed his clothes, folded them up, and put them on the clothing rack. He glanced at Gabrielle to see her in the process of removing her shirt. Her breasts sprang free with an enthusiastic bounce. Then she tossed it onto the rack without folding it, slid her skirt and underwear down her hips, tossed those onto the rack, then removed her invisible crisis suit.

      Sighing as he grabbed Gabrielle’s clothing, Alex folded them up and put them back on the rack. He then looked at Gabrielle, now completely naked.

      “You’re as bad as Alice when it comes to folding clothes,” He muttered.

      “Tee-hee!” Gabrielle’s response was to release a giggle.

      They each grabbed a towel. While Alex wrapped his around his waist, Gabrielle kept hers in hand instead of wrapping it around herself. Now, finally ready, they entered the shower room.

      “Sit down,” Gabrielle said. “I’ll wash you first.”

      “Okay.”

      “Tee-hee. I’m getting to wash Alex.”

      Gabrielle sang an off-beat song to herself as she rubbed shampoo into his hair, while he sat on a stool in front of a shower head. Alex closed his eyes as her fingers caressed his scalp.

      Her hands were very different from Nyx’s. They had an astonishing number of calluses, though he understood this was from working with machines all the time. Her hands were like his, albeit, Gabrielle’s were much smaller, daintier, and softer than his own. If Alex was being honest, he loved her hands. These were the hands of an inventor just like him. It made him feel connected to her.

      “I’m really glad our suit is working properly,” Gabrielle said as she rinsed off the shampoo. “Now you can present it to Karen and get that patent.”

      “I certainly hope so.” Alex clenched his toes as Gabrielle began scrubbing his back. “I’ll call her once we’re out of the shower and ask if I can present the suit to her sometime tomorrow.”

      “Sounds like a good idea. Speaking of, we should come up with a name for our suit. How about Mr. Suit?”

      “Denied.”

      “Why?!”

      “Because it’s a terrible name.”

      “Then why don’t you come up with something better?”

      Alex’s breathing hitched slightly as Gabrielle scrubbed the sides of his torso. It caused an electric feeling to race through his body. Crap. He was getting aroused.

      “What about… Adamantine Armor?” he suggested.

      “Boo!”

      “It’s a good name!”

      “Mr. Suit is better.”

      The two smiled as they argued over what to call their new suit, bantering back and forth like a pair of children, or maybe even an old married couple. Alex liked the thought. He enjoyed this back-and-forth argument over something as silly as what to name their new invention.

      They did eventually decide on a name: Adamantium Fiber Weave Suit. It didn’t have Mr. in it like Gabrielle wanted, but Alex was adamant about leaving that out. Karen would never go for a name like that. She would probably change it herself. Gabrielle had pouted, but accepted his reasoning and then gave it a really long name to spite him.

      “Okay,” Alex said as Gabrielle finished scrubbing his back, “now it’s my turn to—Gabby?”
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Alex paused halfway from getting up as Gabrielle wrapped her arms around his neck, pressing her chest into his back. His arousal skyrocketed. An overwhelming desire to turn around, pulled Gabrielle into a passionate kiss, and screw her brains out passed through him like an ion storm, but then Gabrielle spoke.

      “Thank you.”

      The raging inferno inside of Alex calmed down. “Thank you? For what?”

      “For everything. For protecting me from my suitors, for letting me experience school and make friends, for accepting and falling in love with me.” As she spoke, Gabrielle’s arms tightened around his torso. “And also, thank you for helping my sisters. I hate to admit it, but I’m useless when it comes to them. I’ve never been able to be the big sister they needed.”

      Alex’s first thoughts were to tell her not to worry, that he did all this because he wanted to, but her last few sentences made him pause.

      He knew that Gabrielle was not as naïve and airheaded as she seemed. She might act outgoing and naïve, but she was aware of what was happening around her. The way she acted was something she had deliberately chosen after being forced to make weapons for the military.

      In the eyes of everyone else, she was the perfect sister, the most beautiful sister, the pure-blooded Angelisian who had not only inherited her father’s power but had been blessed with enviable intelligence.

      Ariel and Michelle were considered defects by the rest of the galaxy. Even Yahweh had only wanted those two because they were “defective” in his eyes. People looked at them and saw these flawed beings unworthy of marrying, of loving, and so they looked down on them.

      Gabrielle knew how her sisters were viewed by the rest of the galaxy, how they were always being compared to her, and how they always came up short. Alex couldn’t even imagine how helpless she must have felt. She probably blamed herself, thinking she was the reason her sisters were looked at like they were defective products.

      “It must be hard, wanting to help your sisters but knowing you can’t because you’re the very reason people look down on them,” Alex said.

      “It is.” Gabrielle shook against him. It took him a moment to realize she was crying. “It’s really hard. It’s really, really, really hard. I always had to stand by and watch as everyone made fun of them, as their teachers compared them to me, as nobles and dignitaries talked down to them. Even when I tried to help by defending them, they would get angry at me, and I know… I know it’s because I’m the reason they’re treated like that. I’ve always done my best to protect them, but it seems like the only thing I could do was direct their anger onto me whenever they started fighting. I couldn’t help them when it really mattered.”

      Alex placed his hands over Gabrielle’s.  “That isn’t true. I’m sure they realize how much you love and care for them. Ariel once told me that you were always looking out for her, even when she got angry at you.”

      Gabrielle sniffled. “Did she really?”

      “She did. You don’t need to worry. Your sisters love you very much.”

      “Kay.” Gabrielle relaxed her grip on him. She took several deep breaths. “Thank you, Alex. Um, sorry about getting emotional like that. It’s been on my mind for a long time now.”

      “It’s okay.” Alex turned his head to smile at her. “I understand how you feel to some degree.”

      “I guess you do.” She smiled back.

      “Now sit down. It’s my turn to wash you.”

      “Okay.”

      They traded places. Gabrielle sat down and Alex knelt behind her, rubbing shampoo into her long, silver hair, scrubbing her back and front, then getting in the tub, where they snuggled like a pair of newlyweds.

      It was, oddly enough, the first bath they took since becoming intimate that didn’t end in sex.
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      Alex called Karen after getting out of the bath. The expression she had given him when he told her that he wanted to present one of his inventions to her so she could consider adapting it to the Mars Police Force’s current equipment had been quite telling. She had looked at him like he had made a faux pas. It was enough to make him completely red in the face. He could not have masked the heat on his cheeks no matter how hard he tried. Even though it was clear that she felt skeptical about his invention, she had, with great reluctance, agreed to let him show her what he had invented.

      He would be heading to the Mars Police Department next week, the earliest time she could insert a demonstration into her schedule. Their scheduled meeting time was 1400 hours.

      Alice, Ariel, Jasmine, Madison, Michelle, and Nyx arrived home about an hour after his communication with Karen ended. Jasmine had been quite pleased with herself.

      

      “Oh ho ho ho ho ho! Look at this, Alexander! I, the Queen of Credits, have made a fortune after only a single day! Oh ho ho ho ho ho!”

      “Don’t you mean ‘we made a fortune’?”

      “Of course, Ariel. Of course. However, I am the one who hired all of you. Your accomplishments are my accomplishments. Oh ho ho ho ho ho!”

      “I give up.”

      

      It seemed as if Jasmine had implemented some new deals and ideas to bring in more customers, which had resulted in her café becoming so overrun with people that a two-hour-long line had formed. So many people had come that quite a few had lucked out and were unable to get a seat. A few of those who hadn’t been let in complained about it, but Jasmine, being the Queen of Business that she was, came up with an idea and gave the people who didn’t get a chance to eat reservations for a later date. She scheduled specific times for each person, or group of people, and promised them a seat.

      Not including the money they had to spend on supplies like food and paying her employees, Jasmine’s total income earned that day had come to 65,349 credits. The average income of a regular salary paid worker was 120,000 credits per year. She had made half that in a single day.

      It was impressive. Alex had always known Jasmine was a smart cookie, but seeing her implement new ideas to successfully bring more customers to her café really helped put her intelligence into perspective. She might not have had Alice’s genius-level intellect, but she was studious, a hard worker, and very bright.

      Jasmine had given Alex half of the credits she had earned. Part of him had wanted to refuse, but he didn’t. The entire reason Jasmine had worked so hard today was because of his financial struggles. She had done all of this because he no longer had the credits to provide for them. Rather than letting himself not accept her help out of shame or some misguided attempt at chivalry, Alex had given her his heartfelt thanks in the form of a passionate kiss.

      Jasmine had blushed from the roots of her hair down to her toes.

      Because everyone had worked so hard that day, Alex made them all their favorite dinners. He made curry for Alice, pizza for Gabrielle and Nyx, chicken carbonara for Jasmine, ramen for Ariel, and keftedakia—fried meatballs—for Michelle.

      Madison had offered to help. Alex had turned her down. This was his way of showing everyone his gratitude. It wouldn’t be the same if someone else cooked for him, though he did ask Madison to go out and buy the ingredients. Thanks to everyone’s hard work at the café, he had more than enough credits to pay for such an extravagant meal.

      Also, while he didn’t let her help cook the food, he did let Madison wash the dishes when they were done.

      Once everyone had sated themselves, they adjourned to the living room and watched holodramas together. Alex found himself being turned into a giant stuffed animal. Ariel had claimed his lap, Gabrielle his right side, Michelle his left, and Alice, Jasmine, and Nyx sat beside his feet, leaning against his legs or sitting between them. He was surrounded on all sides by warmth and softness. He tried to keep his eyes open since this was special time he spent with his family, but he soon found his eyes shutting against his will. It wasn’t long before he fell asleep.

      Alex had no idea how long he slept for, but he woke up sometime later with a soft groan. The warmth from being surrounded by a bunch of girls was gone. Opening his eyes, he glanced around to find that only Michelle was still with him. In fact, her face was right in front of him, making Alex realize that they were sleeping on their sides, facing each other.

      Careful not to wake her, he sat up and looked around. The girls had spread themselves out.

      Alice and Ariel had taken the other couch; Alex almost chuckled when he noticed how his sister had sprawled herself across the poor Angelisian princess. Ariel was grimacing as Alice pressed a foot against her left cheek.

      Gabrielle and Nyx were in a similar position. Gabrielle was sprawled on her back as she lay on the floor, arms spread out in a careless and open gesture. Even her wings were spread to their full length. Meanwhile, Nyx was sleeping on top of the girl. She was using the Angelisian princess’s massive chest as her pillow.

      As he looked at the others, Alex realized they were missing someone.

      “Where is Jasmine?” he asked himself, speaking quietly enough to not wake Michelle.

      “She woke up just a few minutes before you and headed upstairs,” a voice said behind him.

      Alex’s spine stiffened in surprise, but he bit his lip to keep from screaming, and craned his neck around to present Madison with a mild glare.

      “Do you enjoy sneaking up on me?” he asked.

      “It is a fun pastime, Master,” Madison acknowledged.

      His eyebrow twitched, but he sighed and let it go. Madison was a true artificial intelligence, meaning her personality, thought process, and emotional disposition was subject to changing and growing just like a human’s. He was saddened that she seemed to have picked up some bad habits, but really, it wasn’t like he could say anything without sounding like a hypocrite.

      “You said Jasmine is upstairs?”

      “Yes, Master.”

      “I see. Please keep an eye on the others for me.”

      “Of course, Master.”

      Alex removed Michelle’s arms from around his waist, leaned over, and pressed his lips to her forehead. Michelle smiled and shifted as he carefully climbed off the couch. His muscles were a bit stiff, so he stretched them above his head as he walked up the stairs, a yawn escaping his parted lips. His eyes felt like they wanted to close again, but he rubbed the accumulated gunk from his eyes.

      As he stood in front of Jasmine’s door, he pressed the button that would let her know he was there. He blinked several times while waiting. One second passed. Then two. He yawned again. A soft click finally echoed out and the door slid open.

      “Alexander,” Jasmine greeted as he stepped into the room, “I am surprised to see you awake. It’s quite late.”

      “I could say the same thing of you. It’s awfully late. Considering how hard you worked, you should be asleep.”

      Jasmine looked quite stunning in her nightgown, a semi-translucent dress that ended in a series of light pink frills around her bare feet. She was sitting on a chair near her desk. Her knees curled into her chest as she hugged them, feet halfway hanging off the seat’s edge. She absently curled and uncurled her toes. The normal blonde twin-tails shaped like drills were absent. Hair that was almost as long as Gabrielle’s descended from the crown of her head like a gentle wave, framing lovely eyes that reminded him of blue flames.

      “Oh ho. I did sleep for a little while, but I woke up. I’ve had a lot on my mind and couldn’t sleep well. I suppose you could say I’ve been restless.”

      Walking up to Jasmine, Alex turned the chair she was on around so she was facing him. He knelt before the girl and grabbed her feet, gently tugging them. Jasmine understood. She unwrapped her arms and let him guide her feet until they were resting against his thighs.

      Like the rest of her, Jasmine took great care of her feet. They were soft and smooth. They were also quite small. Alex could easily wrap his hands around them, which he did, fingers curling around her lovely arches. Her elegant nails were painted to match the color of her eyes.

      “Something is bothering you,” he announced.

      Jasmine smiled, but it didn’t quite reach her eyes. “Oh ho. You are the King of my Heart. You know me quite well, it seems.”

      Looking down, Jasmine wiggled her toes and seemed to study them, though he knew she was just thinking about whatever was troubling her. He said nothing. He waited until she was ready to talk.

      “Today… I lost several masters and mistresses.” Jasmine paused to bite her lip before continuing. “They were loyal masters and mistresses who had been coming to my café since I first reopened it. One of them had even come to the café when it belonged to my mother.”

