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          The Broken King Arrives

        

      

    

    
      Yahweh smiled as he stared out of the viewport of his shuttle. Stars filled his vision. Each one was a tiny pinprick of light from this distance, but up close, they were so much more. Luminous spheres of plasma held together by gravity. Such incredible creations were so perfect, so glorious, that nothing else in this universe could compare to them.

      They irritated him.

      His ship was on its way toward one particular star, located in a backwater quadrant of the galaxy. It was known as the Sol System, but that was only by the people who lived there. Few in the galaxy at large knew its name, much less that it existed. Most people thought this quadrant was simply empty.

      His command chair was located at the very front of his vessel. He liked having his chair in the front. From here, he could see everything. From here, everyone could look upon him. The chair conformed to him as he sat, leaning back, arms resting on the armrests, which had a touch screen monitor he could manipulate to perform various tasks and hand out orders.

      Manipulating the touch screen on his left, he made the viewport transform into a screen, which he further manipulated to zoom onto a planet. It was small. Brown. Numerous pockmarks littered its surface, some of which were covered by domes shielded in light. Such an ugly planet. It seemed inhospitable. He couldn’t understand why King Lucifer had let his daughters live there.

      Ariel and Michelle…

      The thought of them made his blood boil. Passion warred with rage.

      Manipulating the screen on his right, he brought up two holographic images. One of them, a young girl with silver-green hair that descended to her butt. The other, a girl with short blue hair that possessed the same silvery sheen. Both of them had the clear signs that marked them as an Angelisians; their ears were long and pointed, they had wings of the purest white jutting from their hips, and their hair