      Alex didn’t say anything as Jasmine spoke, understanding that right now his purpose was not to speak, but to listen. Being able to listen without interrupting was a powerful ability.

      “They told me that the reason they came to my café was because they loved the service that we provided them. My maids and I always pride ourselves on being able to provide special services for our masters. We make them feel important. We make them feel like their lives, their efforts, their hard work, matters by treating them as a real maid would their master or mistress.”

      A lot more went into maid cafés than Alex realized. He had been to Jasmine’s café, of course, and his grandmother also owned a café, so he had seen maids in action plenty of times. However, he hadn’t given any thought to what made a maid café so special.

      “However, I could not provide that special service this time,” Jasmine murmured as she lowered her head. “There were so many masters and mistresses to serve that the special services we normally provide, the warmth and joy we bring to our masters and mistresses, was absent.”

      “And that made some of your masters and mistresses leave?”

      Jasmine’s smile was mirthless. “Yes. Some of my most loyal masters and mistresses have decided to seek the services I could not provide this time by going elsewhere.”

      Alex bit his lip, trying to think of what he could say to make Jasmine feel better. He could have told her that those people weren’t truly loyal, that they would have stayed if they really were, but that would have made her angry. That wasn’t what she wanted or needed to hear right now. Jasmine also wasn’t so petty that insensitive words aimed at making her feel better would help.

      “Can I offer a suggestion?” he asked.

      “Oh ho. Of course, Alexander. You know, I always listen to your advice.”

      He smiled at her words. He didn’t think his advice was always good, but he did always do his best to help where possible.

      “Maybe you should think about expanding your business.”

      Jasmine lifted her chin off her chest and tilted her head. “Expand, you say?”

      “Yeah.” Nodding, Alex rubbed the top of her feet as he elaborated. “With the money you’re making now, you could probably afford to buy a few more properties, hire more maids, and expand your business… couldn’t you?”

      “Oh ho. I could do that.” Jasmine cupped her chin, contemplated his idea for several seconds, then shook her head. “But it wouldn’t work. Let us say that I hire more maids and buy more properties. To maintain those properties, I would need to make more money, which means doing the same thing I am doing right now. In the end, it wouldn’t solve the issue.”

      “Oh, yeah. I didn’t think of that.”

      Alex played with Jasmine’s toes as he thought about the problem. Her pinky toe twitched as he wiggled her big toe around. What was it called again? He had learned about the human body at some point, but he couldn’t recall the scientific name. Or was it just called a big toe? As he studied her elegant toes, a thought filtered through his mind.

      He looked up. “Hey, Jaz. Your café has a second floor, right?”

      “Oh ho?” Jasmine blinked before nodding. “Yes, that is correct. That is where the locker room is, but most of the rooms are currently unused. My mother used to live there.”

      Alex nodded as an idea came to him. “Then what if you used that extra space? Maybe you can clean up and decorate the rooms you aren’t using. Customers who want special, individual services can pay extra to have a private room to themselves. Maybe you could even let them select a maid who specializes in a specific type of maid play… or something.”

      “That could work…” Jasmine’s eyes slowly widened. “No, that will definitely work. It’s a brilliant idea. It’s such an amazingly brilliant idea that I cannot fathom why I, the Queen of Ideas, did not think of it.”

      “Probably because you were distracted by the situation,” Alex said. “Sometimes, when you’re in the middle of a problem, it’s hard to see the answer. An outsider’s perspective can occasionally provide the answer that an insider can’t because all they see is the problem and not the possible solutions.”

      That was Mars Police Deductive Reasoning 101. All police officers were taught that in order to get a more accurate picture of a crime, they needed to have the perspectives of many different people who were not involved with the crime itself. Witnesses. In most cases, it was the testimony of witnesses who were not involved in the crime that allowed officers to solve crimes.

      “Alexander, you are brilliant. You have great ideas! You are the King of Ideas! Oh ho ho ho ho—OHHH!!”

      “JASMINE!!”

      Jasmine tried to stand up, but she seemed to have forgotten that her feet were resting on Alex’s thighs. As she placed her weight on her feet, his thighs squished, and her body lost its balance from the sudden shift. With a squawk, Jasmine pinwheeled her arms as she fell backwards, smacking her head against the chair, which rolled away from her, then crashing with a loud thump onto the floor.

      As Alex fretted over Jasmine, whose eyes were rolling around inside of their sockets, he completely missed the flashing of a camera.

      “This will be a great holopic to tease Master and Mistress with—I mean, to commemorate them taking yet another step in their relationship.”

      Madison pocketed the holocamera and backed out of the room. As she left, the sound of Alex’s fretting voice and Jasmine’s stilted rich girl laugh grew softer and softer.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            5

          

          Taking Responsibility

        

      

    

    
      Kazekiri knew the moment she opened her eyes that she was dreaming. Not only was she dreaming, but it was the same dream that she’d had for the past several weeks.

      She was back in the familiar bed of her bedroom, a familiar white ceiling greeted her, and when she looked around, the white desk and dresser that she had seen hundreds of times appeared before her eyes.

      It had only been a few weeks since she moved back into her old house. It had been rebuilt just a little while ago. The furniture in her now refurbished room was different from what she saw now, which was how Kazekiri knew that she was dreaming.

      She looked at her alarm clock. It was only 0500 hours, which meant it was technically too early for her to get out of bed, but she did anyway. Kazekiri realized as she wandered into the shower room and removed her clothes that she had no control over her own actions. She felt like an outside observer, like she was watching everything that was happening from a bird’s eye view.

      Not again…

      How many times did this make now? Kazekiri watched with a growing sense of unease as her dream self went into the shower room and began cleaning herself.

      If she wasn’t essentially a disembodied spirit, she would have squirmed as her dream self ran soap-covered hands over her breast, stomach, thighs, arms, and shoulders. There was something embarrassing and shameful about watching herself wash off. However, she had seen this dream so many times by this point that she no longer felt like blushing. All she felt was an unimaginable dread welling up within her breast.

      She knew what would happen already.

      When her dream self finished washing her body, she dried off and got dressed. She slipped on her panties. They tried to wedge into her butt, but she slipped her fingers inside the hem to pull them out, until they rested snugly against her bottom. Her bra went on next, followed by her pants, then her shirt. She added a belt as an accessory.

      Why am I still having this dream? Why won’t it stop?

      Kazekiri wondered how long she was going to have this dream. During her time living with Alex, the dream had only stuck around for a week or two before she stopped having it. That could have been attributed to Alex and Gabrielle. Whenever she woke up in the middle of the night, screaming hysterically and crying, they would rush into her room and hold her until she fell asleep again. The nightmares had eventually disappeared.

      After returning back home, the nightmare returned. She didn’t know why.

      As her dream self was wandering down the hall, a pair of voices screamed from the living room, causing her to freeze.

      “You fucking bitch! Why are you spending all of our money on makeup?! I fucking you told you to get me alcohol!”

      “Why would I buy you alcohol?! If you want alcohol, then go buy it yourself, you lazy piece of shit!”

      As the screaming continued and the insults flew, Kazekiri began moving toward the source. She didn’t even bother yelling at her dream self anymore. She knew that no matter what she said, no matter how hard she screamed, nothing would change. Nothing ever changed.

      Her dream self moved without her input. Slowly, she crept toward the door, knelt as she opened it a crack, and peered through.

      Her parents were standing face to face and arguing. Her mother’s face was covered by shadows, with only her mouth, spewing insults and curse words like they were going out of style, visible. Her father looked like the man she had seen several days ago. He was old. His hair was scraggly and thin from not aging well, and he had numerous wrinkles on his unkempt, unshaven face. A large gut hung over his faded and worn pants, his shirt was stained, and the stench of alcohol was so poignant that Kazekiri had to clamp a hand over her mouth so she wouldn't gag.

      “You know I can’t pay for any fucking alcohol! All the money I make goes to this fucking house!”

      “Don’t lie to me! I know you spend your money on hookers, you goddamn cheat!”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about!”

      “You think I don’t know?! I fucking saw you walk out of a love hotel with some bitch just the other day! Don’t lie to me!!”

      “As opposed to you? You’re a fucking hooker! You make a living screwing other men!”

      “I’m a dancer, douchebag!”

      “Same difference!”

      The two continued to yell at each other, but it didn’t take long before their yelling turned into violence. Her mother slapped her father in the face, and then her father decked her mother. The resounding smack echoed around the house. There was a loud crunch. Kazekiri watched, horrified, as her mother crumpled to the floor and didn’t get back up.

      Again. It’s happening again. Why do I keep having this dream? Why is it coming back to haunt me now? Why? Why, why, why?

      As Kazekiri wallowed in depression and misery, her dream self ran up the stairs. It would have been smarter to call the police, but of course she didn’t do that. This was just a dream.

      I wish this nightmare would just go away…

      Kazekiri’s dream self went up to her room, locked the door, and hid underneath her covers.

      The shouting and sounds of violence eventually stopped. If she could have, Kazekiri would have closed her eyes. She didn’t want to see this. She didn’t want to see this.

      Moments later, footsteps came up the stairs. They were loud and getting louder. Kazekiri’s dream self buried her head underneath her blanket. The footsteps got louder still. They were even louder than the fearful pounding of her heart. Louder. Louder. Louder. And then, they stopped right in front of her door.

      Kazekiri’s dream self couldn’t breathe. The door rattled. Her body froze.

      “Open this door,” came her father’s voice. She didn’t open the door. The door rattled more violently this time. “Open this door now!”

      Even though Kazekiri already knew what was going to happen, she still felt the same hopeless despair wash over her. This was the moment that always terrified her the most. Even though she knew nothing would change, she still wished her father wouldn’t come through that door.

      The door suddenly blasted open with a loud bang, the hinges breaking from the unprecedented act of violence, causing Kazekiri’s dream self to shriek as her head snapped around. Her father stood in the doorway. He was hunched over. His breathing was heavy. His shoulders shook with each ragged breath he took, and his bloodshot eyes gazed upon her with a predatory viciousness that made her body quake. He took one step into the room, then another and another, walking with a stumbling, drunken gate. The breath of her dream self got caught in her throat as he stared at her with a hungry leer.

      “Come here,” he commanded. She shook her head. He snarled at her. “Come here!!”

      Kazekiri’s dream self didn’t heed his words. She backed up on the bed until her back was against the wall. No longer was she the teenager who longed to be a police officer. Now she was just a little girl who wanted her father to go away.

      Her father growled and stomped over to her. She shrieked and tried to run, but he grabbed her ankle and pulled her toward him.

      “NNOOO!!!”

      Kazekiri screamed and kicked and tried to get away, but she could do nothing. He was too strong. He grabbed her hair and pulled, and when she kicked him in the face, he punched her right in the stomach. Searing pain caused her to black out. She didn’t know for how long, but when she came to, her father was in the process of pulling off her pajamas.

      I can’t stand this…

      “I can’t believe you’re giving me this much fucking trouble,” her father growled. “Stupid bitch. Just like your mother. I’ll teach you not to fuck with me.”

      The pajamas came off. Her father reached out again to grab her panties—

      Kazekiri woke up to the sound of an alarm blaring inside of her ear, a loud and obnoxious claxon that made it impossible to go back to sleep—just what she wanted. She took a deep breath. Keeping her eyes closed, she counted down to ten, then opened them again.

      Shutting off the alarm, Kazekiri sat up in bed and rubbed her eyes as she looked around her room.

      Her room. It was the room that she had been sleeping in before Alex had let her stay with him. She had moved back in about two weeks ago now. The white walls were sparsely decorated with a few pictures of Kazekiri and her brother, but it didn’t have much else. Her desk was neat and orderly. Nothing was out of place. Nothing was messed up. Everything was just how she liked it.

      It didn’t feel like home.

      Climbing out of bed, Kazekiri walked out the door, down the hall, and into the shower room. It was a lot smaller than Alex’s shower. It had a similar scheme, though, one room for changing and one for bathing. However, she didn’t have Gabrielle’s dimensional warping technology to make it bigger.

      Kazekiri found herself smiling at the thought of Gabrielle. She and Alex were probably getting up to a lot of trouble right now—

      What am I thinking? They’re not a part of my life anymore. Them, Alice, Ariel, Jasmine, Nyx, and Michelle are just people from my past. Didn’t I decide it would be in everyone’s best interest if I no longer associated with them? I did, so I need to stop thinking about them.

      Shaking her head, Kazekiri divested herself of her pajamas, folded them up, and put them in the rack. As she was heading into the shower room, she caught a glance of herself in the mirror set over the sink. Dark rings wrapped around her eyes. They made her look like a raccoon. Her shoulders were slouched like she was carrying a great burden. She no longer looked like the woman who walked with her back straight, her head high, and lectured everyone about morals and following the rules.

      After letting out a deep, depressed breath, she entered the shower room.

      Kazekiri sat down on the stool and washed herself off. She didn’t bother soaking in the tub. There wasn’t time. She went back into the changing room, grabbed her towel, wrapped it around her body, and left for her room again.

      After getting dressed in her school uniform, Kazekiri wandered down to the kitchen, where she made herself a simple breakfast and ate.

      Alone.

      Even after so much time had passed, it still felt odd to not have any noise surrounding her during mealtimes. Back at Alex’s house, it was always so loud, with everybody trying to talk over everyone else. Peace and quiet were impossible there.

      Her breakfast also wasn’t that good. Alex always made amazing meals. Breakfast normally consisted of foods like pancakes, waffles, scrambled eggs, and sometimes he made more traditional cuisine like rice and grilled fish with daikon and miso soup. All Kazekiri knew how to make were scrambled eggs, and they didn’t taste as good as his. Her favorite breakfast was his souffle pancakes. She didn’t know how he made them so fluffy and and bouncy, but they were easily the best dish she had ever eaten.

      I want to eat his food again…

      This thought crossed her mind before she could stop it. Grimacing, Kazekiri shook her head and tried to banish thoughts of Alex and the others from her mind.

      Why do I keep thinking about them? That life is over with, Kazekiri. Done. You need to move on.

      Once Kazekiri finished her breakfast, she left the house and traveled to school.
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      “In 2236 AD, the war between the Earth and the Planetary Alliance reached its peak. The death toll on both sides was astronomical, reaching a grand total of 6.5 billion lives lost, and this wasn’t just military casualties either. The war claimed the lives of many civilians, since numerous military outposts were located in civilian population centers.”

      Kazekiri sat in the first seat of the front row, right next to the door, which had become her designated seat after deciding to no longer associate with Gabrielle and the others. She was doing her best to pay attention to the lecture that their teacher was giving them. However, she was having some issues listening.

      “It was the GG33 Mechanized Unit that ultimately changed the course of the Unification War.”

      As the man spoke, a holographic image appeared in front of the class. It looked like a robot. It was a biped with thick arms, legs, and a large chest. The head kind of reminded Kazekiri of the warriors from her home country on Earth. What were they called again? Samurai? This robot carried a large buster cannon and had jet thrusters on its back.

      “The GG33 Mechanized Unit was a giant robot piloted by a human. Standing at over seventeen meters tall, it easily outclasses the Hawking Fighters, which were the most widely used fighter crafts of the time.” A man appeared next to the robot, barely larger than its foot. Then another image appeared on the machine’s other side. This one featured a long fighter jet with a sharp nose. “You can see here just how large these machines were.”

      History was one of those mandatory classes that everyone took at least one basic course of. It covered only the most important parts of history, moments that literally defined human history and were so important they couldn’t be ignored. The Unification War was one such moment in history.

      Quite a few years ago, the colonized planets had formed a coalition to fight against the Earth’s oppression. According to holonet texts, Earth had levied heavy taxes and implemented laws that made it difficult if not impossible for the colonized planets to import the food and materials they needed to survive.

      The colonized planets back then were not the mostly self-sustaining entities that they were now. Long ago, there had only been a few domed cities. Mars City had been one. Plutopia had been another. There had also been Saturopolis, Venix, and Elysian. However, those domes were purely cities meant to hold people. No farming domes or forestry domes or anything of the sort had existed back then.

      Not only were the domed cities few in number, but the current level of terraforming technology back then was not at the point where planets could create agriculture to grow crops, nor were there domes able to provide habitable environments for plants and animals. All of their food had come from Earth.

      The colonized cities were little more than slaves to Earth’s government. Their job was to mine the resources, alloys and other precious materials that didn’t exist on Earth, but they had no other purpose. They didn’t even have a voice in the government or the right to make their own policies. This oppression had eventually led to riots breaking out in domed cities across the world and several military units were dispatched to violently put those riots down.

      It was only natural that war would inevitably break out.

      “With the GG33 Mechanized Units created by the Planetary Alliance, the tides turned and the colonies were able to push the Earth Forces into a standstill. However, it still wasn’t enough to earn victory. The war itself ended in a stalemate when both forces decided unanimously that the war had gone on for too long. They signed a peace treaty that united the two factions and gave each planet an equal say in the government. Of course, in this regard, it could be considered a victory for the Planetary Alliance. However, many believe the cost of lives far outweighed the benefits. In either event, the unification of the two forces is what created the Galactic Defense Force, our current governmental body.”

      The Galactic Defense Force was a misleading name. Their government did not extend beyond this solar system. The rest of the galaxy barely even knew they existed… well, that used to be the case. She glanced over at Gabrielle, who Kazekiri was shocked to see staring right at her! Turning back around, Kazekiri tried to pretend she hadn’t seen Gabrielle looking at her.

      Class went by at an agonizingly slow pace, but it did eventually end, and when it did, Kazekiri did not hesitate to rush out of the classroom. She heard the teacher telling everyone about some test behind her. However, she did not want to be in there for any longer than necessary. If she was in that classroom, then Gabrielle would try to talk to her.

      Gabrielle had been trying to talk to her for the past two weeks. She greeted her every morning, invited her to have lunch with them, and asked if she wanted to spend time with her after school. She was insistent. Tenacious. It was like every time she failed, Gabrielle became that much more determined.

      Kazekiri didn’t want to talk to Gabrielle, didn’t want to see that smile, hear those words, be treated with such kindness. Her gut clenched and writhed with guilt every time the girl spoke to her. She didn’t deserve to be treated like a friend.

      She took several warp pads, then climbed a set of stairs. There were numerous areas on the roof where students could go to eat. The one that she used had several trees sitting on elevated platforms surrounded by sediment.

      Sitting down, Kazekiri began eating her simple lunch, a sandwich with deli meat and cheese. It was very basic. As she ate, the thought occurred to her that Alex’s lunches were much better than hers. Not only did they taste better, but they were nutritionally balanced.

      She shook her head.

      I need to stop thinking about him!

      As she nibbled on her sandwich, the door to the roof opened. Kazekiri looked up. A frown appeared on her face as a girl with dark skin and yellow eyes glanced around before spotting her. Ryoko’s lips were a thin line as she marched over to Kazekiri, who wished she could pretend to ignore the other girl.

      “You and I need to talk?” Ryoko said, stopping in front of her. She placed her hands on her hips and glared.

      Kazekiri sighed. “I don’t think we have much to talk about.”

      “Stop acting so stuck up!” Ryoko growled. “You’ve always been a stick in the mud, but you’ve never been this much of a stuck up bitch before.”

      A long time ago, Kazekiri would have let those words roll off her, but now she couldn’t. Maybe it was because she lacked sleep, or maybe she was just irritated. An intense emotion boiled inside of her. It was red hot, causing her to rise to her feet and glare at the other girl.

      “What gives you the right to say anything about me? You don’t even know me!”

      “I know that you turned down Alex even though you love him.”

      Those words, spoken with such a cool, collected tone, startled Kazekiri. Had she not been standing in front of an elevated garden, she would have taken a step back.

      “How do you… know about that?”

      “Oh, please.” Ryoko rolled her eyes. “Everyone knows that something happened between you and Alex. You think you can hide something like this? Gabrielle might not say anything, but the way she looks at you like she wishes you would talk to her makes what happened all too obvious. Even if you weren’t ignoring the poor girl, the fact that you’re not walking to school with Alex anymore is very telling.”

      “S-so?” asked Kazekiri, looking away. “What happens between me and Alex is none of your business.”

      Ryoko’s scowl grew even more intense, causing Kazekiri’s heart to beat faster than before. She had never seen such a look on this girl’s face. It was like she was actually angry. Ryoko clenched her fists as her expression grew even more fierce, but then, inexplicably, the look vanished and her clenched fists relaxed.

      “You have absolutely no idea how lucky you are,” Ryoko said with a calm certainty that shook Kazekiri’s heart.

      “L-lucky? What makes me so lucky?”

      “That’s right. Lucky. You were given the one thing I want more than anything, the one thing I can’t have.” Ryoko’s eyes narrowed. “Alex invited you into his house, allowed you to live with him, and he probably even confessed to you.”

      “How did you even know about that?” asked Kazekiri, shocked. “Did Alex tell you?”

      “Of course not.” The way Ryoko gritted her teeth caused the blood to drain from Kazekiri’s face. “Alex barely talks to me anymore. He’s so busy these days that I doubt he’d be able to make time for me even if I asked him to.”

      “Then how do you…?”

      “Because I know Alex.” Lips trembling, Ryoko looked more pitiful than Kazekiri had ever seen her. “I’ve watched Alex for years, ever since he protected me from a group of bullies when I was fat and ugly.  I know Alex better than anyone else, but… I never had a chance to be with him. I didn’t confess when I could because he was turned down by Selene. I didn’t want to be his rebound, so I waited. I told myself that I would wait until he got over Selene, then tell him how I felt, but I waited too long.”

      This was a story that Kazekiri had never heard before. The more she listened to Ryoko pour her heart out, the more uncertain she became about her own decision.

      “Why are you telling me this?” asked Kazekiri.

      Tears were pricking at Ryoko’s eyes, but she reached out to rub the water from her eyes before they could fall. The girl looked emotionally spent.

      Kazekiri was confused. Why was this girl pouring her heart out to her? Why was she staring at her with such envy and longing?

      “Because you have an opportunity I’ll never get. Alex has opened up to you in ways that he never has to me, and yet despite the fact that you love him—and don’t deny it. I know you do.” Kazekiri, who had been seconds away from doing just that, snapped her mouth closed. “Despite the fact that you love Alex, you’re pushing him away.”

      Under Ryoko’s intense gaze, Kazekiri tried to think of something she could say, something she could defend herself with. She had nothing, however. All she really had were empty excuses that sounded more and more hollow to her ears.

      No. That wasn’t quite true. There was one thing that kept her from accepting Alex’s confession.

      “You say that like all I have to do is accept his love, but it’s not that simple,” Kazekiri began, but Ryoko just shook her head.

      “You’re wrong.” Ryoko’s words stopped her cold.

      “Excuse me?” she asked.

      “I know all about how Alex is engaged to more than one woman,” Ryoko said. “We all know about it. If you ask me, sharing Alex with several women sounds a lot better to me than not having Alex at all. If I was in your place, I wouldn’t have hesitated to accept his feelings and become engaged to him.”

      “But I… Polygamy is illegal…” Kazekiri tried to say.

      Ryoko’s expression went flat. “You aren’t stupid, so don’t play the ignorance card here. You and I both know that the nobles practice polygamy. Plenty of girls are sold off to noble families as mistresses and sex slaves. Common men and women cheat on each other all the time. I personally think Alex’s openly polyamorous relationship with all those girls is perfect. Everyone agreed to it, no one is fighting for their place in his harem, and they all get along great. Even you got along with them before you decided to leave.”

      With each word spoken, Kazekiri found herself more and more uncertain, more and more doubtful about her choice to leave Alex.

      It was true that Alex’s relationship with the girls in his house was pleasant. No one really seemed to fight. They bickered sometimes, and Ariel fought with Michelle a lot, but they never argued about their place within Alex’s harem. All of them accepted their place, and Alex did everything he could to spend time with all of them, to make sure none of them were wanting for attention and affection. Even Kazekiri had been given plenty of his time despite not being an official member of his harem.

      “Even so…”

      Despite her own feelings being shaken, Kazekiri refused to just give up like this. She couldn’t. If she agreed that she was wrong, then it meant her own beliefs were wrong, which meant challenging everything she had believed up to this point.

      She couldn’t do that. She refused to do that.

      Ryoko sighed. “You are the most hopeless case I have ever seen. I tried to talk to you because Gabrielle has been staring at you so longingly ever since you stopped associating with her, but this is as far as my hospitality extends. If you’re going to be this stupid, then you can remain stupid.”

      “Wha… what… how dare you?!” Kazekiri shouted, only to be silenced by Ryoko’s glare.

      “No. How dare you. A girl who so willingly threw away the love she has for someone out of some misguided attempt at ‘keeping the moral backbone of our society strong’ deserves nothing but scorn. I’ve done my part. If you do nothing, then I’ll simply wash my hands of you.”

      Ryoko stared at Kazekiri for a second longer before spinning around and disappearing back through the door.

      Kazekiri stared at the door for several seconds after Ryoko left, then slowly sat down and began eating again.

      Just as she thought, Alex really did make a better lunch than her.
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      The days passed by at an agonizingly slow pace. Minutes seemed to stretch into hours, hours into days, and days into weeks. It felt like the flow of time had become a snail’s crawl. It was enough to make Kazekiri wonder if Gabrielle hadn’t used one of her wacky inventions to dilate time.

      Kazekiri woke up every morning, exercised, and got ready for school. She spent her days at school avoiding Gabrielle, who continued trying to convince her to eat lunch with herself, Ryoko, Selene, and Serah. During her police courses, she pushed herself hard to be better than everyone else, especially during the physical classes where they practiced combat and shooting.

      Kazekiri was now at the top of her classes. None of her peers could beat her in sparring matches anymore. Even Instructor Monica had trouble keeping pace with her, though Kazekiri had not managed to actually win against the trained veteran.

      During one of her combat classes, Instructor Monica had expressed concern for her.

      Kazekiri stood several meters from Instructor Monica. The woman’s brown hair, highlighted with streaks of silver, was tied into a ponytail that swung back and forth with hypnotically deceptive movements. Brown eyes with flecks of green stared into her own dark eyes with unwavering resolve.

      Since this was combat training, both the instructor and the students were dressed in unitards designed for combat. They were same sex unitards, so boys and girls wore the same suit. Kazekiri found the way the suit squashed her breasts to be uncomfortable. It was even downright painful. That said, she didn’t mind how the suit clung to her butt cheeks. The Angelisian crisis suit that Gabrielle had made for her felt much more odd. Not bad. Just odd.

      Ugh, I’m thinking about her again…

      While everyone else was sparring with their fellow students, Instructor Monica had begun taking charge of her combat instructions, her reason being that Kazekiri had outgrown her peers.

      Instructor Monica had expressed that she was incredibly impressed with Kazekiri’s growth. In just a little under a month, Kazekiri had climbed all the way to the top of their class. The instructor had said that if she continued to grow like this, the Mars Police Force would gladly accept her as a cadet, especially since Instructor Monica planned to write up a recommendation to Karen Kanzaki.

      Unlike most normal sparring sessions, this one did not begin with an “Are you ready? Then one, two, three, fight!” Instructor Monica had told her that in a real battle, no one would ask if she was ready and begin the countdown. They would just attack her.

      Kazekiri knew this to be true. She had dealt with a few ruffians before. One time, she had been fighting against a group calling themselves the Black Panthers. Just why someone would name their gang after an animal found on Earth was beyond her, but she remembered having trouble fighting them off before Alex had come along and beaten them up.

      Recalling that moment made her heart race and her cheeks warm, but it also made her gut clench and her guilt soar.

      While Kazekiri was lost in these thoughts, Instructor Monica chose that moment to attack. She raced forward. Kazekiri barely had a moment to realize that the woman was in her guard. She brought up her hand, deflecting the instructor’s first blow before taking a step back to put some distance between them. However, Instructor Monica was not a veteran police officer in name only. Such a simple tactic had no effect as the woman stuck to her like a welding laser, attacking with a fierce series of punches and surprise kicks.

      Dodging another swing, Kazekiri decided to go on the offensive. She never got the chance. Something sharp kicked her in the shin, causing her to yelp as she stumbled. While she did catch herself, she could not keep herself upright when Instructor Monica lowered herself to the floor and swept out Kazekiri’s legs with a powerful kick.

      The world around her tilted and spun. Kazekiri landed on her back with a loud “oomph!” Despite having the wind knocked out of her, she rolled backward, avoiding her instructor’s heel drop, and leaped back to her feet.

      Kazekiri’s mind felt sluggish as she tried to think of what she should do next. Should she go on the offensive? Should she stay defensive and wait for a chance to counterattack? No matter how hard she thought, Kazekiri couldn’t come up with anything. Her mind kept drawing a blank. She felt like she was wading through radioactive sludge.

      “Let’s stop here,” Instructor Monica said suddenly, surprising Kazekiri.

      “What?”

      “You’re not fighting as well as you normally do.” Instructor Monica lowered her guard and straightened, signaling an end to their fight. “Your reactions are slower, your movements are sluggish, and you’ve been spacing out during our match.” The knowing look the instructor gave Kazekiri made her look away. “You haven’t been getting enough sleep.”

      Kazekiri could say nothing to deny that. Since moving out of Alex’s house, her sleep had become inundated by nightmares. It was the same nightmare every night. Her parents would be arguing, she would run into her bedroom, and then her father would break in, angry and drunk, and attempt to rape her.

      She had learned to cope with the nightmare by staying up so late working that she was simply too exhausted to care. Her body shut down the moment she hit her bed. Of course, she still had the nightmare, but she was too exhausted to let it bother her. On average, Kazekiri would have said that she got maybe three to four hours of sleep a night, sometimes less.

      “You need to get more rest,” Instructor Monica said. “Your body is like a machine, and sleep is how you refuel. Without it, you won’t be able to fight at one hundred percent efficiency. If you ever go onto the field as exhausted as you are right now, you’ll be putting both yourself and your squad in danger.”

      Kazekiri knew Instructor Monica was right, but getting a good night’s rest wasn’t going to be as easy as the instructor made it sound. If all it took was falling asleep, she wouldn’t have been having this problem in the first place.

      “Go to the nurse’s office and get some rest,” Instructor Monica said.

      Although Kazekiri wanted to argue with her, she knew that arguing with her instructor would not be beneficial. What’s more, it wasn’t in her nature to argue with an authority figure.

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      As she walked out of the training hall, she caught sight of Tifa’s smirking face. It was like the smug girl was saying, “Serves you right.” The expression made her frown, but then, everything that girl did caused unpleasant feelings to well up inside of her.

      What else was new?

      She soon reached the hospital. The scent of antiseptics hit her nose soon after entering. Clean white walls, white floor, and a white ceiling made the room look sterile, but there was some color in the form of plants in the corners. Twelve beds sat in a row, isolated by a transparent glass booth. The nurse was in and told her she could use the bed to sleep since she had an instructor’s permission.

      She entered one of the booths, shutting the door behind her and watching as the transparent glass became opaque. These booths were designed to give recovering students privacy.

      After removing her shoes, she pulled back the covers and climbed into the bed. Her body sank into the memory foam. She closed her eyes. Yet even though she was exhausted, Kazekiri found sleep eluding her. Was it fear? She didn’t think that was it. Kazekiri had experienced the same nightmare dozens of times and become more or less used to it. Maybe it was guilt? Ever since leaving Alex’s house, she had been plagued by feelings of guilt. That was the reason she avoided Gabrielle.

      

      “Because you have an opportunity I’ll never get. Alex has opened up to you in ways that he never has to me, and yet despite the fact that you love him—and don’t deny it. I know you do.”

      

      Ryoko’s words came back to haunt her.

      

      “I know all about how Alex is engaged to more than one woman. We all know about it. If you ask me, sharing Alex with several women sounds a lot better to me than not having Alex at all. If I was in your place, I wouldn’t have hesitated to accept his feelings and become engaged to him.”

      

      They echoed within her mind like a haunting melody.

      

      “You aren’t stupid, so don’t play the ignorance card here. You and I both know that the nobles practice polygamy. Plenty of girls are sold off to noble families as mistresses and sex slaves. Common men and women cheat on each other all the time. I personally think Alex’s openly polyamorous relationship with all those girls is perfect. Everyone agreed to it, no one is fighting for their place in his harem, and they all get along great. Even you got along with them before you decided to leave.”

      

      Kazekiri couldn’t deny the truth of Ryoko’s words. She knew that people cheated on each other often, that nobles always had mistresses on the side. Alex’s relationship with the girls in his house was far and away better than the relationships of most people. She had understood this after thinking about Ryoko’s words, or maybe she’d understood it before and just refused to admit it.

      It was also true that Kazekiri had gotten along well with all of them, though she’d gained a special bond with Alice and Ariel. Everyone had been very supportive of each other. Being with them had felt like being part of a large and loving family, with Alex at the center, holding them all together with his charisma and kindness. She really had enjoyed her time in their household.

      But it’s not like I can go back to him now… not after what I did, not after what I said.

      Turning on her side, Kazekiri curled up into a ball.

      While she may have been able to admit that she was wrong, that did not mean she could just waltz right back and ask to live with Alex again. She had turned him down. Kazekiri still remembered the look of pain on Alex’s face when she told him that she was moving out, that she didn’t want to be in a relationship with him. How could she go back after hurting him like that? It was better for him if she stayed out of his life.

      

      “A girl who so willingly threw away the love she has for someone out of some misguided attempt at ‘keeping the moral backbone of our society strong’ deserves nothing but scorn.”

      

      “Maybe I do deserve to be scorned?” Kazekiri murmured. “This must be my punishment for acting so stupid…”

      Kazekiri clenched her eyes. Sleep would not come for her that day.
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      It was currently Saturday, which meant she was working at the Police Department. After taking a shower, Kazekiri dressed herself in a light blue shirt, jeans, and a jacket, then traveled into her kitchen. It was large, empty, and only contained the bare essentials needed to function.

      She walked over to the fridge, pulled out some eggs, grabbed some toast, and stuffed the toast into a toaster before pouring the eggs into a bowl. She whisked the eggs and added some salt and pepper, before pouring them into a heating pan. Cooking her food only took about five minutes. Then she was sitting at her empty table and eating her breakfast.

      Alone.

      It wasn’t long after breakfast that Kazekiri found herself standing before the entrance. She slipped on her shoes, made sure she had everything she needed, then slipped out the door.

      Kazekiri didn’t bother saying goodbye.

      There was no one to say goodbye to.

      As she walked to the shuttle station, Kazekiri couldn’t help but think about how empty her house was. No one else lived with her now. Her older brother, Keiichi, was still living with the Metronomes. More specifically, he was living with his girlfriend, Melanie. She was Selene’s older sister. Kazekiri had gone to see Keiichi once, to let him know that their house had been restored and he should move back in, but he had just scratched his head and told her that he didn’t intend to move back.

      Kazekiri was now living alone.

      However, even if Keiichi had been living with her, she felt like the house would still feel lonely compared to…

      No…

      Kazekiri stumbled forward, but she quickly caught herself before she could fall, putting pressure on her dominant foot to remain upright. She pressed a hand to her face and shook her head.

      I can’t think about them anymore. You’ve made your choice, Kazekiri. It’s time to move on.

      Kazekiri reached the shuttle station and looked at the holographic display showing what time which shuttles would arrive. She did this out of habit. Shuttles never changed their schedule.

      It wasn’t long before her shuttle arrived. She hopped on and sat down in the back. There were already a lot of people, so she felt like a sardine packed into a can. Someone nearby smelled like they hadn’t bathed in several days. Kazekiri was used to it, but she still grimaced.

      Her shuttle ride wasn’t long, fortunately, and she got off as soon as she could, entering the police department through the main entrance. She didn’t bother greeting the secretary at the front desk. Hopping onto the elevator, Kazekiri rode it to the third floor.

      The second, third, and fourth floors were built as a series of long hallways with numerous doors that led to classrooms. This was the Mars Police Academy. Classrooms could be anything from standard tertiary classrooms where veterans lectured cadets to laboratories where cadets received hands-on training in forensics. There was also a shooting range and combat instruction hall where students trained in both armed and unarmed combat. These floors also had lockers for cadets in training.

      Kazekiri wasn’t a cadet yet, nor was she training at the police academy, but thanks to the program she was under, she had a locker on the third floor.

      The locker room was empty when she entered. That wasn’t surprising. It was the weekend. Cadets might not have classes, but many of them would be out on patrol or taking a practical assessment test—basically, a live-fire exercise. Those who weren’t assigned to patrol and tests would surely be enjoying their time off.

      There were rules regarding how long people could work these days. They had been created a long time ago after the overworked population of Mars saw a major decline in birth rates. According to the history books, the reason for the dropping birth rates had been a combination of overworked people being too tired from their long hours to spend time forming lasting relationships and not having the time to actually meet with people of the opposite sex. A rule had been put in place to force companies to only have people work 30-35 hours a week and several match-making services that helped people find each other based on highly advanced profiling had been created so individuals who wanted love didn’t have to search for decades to find someone.

      Opening her locker, Kazekiri removed her clothes and slid her cadet unitard up her body.

      Because she still wasn’t considered a member of the police forces, Kazekiri’s unitard was different than the others. It was blue with purple edgings instead of black and white. Once she graduated from primary, Kazekiri would get the standard police unitard and become a full-time member of the force, skipping the cadet academy entirely.

      Now dressed for work, she closed her locker and made her way back to the elevator. The file and maintenance office where she worked was on the first floor. As the door to the floor opened, she stepped out—and nearly ran into someone.

      “I’m sorry,” the other person said in a familiar voice. “I wasn’t watching where I was—Kazekiri?”

      Kazekiri blinked several times as she looked at the person standing before her. The man had black hair with silver bangs, vivid blue eyes, and a streamlined build that was both muscular and compact. Even though she had not seen him in a long time, she immediately recognized him. It was Alex.

      He wasn’t alone.

      “A-Alex and Gabrielle!” Kazekiri squeaked as a cold sweat broke out on her skin. “What are you two doing here?”

      “Kirikiri!”

      Gabrielle tried to lunge at Kazekiri, who braced herself for the girl’s hug. She needn’t have bothered. Alex placed a hand on the silver-haired princess’s shoulder to keep her from pouncing.

      “We’re here to see Karen about something,” Alex said as he studied her. Kazekiri felt both cold and hot at the same time. Her cheeks were warm and her heartbeat had accelerated, but a cold numbness had seeped through the rest of her. “Are you okay? You look tired. Have you been getting enough sleep?”

      Please don’t talk to me. Don’t look at me with such concerned eyes.

      “I’m fine.” Kazekiri tried to play off her nervousness by acting nonchalant. She needed to get out of there. She needed to get away from these two. “I have to work now. Please excuse me.”

      She didn’t know if Alex or Gabrielle said anything to her. Walking around the pair at a quick trot, she rushed toward the file maintenance office as quickly as she could without running.

      Moving behind the long table that separated the file maintenance office in half, Kazekiri went about checking the digital files stored in their database. All information was stored digitally these days. It was more cost-effective. After checking to ensure that none of the files had been corrupted, she made a backup copy of all the files and stored them in the backup database.

      The backup database was separate from the main database. It was located on an independent server that could not be accessed from the outside. Copying information to it required using a disc. The information was also erased every month, then updated. This acted as both a security measure to prevent information from leaking and to keep the storage units from becoming corrupted.

      Kazekiri ignored the sudden wave of dizziness that struck her as she inserted a small disc no larger than a credit into the server. A holographic screen popped up. It displayed the information located within the disc, which was currently empty. Typing on the screen, she inserted her password and commanded the disc to copy all of the information from the Mars Police Department’s main server. A bar appeared in front of the holographic screen, the gauge slowly filling to let her know that the information was being copied.

      Just as the gauge reached the halfway point, the world around Kazekiri suddenly tilted. She blinked as colors began to mix and blur, turning into streaks. What was going on…? The world spun, and then Kazekiri felt the cold ground resting against her cheek. She blinked several times as the edges of her vision became dark. Spots appeared in front of her. What… was… happen… ing?
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      “Alex, why did you stop me from talking to Kirikiri?” Gabrielle asked as they rode the elevator. Her cheeks were swollen into a slight pout as she crossed her arms.

      “Because right now I don’t think Kazekiri is ready to start spending time with you again,” Alex answered. “You know how stubborn she is, and you mentioned that she seems to be avoiding you at school. She’s probably trying to sort out her feelings. We should give her some space until she’s ready to speak to us.”

      Gabrielle sighed. “I guess. I still want to talk to her, though.”

      “Yeah. Me too.”

      The elevator took them all the way to the tenth floor, where Karen Kanzaki’s office was located. Both Karen and Yumi were waiting for them when they arrived.

      Yumi Asahi was the vice commander of the Mars Police Forces. She stood beside Karen’s desk, dark hair wrapped in a tight bun that revealed her slender neck. Her pearlescent skin and athletic figure gave her a graceful appearance, a sort of traditional and understated beauty that was different from Karen’s blatantly gorgeous looks, while her diamond-hard eyes caused many who stared into them to look away. Unlike Karen, who wore her police unitard with pride, Yumi was dressed in a charcoal business suit.

      “Alex.” Karen looked at him from behind her desk.

      “Karen. Yumi.” He greeted them respectfully.

      “Hello!” Gabrielle waved.

      “Part of me feels like I’m going to regret this, but you said you created something that you believe will protect my officers when they’re out on the field.” Karen gave him a hard stare. “I’d like you to tell me about it in detail before I make my final decision on whether or not I should let you give me a demonstration.”

      Alex had given her a brief description when they spoke over the communication line, but it wasn’t like talking long distance allowed one to adequately convey all the information necessary. That was why face-to-face conversations were still the only method used to give debriefings.

      “Of course,” Alex said as Gabrielle opened her D-space and pulled out a small disc with wings on either side. She pressed a button and let go. The disc hovered in the air as an image was projected from a lens. It was a life-sized holographic image of the suit that he and Gabrielle created.

      Alex gave Karen and Yumi as thorough a description of the Adamantium Armor Weave Suit as he could, informing them of the key features this suit had. His focus was primarily on its ability to stop projectiles, protect against bladed weapons, and how it produced a shield that could be used to defend the wearer against any form of energy attack. He also heavily emphasized that he and Gabrielle had already run several successful tests, so the chances of it blowing up in their faces were minimal.

      While Yumi’s frown grew increasingly large as she listened, Karen had perked up. Her back was straight, and her eyes were like guided Korinthos missiles. She had clasped her hands in front of her and rested them on the desk. By the time Alex had finished, her blue eyes contained a twinkle, just a slight sparkle, that Alex could only vaguely remember seeing once before. When was it that he had seen this look?

      “It sounds like you’ve really put a lot of thought into this. I see you even kept the suit to the same general color scheme as our current police forces,” Karen said once Alex finished talking. Gabrielle put the holographic disc back into her D-space as the commander of the Mars Police Forces unclasped her hands and stood up. “Now that I have a more detailed explanation and understanding of what to expect, I believe we can move on to the demonstration.”

      “Are you sure that’s wise?” asked Yumi. “You know how his inventions usually work.”

      “I do.” Karen was not looking at Yumi. She stared at Alex with an expression that he could’ve sworn he had seen before, but he couldn’t for the life of him remember where. “However, I believe this invention could prove beneficial to our forces, and if Alex and Gabrielle have already run through several successful tests, then there’s little chance of it accidentally destroying our building.”

      Yumi looked away. “If that is your decision…”

      “It is.”

      “That means we can show you what our suit can do, right?” asked Gabrielle.

      “Yes,” Karen said.

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

      “Let’s go to one of the unused training rooms,” Karen suggested.

      “Okay.” Alex agreed with a nod.

      Alex had used the training rooms before, back when he was still a cadet in training, but it had been a long time since he had stepped foot in one.

      There were several training rooms, and each one was designed for something different. One of them was a shooting range, another was for hand-to-hand combat training, also known as CQCT (close quarters combat training), and the last one was for training on how to handle explosives.

      They used the last one.

      Unlike the others, which featured a shooting range and sparring mats respectively, this one just looked like a large bunker. The floor, walls, and ceiling were made of several meter-thick durasteel. Coating the durasteel was a substance that felt like foam, but it was a specially designed synthetic alloy that resisted heat and warping from concussive forces.

      “Okay.” Karen turned to Alex and Gabrielle, placed her hands on her hips, and frowned at them. “I’m guessing you’ve got that suit of yours hidden in a D-space or whatever you call it. Bring it out and let’s see what makes you think this suit deserves to replace our current uniforms.”

      Alex nodded as he swiped his finger, opening his D-space. He reached in, called the suit to his hand, then pulled out the shimmering outfit.

      Karen and Yumi both raised an eyebrow when they saw how it reflected light, but Alex ignored their looks as he pulled the suit up his body, then zipped the front. Once the suit was on, it tightened to conform to his skin and clothes, and the nodes that covered the seven chakra points lit up. They weren’t bright enough to be seen unless you really looked at them, though. It was just to let the wearer know they were functioning properly.

      “This is the Adamantium Fiber Weave Suit,” Alex began as he adopted a fighting stance and shifted on the balls of his feet. He threw several swift punches and kicks, then stretched his body. “As you can see, despite being made of Adamantine, it offers the wearer a full range of motion. I didn’t want to compromise mobility for defense. That’s why I used microscopic threads instead of armor plating or something equally cumbersome. That said, if you wanted to create a heavy infantry unit, we can make armor plating for them.”

      “I’m surprised by how different this is from what you usually make,” Karen said as she watched him with keen interest. “The stuff you used to make was quite bulky.”

      Alex blushed but nodded. “I won’t deny that. Anyway, let’s move on to the actual tests. First, I’d like to demonstrate how durable this armor is. Gabby?”

      “Heh heh. You’ve got it.”

      Gabrielle summoned what appeared to be a sword with serrated edges at first glance. It wasn’t until she pressed a button on the hilt and the blade started to rapidly move that Karen and Yumi realized it wasn’t a normal sword. It was an oscillation sword, a blade that relied on high-speed oscillations to increase its ability to cut. Swords of this nature were even capable of cutting through six centimeters of durasteel like it was made of butter.

      Bracing himself as Gabrielle stepped up to him, Alex hardened his core, tightened his muscles, and waited for the swing. He flinched slightly when she swung the blade into his stomach and chest. Fortunately, she hadn’t used all her strength, so he wasn’t sent flying. Still, as sparks flew off his body, which felt like it had been hit by a freighter, he couldn’t resist the slight fear that fluttered in his chest.

      Both Karen and Yumi stared wide-eyed as this took place, but they couldn’t say anything before Gabrielle pulled the sword back. She turned it off and presented the blade to them. Their eyes widened further.

      The serrated edges of the oscillation sword were broken and the blade was dull.

      “Because the adamantine that makes up the armor is woven together at the microscopic level, it is many times stronger than a simple plate. We’ve tested its strength and determined that it has the same durability as 30.48 centimeters of durasteel. Even a high-frequency oscillation sword cannot cut through it. We’ve also tried several other melee weapons like vibroblades and nothing could cut or pierce it,” Alex said.

      “What about weapons like flails, axes, and hammers?” asked Karen as Gabrielle returned the oscillation sword to her D-space.

      “The suit doesn’t protect against blunt force damage,” Gabrielle fielded the question. “Blunt force is much harder to defend against than cutting attacks. However, it does distribute blunt force trauma evenly across it, so it won’t do as much damage to a localized area on the body. That said, we recommend you avoid letting yourself get hit by something like a hammer.”

      “That goes without saying,” Karen muttered with a mirthless smile. Alex wondered if she had been hit by a hammer before.

      “The next thing we want to show you is the shield,” Alex said as Gabrielle began pulling more weapons from her D-space.

      As the two police officers stared at the increasingly large pile of weapons with something akin to mounting horror, Alex summoned the helmet for the Adamantium Fiber Weave Suit from his D-space and put it on.

      The screen activated immediately after he put the helmet over his head and connected it to the suit. The world around him was black for only a second before the screen turned on and his surroundings came into sharp focus. His HUD appeared, displaying information from how full his shield gauge was to how far Karen, Yumi, and Gabrielle were in relation to him. A small map also appeared in the upper right corner.

      “I’m sure you can see the small glow coming off my suit,” Alex said through a speaker in his helmet. “That is the shield. It’s a small energy barrier that utilizes the natural bioelectric field of the wearer to generate power, and it can protect against all forms of energy.”

      As he spoke, Gabrielle picked up the flamethrower, took aim, and sent a large funnel of bright, white-hot flames at him. Karen and Yumi gawked as he was struck by the fire. However, Alex focused on his gauge instead of them, watching it slowly deplete. He couldn’t even feel the heat from the flames.

      Gabrielle eventually stopped spraying him with fire. Alex allowed Karen and Yumi to inspect the suit and even feel it to confirm that it hadn’t even gotten warm.

      “The shield doesn’t stop physical attacks,” he added when Karen pinched the fabric between her fingers. “It only stops energy and elemental attacks.”

      “I see,” Karen murmured, more focused on feeling the fabric than his explanation.

      They began the next part of the demonstration, which involved Gabrielle shooting him with a plasma cannon. That actually caused Karen and Yumi to flinch when the loud roar went off. Alex took the shot to the chest. Of course, the force of the attack caused him to slide backward, but when the energy ran dry, Alex straightened his spine and revealed that, once again, no damage had been done.

      “This suit is also immune to ion and EMP damage,” Alex lectured.

      As he spoke, Gabrielle grabbed an ion cannon that was nearly as large as she was. Karen and Yumi opened their mouths, though whether that was to scream or tell them to stop, Alex didn’t know. Gabrielle fired the cannon at him. A large cone of ionic energy shaped like a wave of lightning washed over him.

      Nothing happened. The shield was still intact.

      His gauge was half full.

      Gabrielle threw an EMP grenade at him. It exploded.

      Now it was down to a third full.

      While Alex waited for the shield to recharge, he explained the suit’s design to Karen and Yumi. “You might know that adamantine is resistant to electromagnetic disturbances and ion damage. That’s one of the reasons it’s used in the creation of durasteel. Because all the components for the shield are protected by a layer of adamantine, any damage done by EMP and ion attacks is negated.”

      “What if your shield runs out of energy?” asked Yumi.

      “The shield automatically recharges over time when worn,” Alex explained. “However, if the shield ran out of energy, the adamantine is durable enough to withstand most forms of handheld weaponry in this solar system. Even a phase cannon will require two or three shots to penetrate the armor.”

      Karen and Yumi accepted his explanation with a nod. The testing continued.

      Gabrielle went through every weapon they had, which included all of the current weapons used by the Mars Police (they were replicas that he and Gabrielle had created for this demonstration) and several powerful weapons that were used by people outside of this solar system.

      The two officers asked several questions such as what the recharge time on the shield was like. Alex fielded each question as best he could. Since both the recharge time and shield strength were dependent on the wearer, there was no way to tell how long it would take for the shield to reach zero and recharge. It depended on the person. That said, he did inform them that if they wanted a more stable source of power, he and Gabrielle could create an emergency backup generator that turned on when the shield reached zero. This would allow the shield to remain up while their energy recharged.

      When the demonstration was over, and Alex was dressed in his pants, shirt, and jacket again, Karen observed the pair with a very small smile.

      “This suit is definitely something that I can say the Interstellar Police Force will be interested in acquiring. I’ll present the demonstration you just gave us to the IPF’s Chief of Operations during our next meeting at the end of this month. I know him pretty well. He’s always looking for ways to strengthen our forces, so he’ll definitely be interested in this. I expect you’ll be hearing a favorable response soon.”

      “You hear that, Alex! It looks like you’re going to get that platter!”

      “You mean ‘patent.’”

      “Yes!”

      Alex and Gabrielle smiled uncontrollably as they pressed their hands together, locked their fingers in place, and jumped up and down like a couple of children on a sugar high. He didn’t care that Karen and Yumi were looking at him. This was the first truly useful invention he had made in several years. He couldn’t help but want to ride this high for all it was worth.

      “Alex,” Karen said, causing them to stop jumping and face the normally stern-faced police commander. She didn’t look so stern just then. She was even smiling. “I’m very impressed with this suit you two built. It’s unlike any of the inventions you’ve created in the past eight years. This suit reminds me of the inventions you used to create when you were younger.”

      He understood that “when you were younger” was a reference to before his father died. Thinking on her words, Alex concluded that she was right. This suit was like the inventions he had made back then, before everything he created blew up in his face. Did that mean he was over his inventing funk? He didn’t know, but he knew one thing: None of this would have been possible if he and Gabrielle had never met. She had changed his life for the better.

      She and I are so having sex tonight.

      Before Alex could thank the woman, the IDband that Karen and Yumi were wearing beeped. The two tapped a button that created a holographic screen. Alex couldn’t see what the contents of the screen said, but a chill ran down his spine when matching expressions of alarm crossed their faces.

      “What’s wrong?” asked Alex, unable to contain his curiosity.

      Karen hesitated for a moment, but then she sighed. “Kazekiri was found passed out in the file maintenance room. It seems she collapsed from exhaustion and has been hospitalized.”
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      Where… am I?

      Kazekiri had a massive headache when she woke up and couldn’t remember anything about her situation or surroundings. Everything was foggy. Her mind felt like a haze had been cast over it, thick and impenetrable, and her body was so heavy it made her wonder if lead weights had been strapped to her limbs.

      Opening her eyes, Kazekiri wondered whose ceiling she was staring at. It was plain white. The softness underneath her was… a mattress, she guessed. Was she lying on a bed? When did she go to sleep? Frowning, she tried to turn her head so she could look around. When that proved impossible, she moved her eyes.

      Someone was sitting on a chair near the end of the bed. She couldn’t see her feet, but her breasts were covered by a thin blanket. Kazekiri furrowed her brows at how her chest rose so high she couldn’t see much past it.

      “Commander… Karen…” Even moving her mouth required a lot of effort.

      “You’re finally awake,” Commander Karen said. “You’re very lucky that I was the one to check on you this time. Had you woken up ten minutes earlier, Yumi would have been around to give you an ear full about overworking yourself.”

      “Vice Commander… Yumi… would…?”

      As her mind and body regained some of their strength, Kazekiri was able to recall what happened while she was working in the file maintenance room. She’d been copying the most recent files in their database to the backup server when the world had suddenly gone dark. Then she… yes, she must have passed out from exhaustion.

      “Since you’re awake now, I’m going to take my leave.” Commander Karen stood up, bringing Kazekiri out of her thoughts. The woman looked down at her with a stern expression. “When they wake up, you should thank those two. They exhausted themselves taking care of you for the past twenty-four hours.”

      Kazekiri wondered what Commander Karen meant as the woman walked out the door to what she now recognized as a hospital room. It wasn’t until something shifted against the bed that she realized someone else was still with her. Two someones.

      Alex and Gabrielle?

      They were sitting on a pair of chairs, their torsos bending forward, slumped over as they slept with their heads on her bed. The commander’s words came back to her. These two had been taking care of her for the whole day she had been asleep.

      Something in her chest suddenly became painfully constricted. It felt like something had grabbed her heart and was squeezing it into a paste.

      As she sat there, clutching her chest, Alex groaned. She froze when he sat up, eyes still closed as he stretched his hands above his head. He released a wide yawn, the bones in his back cracking. It wasn’t until he cracked his left eye open and saw her staring at him that he realized she was awake.

      “K-Kazekiri?” He blinked once. Kazekiri blinked once. Before she could even think to say something, he was wide awake and staring at her in concern. “Are you okay? What happened? That pervert of a male nurse said you collapsed from exhaustion. Have you not been sleeping well?”

      As Alex stared at her with that concerned gaze of his, those warm and caring eyes, Kazekiri felt something inside of her break. A single tear fell from her eye. One tear became two. Two became three. Before she knew it, a flood of tears was streaming down her face.

      Alex panicked. “Oh, crap! D-d-did I say something wrong? I-I’m sorry! Please don’t cry!”

      “That’s not it,” Kazekiri hiccupped as she tried to wipe the tears from her face. “That isn’t it at all, idiot.”

      “Then what’s wrong? Tell me so I can help!”

      “You’re what’s wrong!”

      “W-what?”

      The stunned look on Alex’s face might have been funny if Kazekiri didn’t feel like her heart was slowly breaking.

      “You’re the problem! Why are you… why are you being so nice to me?! I denied your feelings, I left you and the others, and I… I hurt you. So why? Why do you keep looking after me? Why do you still care about me?!”

      The tears were blurring her vision now. She could only see the blurry outline of Alex as he sat there. Her eyes stung, but that was nothing compared to the sharp pain that had entered her heart.

      “What do you mean?” She couldn’t see his features anymore, but he sounded shocked. “Of course I still care about you? Just because you don’t love me doesn’t mean I don’t love you.”

      Love? H-he loves me? He still loves me?

      Alex had said that he loved her before, but Kazekiri had been reluctant to believe him. How could she when he was already engaged to five different women?

      Those thoughts had changed over the course of her stay at his residence. Despite spending time with six other girls—this included his sister—Alex always made time for her. When she woke up screaming after a nightmare, he and Gabrielle came in and slept with her. During the mornings, he would go on runs with her. He had asked her to train with him, Gabrielle, Jasmine, Nyx, and Ariel on the weekends before she went to the police department. He was always there for her.

      That was why she had left. If she stayed, then Kazekiri wasn’t sure she would be able to restrain her feelings for him. She didn’t want to love him when he was already engaged to five other girls.

      Yet even though she had left, Alex was continuing to look out for her, continuing to worry for her, to care for her. It was too much. How could she keep these feelings restrained when he treated her like she was one of the most important people in the galaxy?

      “You…”

      “Me…?”

      “YOU IDIOT!!”

      Kazekiri couldn’t control the overflowing emotions welling up inside of her. She fell into his chest and pounded her fists against him, though her strikes were so weak they didn’t seem to do anything.

      “Idiot! You’re an idiot! Don’t you understand why I left?! It’s because you keep treating me with so much kindness and love!! How am I supposed to stop loving you when you keep doing this to me?!!”

      It’s really no use. I can’t keep these feelings contained any longer. I tried so hard to keep them at bay, but they feel like a dam that’s already burst. How can I even think of controlling these overflowing emotions after this?

      Kazekiri finally understood that it was no use. She couldn’t keep these emotions to herself anymore. Just trying to bury them like she had would never work, because the man she had fallen in love with was too kind to leave her alone.

      “Um… I’m sorry?”

      “Don’t apologize, stupid!”

      “Then what should I do?”

      Kazekiri stopped pounding her fists on his chest. They weren’t doing anything anyway. She grabbed handfuls of his shirt and used the fabric to dry her eyes. Doing this gave her enough time to think. What should he do? What did she want him to do? Really, there was only one thing she could think of now. If she couldn’t get Alex out of her heart, then…

      “… You’ll take responsibility.”

      “Take responsibility?”

      Looking up, her chin now on his chest, Kazekiri glared at Alex with a face that she was sure had turned beet red. It felt an awful lot like she had stuck her head in the exhaust port of a shuttle.
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      “I want you to… to take responsibility for making me fall in love with you.”

      While his face appeared confused at first, his eyes eventually relaxed and understanding dawned on him. He reached out and placed his hands on her back. Had they always been this large? They felt a little rough too, but they were also sturdy and reliable. Warmth spread from the point of contact. Kazekiri shuddered as a slight thrill raced down her spine and made her toes tingle.

      “I understand.” Alex’s face looked quite serious as he stared at her, so serious that Kazekiri couldn’t stop herself from blushing. “Kazekiri… marry me.”

      Kazekiri needed exactly three seconds to register what he said. When she did, she hit him. A loud crack echoed from his jaw as his head snapped back.

      “Ouch! What was that for?” Alex held a hand to his cheek and glared at her.

      “Th-that’s for saying something so stupid! I-I-I didn’t mean you should ask me to marry you!” Kazekiri shouted back.

      Rubbing his smarting cheek, he frowned. “Then what did you mean?”

      “A-asking me to marry you is taking things way too fast, so, um—’’ Kazekiri poked her fingers together “—y-y-you said you love me, so you should make me your… your girlfriend… or something like that.”

      “Oh, that’s what you meant.” Alex blinked several times as his eyes uncrossed themselves. He hissed as he took his hand away from his jaw. “Damn, you hit really hard.”

      “S-sorry.”

      “It’s fine.” Shaking his head as though to rid it of exhaust fumes, Alex looked at her again. “Kazekiri, I love you. Will you become mine?”

      Kazekiri thought her face might explode as he asked her to become his. It sounded so possessive, but she didn’t dislike it—no, it would be more accurate to say that she did like it. His possessiveness toward her made Kazekiri feel wanted. It caused heat to spread through her chest.

      “Y-yes. I will.”

      Slowly but unhesitatingly, Kazekiri placed her hand in his. He closed his fingers around her hand. His hands were much bigger than hers, so it looked like her hand had become engulfed. His fingers were calloused from all the work he did, both on machines and training for combat. Kazekiri had never told him—or anyone—this, but she loved his hands. They were strong and made her feel safe.

      She didn’t know what would happen from here on out, but Kazekiri finally understood something. Alex would never neglect her. Even if he married twenty women, he would always be there for her.

      Of course, she didn’t want him to marry twenty women, but that was not the point.

      Even if Alex was in a relationship with several other women, she could not get him out of her heart. She didn’t want him gone. She wanted to be with him no matter what. It was only now that she could accept this.

      As these thoughts flitted through her head, Kazekiri found herself staring at his lips. They looked a little chapped. He probably hadn’t been hydrating himself while taking care of her. It was just like him to neglect his health for someone else’s sake.

      “… K-kiss me.”

      Alex perked up. “What did you say?”

      Coughing into her hand, Kazekiri tried to give him a confident glare. “W-when you enter a relationship, it’s common for the boy to k-kiss the girl he likes. So that means, um, it means you should kiss me!”

      “I understand.” Alex smiled at her. “Truth be told, I’ve wanted to kiss you for a long time now.”

      Poof!

      Kazekiri was sure that sound was from the steam pouring out of her ears.

      Alex placed his free hand on her shoulder, drawing her close as he leaned over. Kazekiri’s heart hammered in her ears. Why was it so loud? What had her heart become? A booster engine? She closed her eyes and tried to calm herself down. It was just a kiss. It was just a kiss. It was just a—

      “If you’re Alex’s girlfriend, does that mean you’re moving back in with us?” someone suddenly asked.

      Kazekiri froze. Her eyes snapped wide open as her heart became suffused with terror—and embarrassment, but mostly terror.

      Her body jolting back to life, she turned her head away from Alex, whose face was literally centimeters from hers, to look at Gabrielle, now wide awake and staring at her.

      “Um… um…” Kazekiri wasn’t sure what to say.

      “Do you want to come back and live with us?” asked Alex. “I’d love it if you did, and I know that Alice and Ariel would love having you back too.”

      Kazekiri didn’t trust her voice, so she merely nodded several times.

      Gabrielle’s eyes lit up. Kazekiri only had .01 seconds to realize the danger she was in.

      “KAZEKIRI!!”

      “OOMPH!”

      Kazekiri was grateful that her bed was so soft, or she might have cracked her head open when she struck it. Sadly, that was a small consolation prize. Gabrielle was squeezing her body so tightly, it felt like her spine was going to snap. She looked at Alex for help, but he merely smiled and shook his head.

      “I can’t stop Gabby when she gets like this. It’s best to just wait until she’s done.”

      “Traitor!” is what Kazekiri would have shouted if she had the strength.

      Unfortunately, she couldn’t produce more than simple groans and grunts.

      Gabrielle gave the fiercest hugs in the entire galaxy.
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      It took about an hour to check out of the hospital after Kazekiri woke up. Dr. Gideon Fletcher, the school nurse of Atreyu Academy who was also occasionally called in to do police work because he was an alien with expertise in the biology of various extraterrestrials, had to run some tests. Alex and Gabrielle stayed there during the tests. He didn’t trust that doctor as far as he could throw him.

      After running through several tests, Dr. Fletcher had determined that Kazekiri was fit enough to leave. He did recommend that she get some rest. He even offered to help her relax with a message.

      Alex had whacked the man on the back of the head.

      They hopped on a shuttle that would take them to the Outer District. Sitting in the back row where no one would bother them, Alex looked at a kid with snot hanging from his nose just in front of them. There was also a couple wearing black leather spacer clothes and a lot of white makeup that made it look like their faces were made of powder.

      He was sitting in between Gabrielle and Kazekiri, and the two of them couldn’t have appeared more different—from an emotional standpoint. Gabrielle was beaming. Her face was lit up in a bright smile that could outshine the Sun, which was par for the course, really, but she seemed even happier than usual. On the other hand, Kazekiri looked a bit sullen. She would look at him, then at his hand, and then she’d look away before repeating the process.

      “She wants you to put your hand on her leg.”

      Really…

      “Yes. So place your hand on her leg.”

      “And what would he do after that?”

      “What else? He’d slowly work his hand up, slip it into her panties, and finger her sodden cu—oof!!”

      Alex flinched when a loud crash followed by several incoherent screams echoed inside of his mind.

      Asmodeus and Voice Number Two, the two voices that had appeared inside of his head one day, had been awfully silent recently. They spoke up occasionally, of course. Even so, for the most part, they hadn’t really interfered with his day-to-day life like they used to. Then again, maybe he had just gotten so used to them that he was no longer bothered by their antics.

      I wonder…

      Looking at Kazekiri’s hand, which clutched the fabric of her pants, Alex went out on a limb and placed his hand over it.

      “Eeek!”

      Kazekiri’s spine went ramrod straight as she jerked her hand away. Alex stared at her in shock as she stared back, wide-eyed.

      “Um… I’m sorry,” Alex said. “I shouldn’t have done that.”

      “N-no!” Kazekiri squeaked, her voice several octaves higher than normal. She coughed into her hand, and then, in a much calmer voice, said, “Y-you don’t have to apologize. I mean, it was my fault for getting so surprised. Um…”

      “Do you want to hold hands?” asked Alex when he noticed that Kazekiri’s gaze went back to his hand.

      Kazekiri’s face flushed. “C-can I?”

      “Sure.”

      Alex reached out. He didn’t grab her hand again, but he offered it to her. Kazekiri hesitated, her movements sluggish and jerky as she slowly, oh so slowly, grabbed his hand. Her face was beet red.

      “I can’t wait to get back home,” Gabrielle said. Unlike Kazekiri, who seemed inordinately embarrassed by the simple gesture of handholding, the Angelisian princess was all smiles as she hugged his arm to her chest. “Alice and Ariel are going to be so happy!”

      Alex grinned. “Yeah, they will, though Alice might not show it.”

      Out of all the people who lived with them, Alice and Ariel spent the most time with Kazekiri when she had been living at their house. Alex didn’t know when they had become such good friends. However, he had been grateful to Kazekiri for getting his sister off the couch and out of the house. Even Jasmine had trouble doing that.

      “Is it really okay?” asked Kazekiri. Alex and Gabrielle turned to her. The hue of her cheeks darkened at their blank stares, but she pressed on. “For me to live with you again, I mean. Is it really okay?”

      “You are my girlfriend, aren’t you?” asked Alex.

      “W-well… girlfriend might be too strong a word. Um…”

      “You told me to take responsibility for making you fall in love with me,” Alex pressed. “Did you or did you not tell me that?”

      “I-I did, but…”

      “Kazekiri.” His use of her name instead of that silly nickname made her stop in her tracks. She stared at him with a face so red Alex was almost afraid blood would start gushing from her pores. “I love you, and you said that you love me. Since that is the case, there’s no reason for you to not live with me.”

      “But I… I caused you so much trouble.” Kazekiri’s shoulders slumped as if a massive shuttle had landed on them.

      “So? That’s just part of being in a relationship. It comes with the territory.”

      “I… I guess…”

      “If you still feel bad, then all you need to do is work hard to make up for it.” Kazekiri had slumped her head into her chest, but when Gabrielle said those words, her head snapped back up, and she stared wide-eyed at the silver-haired princess. Gabrielle continued. “Whenever you feel like you’ve wronged someone, all you need to do is apologize and do what you can to make things right again. It seems simple enough to me.”

      Alex nodded along with Gabrielle’s words. He agreed completely. Meanwhile, Kazekiri looked like someone had shot her between the eyes with a stun bolt.

      “I… yes, you’re right.” She smiled at them, her face tinged with uncertainty. “I guess… I guess I was just overthinking things. I’ll do my best to make up for causing you so much trouble.”

      Alex wanted to tell her that she didn’t have to “make up for causing him trouble” or anything of the sort, but he didn’t. Kazekiri was a straitlaced individual. She had a very strong sense of responsibility. She would have to if she wanted to become a police officer. Telling her not to worry, that she didn’t have to “make it up to him,” would not help her or make her feel better.

      “If you want to make it up to me, then please keep looking after my sister and being friends with everyone else,” Alex said.

      “Y-yes! I will. I promise.” Kazekiri nodded several times.

      “Good.”

      “Tee-hee. I’m so happy that we’re all friends again!” Gabrielle leaned over and placed her head on his shoulder.

      When the shuttle reached the Outer District, Alex, Kazekiri, and Gabrielle hopped off and began traveling down the paved road. It didn’t take very long to reach their house. When they did, Kazekiri took several deep breaths, as though centering herself, while Alex opened the door and stepped inside.

      “We’re home!” he and Gabrielle called out at the same time.

      Loud thumping reached Alex’s ears as he, Gabrielle, and Kazekiri took off their footwear. The living room door slid open a second later. Ariel rushed out, sock-clad feet sliding along the floor as she skidded to a halt.

      “Ariel!” Gabrielle was the first one to greet her sister. “We’re back! Look who came with us!”

      It was like Ariel hadn’t even heard Gabrielle speaking. The younger Angelisian sister stared at Kazekiri, who nervously shifted on her feet and twiddled her fingers as she bore with Ariel’s stare.

      “Um… Ariel,” Kazekiri began as Ariel walked up to her, “I-I’m sorry for leaving so abruptly, and, um—”

      “You had better be sorry,” Ariel snapped. Kazekiri reeled at the anger in the girl’s tone, but then she froze when Ariel hugged her. She squeaked as the younger girl buried her face into Kazekiri’s chest.

      “U-um…”

      “Really,” Ariel sniffled. “You’re just… so stupid. Why did you leave?”

      “I-I’m sorry.”

      “I thought you hated me…”

      “I-I could never hate you.”

      As Kazekiri tentatively hugged Ariel back, reaching up with one hand to stroke the younger girl’s silvery green hair while the other went around her shoulders, Alex and Gabrielle shared a smile. It looked like everything would be okay.

      … He hoped.
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      Kazekiri’s return was received with slightly mixed emotions. While Michelle greeted her with a smile and a simple “welcome back,” Jasmine had laughed and told her that if she ever did something to make Alice sad again, she would never forgive her. Alice hadn’t responded with much enthusiasm on the outside. However, the mere fact that she would tell Kazekiri that her leaving had been troublesome was telling in and of itself. Being the kind of girl that she was, Nyx didn’t say too much. That said, even she told Kazekiri to, “not do something so stupid like leave again” if she was just going to come back. Apparently, Nyx believed in following through with everything someone did.

      While the responses weren’t all great, none of them were outright terrible either. It helped that Gabrielle was around to break the ice. She dragged everyone into the living room, where they watched the holovid and played video games for several hours. Alex stayed with them for a while, but he eventually headed into the kitchen to make dinner. Jasmine and Nyx followed him. However, the blonde girl with drill-like twintails didn’t help him cook this time.

      Nyx did, which he found odd. On a side note, she was really great at chopping vegetables with her hair, which sounded bizarre, but made sense when you considered how she could transform her hair into a knife.

      “What are you doing, Jaz?” asked Alex as he went about preparing dinner. It was just a simple pasta salad with chicken. He didn’t really have time to make anything extravagant… and he was limiting how much money he spent on groceries. Even with the money from Jasmine’s café increasing the amount of funds he had, he wanted to be frugal until he got that patent on the Adamantium Armor Weave Suit.

      “I’m looking at properties that are for sale,” Jasmine said. A holoscreen hovered before her eyes, which she scrolled through with her finger. “Your suggestion about getting more property to expand the business was a good one, so I’m planning to buy another building in another section of the city and open a second store. I can afford to do that since I’m making a lot more money than I used to.” She paused. “I also want to think about hiring someone to help renovate the second floor, so I can use it as a private café for masters and mistresses who want more personal and intimate services.”

      Alex nodded as he threw some fresh greens into a bowl. Romaine. Butterhead. Leaf. Spinach. Kale. He also grabbed the vegetables that Nyx had chopped up and tossed them in as well.

      “It’s good that you’re looking into expanding. I think you’ll do a good job.”

      Even as he said this, Alex’s thoughts turned. Jasmine’s birthday was coming up soon. If he recalled correctly, and he knew he did because they celebrated it every year, it was November 19th.

      “Oh ho. But of course. I am the Queen of Expansion.” Jasmine was distracted, but not so much that she couldn’t afford to toss him a smile before going back to what she was doing.

      Nyx grabbed his shirt and tugged on it. “What else should I do?”

      “Could you take the chicken out of the fission cooker and cut it up for me? Then just put it into the salad when you’re done.”

      “Yes.”

      “Thank you.”

      After grabbing the olive oil, white wine vinegar, salt, pepper, honey, garlic cloves, and some mustard, Alex came back to the counter and set everything down. Then he got to work on making the dressing.

      “If you want to renovate your second floor, you should just ask Gabby and me to help,” Alex said as he measured the olive oil and white wine vinegar, putting the ingredients into Mr. Mixer… which was basically just a blending machine that used vibration technology to break apart and blend foods at the molecular level. Super advanced and utterly useless technology. “Gabby can use her dimension-warping tech to expand your second floor, and I’ve become pretty good at renovating.”

      “You mean you’ve become good at repairing houses after one of your inventions ruins it, right?” asked Nyx.

      “D-don’t put it like that…” Alex’s shoulders began to slump, until he saw the very slight smile on Nyx’s face. “Are you… teasing me?”

      “… Maybe.”

      Alex gawked at the girl.

      “Hmm…” Jasmine hummed to herself as she cupped her chin in her hand. “I think I will ask for your help. Oh ho ho. I do not enjoy admitting it, but Gabrielle has done a marvelous job expanding the size of this house to accommodate all of us. I can certainly see the benefit of making my café bigger on the inside than it appears on the outside. Do you think you and Gabrielle will be able to help me next weekend?”

      “I’ll definitely give you a hand,” Alex said. “Let’s ask Gabby during dinner. I’m certain she’ll be more than happy to help, too.”

      “Very well. Oh ho ho ho ho ho. I shall do that.”

      It didn’t take more than a few more minutes for Alex and Nyx to finish dinner. It was incredibly simple fare today. As Alex finished mixing the salad dressing into the salad, the door that led to the hallway slid open and Madison stepped inside carrying a container.

      “Master—” she held the container aloft “—I bought the dessert you requested from the Metronome’s.”

      “Thank you. Please put it in the fridge.”

      “Of course, Master.”

      Jasmine helped set the table with Nyx, while Alex went into the living room and told the others that dinner was ready. Ariel had been forcing Kazekiri to play a video game with her. It was some kind of dancing game. Alex thought it was cute how Kazekiri tried to follow along with Ariel but kept tripping over her own two feet. She was just… so… uncoordinated when it came to dancing, which was funny because she was really graceful during combat.

      During dinner, Jasmine asked Gabrielle if she would help her renovate the Love Love Café, to which Gabrielle beamed and said of course she’d help. Michelle also offered to pitch in, and even Alice said she would help, even though it was troublesome.

      Alex spent the rest of dinner listening to the various conversations happening around him. Nyx also asked him if he would be willing to go out with her tomorrow. Of course, he said yes. Tomorrow was a school day, so he, Nyx, and Madison would be home alone anyway. They might as well go on a date.

      Dinner ended and Alex had Madison bring out the dessert. It was a custom cake from Metronome’s Sweet Shop. Alex had rush-ordered it. On top of the cake were the words, “Welcome Home, Kazekiri.”

      “I… Alex…” Kazekiri looked like she was in tears as she stared at the cake. She covered her mouth with her hand as if to keep people from seeing the way her lips trembled. “I don’t… know what to say…”

      “How about ‘thank you’?” suggested Alice. “Troublesome girl.”

      Kazekiri sniffed, then smiled at him. “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome,” Alex said simply.

      They all had a slice of the cake, though Ariel, Michelle, and Gabrielle had a bigger piece than everyone else. It wouldn’t be inaccurate to say that they took more than a third of the cake themselves.

      Once they polished off dessert, the group moved into the living room and turned on Titan Girl. Alice forced Kazekiri to sit by her, and Ariel sat on Kazekiri’s other side. Alex ended up taking the spot on his sister’s right, while Gabrielle sat on his right and the others sprawled themselves around the room.

      As Titan Girl beat up bad guys with her super strength, Alex looked around the room and smiled. It felt weird to think this way, but he really had begun thinking about all the people here as his family. He truly didn’t know what he would do without them.
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      The next day while everyone else was at school, Alex and Nyx went to one of the shopping centers in Mars City. It was a large skyscraper called Shoppers Paradise, a name that had been coined because it was a two hundred story tall building with over ten thousand stores. Alex had gone there on occasion when he shopped for Alice’s clothing.

      “It’s been a long time since I’ve been here,” Alex muttered as he and Nyx walked hand in hand through the shopping center. “I had forgotten how crowded it was.”

      Everywhere Alex looked there were people. Some were in groups and others walked alone. They all pushed their way through the crowd. Alex frowned as several people shoved against him and Nyx, forcing them into closer quarters. Why was this place so busy during the weekday?

      “Do you know where you want to go?” asked Alex, shouting to be overheard.

      Nyx nodded. “This way.”

      Alex let Nyx take the lead, pulling him along to whatever destination she had in mind, pushing her way through the crowd.

      They went up several elevators to reach the store she wanted to shop at. It was a clothing boutique called The Mars Rebellion. While Alex thought that was a weird name, the type of clothing they sold ranged from cute shirts and skirts to frilly black dresses.

      Because there wasn’t much space in skyscrapers like this, stores were limited in how large they could be. This particular boutique was quite small despite its selection. Wider than it was long, he couldn’t estimate the size because clothing racks were in the way.

      “I didn’t realize you wanted to go clothes shopping,” Alex said.

      “Is that a problem?” asked Nyx.

      “Not at all. I’m just surprised. You never expressed an interest in shopping for clothing before.”

      Nyx was silent for a moment as they stood before the store. “Princess Gabrielle has been taking me shopping with her friends every weekend. It’s been… fun.”

      “Oh.” Alex didn’t ask why she asked him to go shopping with her. If she was asking him, then it was because she wanted to be with him. Instead, he said, “Then let’s go inside and look at what they have.”

      “Yes.”

      As they entered the store, a clerk working the front welcomed them with a smile, though it seemed like she was paying more attention to Nyx than Alex. He first thought it was because she was a girl and this clothing boutique catered to the fairer sex. Then he got a look at the girl’s face. Not only was her face practically glowing, but there was some drool leaking down her chin, and while he knew it was his imagination, it looked like there were hearts in her eyes.

      A trickle of sweat rolled down his scalp.

      “Hello, you two. Welcome to our store. Please let me know if there is anything that I can help you with.”

      “We will. Thank you,” Alex said. Nyx didn’t say anything. She just dragged Alex further into the store.

      Nyx traveled along the aisles and carefully selected several articles of clothing. She didn’t ask Alex for his opinion, so he didn’t offer one, though he was curious to know about the kind of outfit she was going for.

      When she finished grabbing her selection, Nyx led him to the back, where several changing stalls sat. They were different from the stalls with doors. These were just curtains.

      “Wait here,” Nyx said.

      “Okay.”

      Nyx walked into the room and drew the curtain closed. Her head popped out a second later and she glared at him.

      “Don’t peek on me.”

      “I won’t,” Alex promised.

      Nyx frowned at him, but then she disappeared behind the curtain again, and the sound of rustling clothes soon echoed from behind it.

      With a soft sigh, Alex resigned himself to waiting. He didn’t mind shopping for clothes. In fact, Alex had gone clothes shopping for Alice so much when they were younger that he kind of enjoyed it, but if there was one thing he did not like about it, that would be waiting for whoever he was with to get changed.

      He didn’t like the stares he sometimes got while waiting.

      “Excuse me, sir?”

      As he waited, the clerk came up to him. She was a cute enough girl with a professional but bubbly smile. He guessed that was why this store hired her.

      “Yes?” He turned to her. “Can I help you with something?”

      “When you and your sister are finished purchasing her clothes, would you mind walking out of the store while she’s dressed in them?”

      Alex frowned. “First, you’re mistaken about us being siblings. She’s my… my betrothed.”

      “Oh…” Alex noticed the look on the girl’s face, the slight wrinkling of her nose as she looked back and forth between him and the curtain. She was obviously remembering Nyx’s young appearance and thinking he was some kind of pedophile.

      “Nyx is older than I am,” Alex stated. “I recommend you stop thinking whatever it is you’re thinking.”

      “Oh! Oh, no! I, um, I was just surprised.” The clerk waved her hands back and forth. “I didn’t mean to imply—I mean, it’s true she looks young, but I was only thinking about how cute she was.”

      Alex didn’t pinch his nose or anything like that, though he really wanted to massage his temples at least. He knew this would happen at some point with one of the girls, especially Ariel and Nyx. Both of them were very short and didn’t have much of a chest, though Nyx was several cup sizes bigger than Ariel with a 79-centimeter bust. They looked quite young. Anyone who didn’t know them would assume they were younger than they appeared.

      But I don’t look very old, do I?

      Alex was only sixteen, though he would be seventeen in six months. His birthday was in December.

      “You said something about wanting her to walk out of the store wearing your clothes?” Alex prompted the woman.

      “Oh, yes.” The clerk clapped her hands. “If you did this for us, we would be willing to offer you a twenty percent discount on everything you buy.”

      A twenty percent discount would be good since he was still being careful with his spending. Thanks to Jasmine, Alex now had a good chunk of money, but it was also Jasmine’s money. He didn’t feel right spending it on something that didn’t involve paying bills or buying food.

      “I’ll talk it over with Nyx,” Alex said. “I can’t make this decision without her, since she’ll be the one wearing your clothing.”

      “Understandable.” The clerk bowed, thanked him, and hurried off as another customer walked into the store.

      Alex sighed and turned away from where the clerk was greeting another customer. The curtains rustled just then. Nyx came out seconds later wearing something different than her standard black dress.

      The sleeveless vest was white and closed near the bust with a pair of pins, but it opened up just below her chest and flared out into a series of flaps that reminded him of tails. The vest also featured a hood, which Nyx had pulled up. Her arms were bare save for the armbands that she used as weapons. Beneath the vest was a black shirt that ended in a point. It was so short that it didn’t really cover her legs. However, black stockings covered most of her legs anyway, so it wasn’t like that mattered. They moved into a pair of white spacer boots.

      “Wow.” Alex needed a moment to reboot his brain. “That looks ridiculously cute.” Nyx’s expression didn’t change, but she did blush. Alex patted himself on the back. “Can you turn around?”

      Nyx did as he asked, the tails of her vest fluttering as she twirled on the ball of her left foot. She cut a graceful figure. As the tails flew upward, hints of her bottom were exposed before she completed the spin.

      “How do I look?” she asked.

      “You look amazing,” Alex said honestly. He knew that wasn’t enough, so he tried to express how he felt with words. “This outfit is, I don’t know, it’s very cute, so it suits you.”

      “You think I’m cute?” Nyx asked.

      “I’ve always thought you were cute.” Alex shrugged. “I believe we established that a while ago.”

      Nyx frowned and shuffled her feet. “I’m not… sexy?”

      Alex opened his mouth, then closed it. He frowned for a moment as he watched the raven-haired assassin scuff her shoe against the carpet as though depressed.

      “Just because I think you’re cute, that doesn’t mean I don’t also think you’re also sexy.” Alex smiled when Nyx raised her head. “Cute and sexy aren’t mutually exclusive of each other, you know? You are cute and sexy. That’s what I like about you.”

      “And you think this is sexy?”

      “Well, that’s more cute than sexy since it looks so innocent, but I do think it looks great on you.”

      Nyx paused for a moment, her head tilting as she considered his words. Then she nodded.

      “I’ll change out of this and try on several more outfits.”

      “If that’s what you want.”

      Nyx tried on several more outfits, but most of them were not the “sexy look” she was going for. This boutique specialized in clothes that were mostly tame. There was only one outfit that Alex would have categorized as “sexy” and that was because it showed off her underwear… and it was more like the underwear was sexy and not the clothes.

      That said, when she wore that outfit, Alex could see the outline of Nyx’s lips because her panties clung to her so tightly.

      They ended up getting the first outfit that Nyx had tried on, which Alex said he liked the best. As they were rung up, Alex asked Nyx if she wanted to wear the outfit outside. She had stared at him for a moment, then glanced at the clerk, who almost squeaked when Nyx’s blood-red eyes landed on her, then looked back at Alex and nodded once. Thus they ended up walking out of the store with Nyx in her new clothes, while Alex held the bag with her old clothes.

      It was nearing noon, so Alex decided they should find a place to eat. Nyx agreed. However, as they were walking to the floor with all of the restaurants and eateries, he felt the gaze of his “bodyguard” on him. He tried to ignore it, but as they got into the elevator, it became too much. Something about her stare unnerved him.

      “Is something wrong, Nyx?” he tried to ask casually.

      Nyx continued to stare at him for several seconds, and then…

      “Why didn’t you peep on me when I was changing?”

      “You mean you wanted me to peep on you?!” His shout caused the other people in the elevator to stare at him.

      Talk about awkward.
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      Alex and Nyx wandered the food department, which consisted of five stories worth of restaurants, cafés, and fast food joints.

      This department was built a lot like a series of balconies. There was no middle except for the first floor, which consisted of a sitting area filled with booths and tables. The other floors were balconies that extended about six meters out and went all the way around the building’s interior. Of course, the elevator, large and round and made entirely of glass, sat in the center of this building, so there were two walkways on each floor leading from the balconies to the elevator.

      “What do you want to get?” Alex asked Nyx, who turned her head to look at all the places to eat.

      “I want that,” she said, pointing to something on his left.

      Alex looked at where she was pointing and immediately felt a trickle of sweat roll down his face. “That’s a takoyaki stand…”

      “I want takoyaki.”

      “Um, but that isn’t really a lunch food…”

      Nyx stared at him. “I want takoyaki.”

      “I… okay. Fine.”

      Alex wondered if he was a pushover for giving in to the girl so easily, but to be fair, he didn’t think anyone could resist a look from Nyx. The combination of her impossibly beautiful face and impassive carnelian gaze was unbearably cute.

      While he got takoyaki for Nyx, Alex got himself something with a little more substance: A cheesesteak sandwich and fries.

      It wasn’t often that Alex allowed himself to eat something so bad for him. He was making an exception today because he and Nyx were out on something that could vaguely be called a date. Whether or not Nyx considered it a date was anyone’s guess.

      Several holovids floated overhead. Some were showing the latest concert made by some female idol who’d become really popular. Alex didn’t know anything about her, but he’d seen her image around the city before. One holovid that was visible from the corner of his eye was playing the news. He paid more attention to that. There was no sound, but the text scrolling across the screen claimed that the police had blackmailed a nobleman into giving away his only daughter.

      Alex was about to go back to his meal when he paused. He turned back to the screen, which was now displaying the profile of two people.

      One of those people was of a beautiful girl with blonde hair tied into two drill-like twin-tails, blue eyes, and a face that made people think of a traditional fairy tale princess. The other person had black hair and a silver fringe, blue eyes, and the face of a teenage boy. Alex recognized both of them. The girl was Jasmine, and the other person, well, he saw that image every time he looked in a mirror.

      This is not good.

      “No, it is not. I have a very bad feeling about this.”

      “Yeah… you’re fucked.”

      Before Alex could respond to the voices in his head, his IDband beeped at him. Trying not to let his trepidation show, he activated the IDband’s communication line, without video feedback, and spoke into it.

      “This is Alex.”

      “Alex, it’s Caridna. We have a problem. Have you seen the news?”

      “I’m watching it right now.”

      “Good. Then you already know the basics. Get your butt to Atreyu Academy. I’m calling Jasmine up here to let her know what’s happening, but you should be here too.”

      “Right. I’ll head over there now.”

      “See you then.”

      The communication ended, and as Alex looked up, he realized that a lot of people were now looking at him and pointing as they whispered to each other. He didn’t know what they were saying. Well, not exactly. He could make a pretty good guess. In either event, they weren’t important right now. Getting his butt out of there and to the school was.

      “Nyx, it looks like we need to cut this short.” He gave the girl an apologetic smile.

      “I know.” Nyx stood up as she continued to munch on her takoyaki. “I heard. It sounds like there’s trouble.”

      “So it seems. What else is new?”

      Nyx tilted her head to look into his eyes. While he couldn’t be sure, he almost thought Nyx was smirking.

      “Nothing is new. Isn’t trouble always afoot whenever you’re involved with something?”

      “I wish I could say something to deny that, but…” Trailing off, Alex shook his head. “Anyway, let’s head off. We can’t afford to stay here anymore.”

      “There are too many people watching us.”

      “That’s not really what I was talking about…”

      Grabbing Nyx’s hand, Alex led the girl out of the shopping center and to the nearest shuttle stop. As they boarded the shuttle that would take them to the Outer District, Alex could not stop himself from worrying about what was happening.

      Call him crazy, but he had a very bad feeling about this latest development.

      
        
        To Be Continued…

      

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Thank you for reading!

          

        

      

    

    
      Thank you for reading the ebook version of A Most Unlikely Hero volume 11! I hope you enjoyed immensely!

      I know how important your time is, but if you liked this story and have a quick minute, please consider writing a review. Books live and die by their reviews. A book without a lot of reviews will not reach a lot of readers. I hope if you enjoyed this book, you will help it reach many more readers.

      If you’d like to learn when a new book from me is out, your best bet is to sign up for my mailing list.

      Join my mailing list!

      Don’t worry. I hate spam as much as the next guy. I’ll only send out newsletters to announce the release of my next book, when I’m hosting giveaways, or when something that is actually news worthy happens.

      If you enjoy sarcasm, NSFW artwork, and all things erotic, you can follow me on Twitter. I tend to retweet art and anime tiddies on there.

      My Facebook Page is another place where you can find me. I tend to post less often here than I do Twitter, so you won’t get sarcastic posts and nude artwork, but you’ll get important stuff like cover reveals, light novel illustrations, WIPs, and the occasional glimpse into what I am writing.

      And finally, you can find me on the Original English Light Novel Group, Harem Lit, Harem Gamelit, and GameLit Society groups. If you are a fan of harem/gamelit stories in general, I highly recommend joining these groups as well. You’ll feel right at home.

      Once again, thank you for reading my books. Your support is immeasurable.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Afterword

          

        

      

    

    
      Volume 11 is finally done and I hope you all enjoyed it. I’d like to take a moment and request anyone who read this volume to please write a review for it. Books live and die by their reviews, and authors live and die by their books. If you’d like me to continue being able to write without having to worry about whether I’ll survive to next year, please do write a review.

      I want to talk about Kazekiri in this volume. How many of you were frustrated by Kazekiri’s stubborn refusal to let Alex into her heart? I would understand if a lot of you said yes.

      Kazekiri is a woman haunted by an extremely traumatic childhood. If you’re reading this afterword, then you must have read the volume (I really hope you’re not just skipping to this. You’re not, right?!). Out of all the characters here, she’s one of those who suffered the most. All of her actions and beliefs stem from her past. I like to think I did a decent job explaining why she was not interested in being part of Alex’s harem.

      While I know several people IRL who are happily engaged in a polyamorous relationship, I know a lot more who do not condone such a relationship. It’s perfectly normal for a person to hate the idea of sharing their significant other with more people. Kazekiri’s feelings toward harems is perfectly natural, and her past makes her dislike of anything that goes against normal societal standards even more understandable.

      In this volume, we see Kazekiri finally overcoming her reluctance as she realizes how loyal Alex is toward her. Yes, his relationship with the various women is abnormal, but it doesn’t diminish the feelings he has for her. What’s more, she has come to realize that she cannot and does not want him gone. She has finally recognized that and accepted that she wants Alex to be a part of her life. It’s a big step for her.

      Winter is coming now. By the time you read this volume, it will be December. My writing and publishing has slowed considerably since my time has become so consumed with all sorts of stuff. You never realize how hard it is to make it as a writer until you begin publishing. I’m trying to balance writing, advertising, social media, book formatting, webcomic formatting, audiobook creation, and various other things a publisher would normally do for me, while still maintaining a social life. I feel like I’m being stretched to the limit if I am being honest. Someone, please come save me? (T_T)

      Now, for some thank yous to all the people who made this story possible.

      Thank you, Abby, for your edits and proofing. It is greatly appreciated.

      Thank you, XuaHanNin, for your super cute artwork. I love your art so much. It’s some of the cutest I’ve ever seen. The scenes in this volume were especially romantic.

      Thank you, Patrons, for supporting me. Thank you, readers, for reading this story. And thank you to all the people who leave a review. You’re awesome! Anyway, that is all that I have today. I hope you enjoyed this volume. A Most Unlikely Hero only has 4 more volumes until it is complete. I hope you’re excited to join me for the next one.

      
        
        ~Brandon Varnell

      

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
        Hey, did you know?

      

        

      
        Brandon Varnell has started a Patreon.
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      You can get all kinds of awesome exclusives like:

      
        
        1. The chance to read his stories before anyone else!

        2. See the American Kitsune Manga as it’s created!

        3. Exclusive SFW and NSFW artwork!

        4. 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

      

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
        Have you been turned on to Brandon’s Light Novels yet?

      

        

      
        Wait. That sounded kind of wrong.

      

        

      
        Try out Brandon’s First original English light novel series!
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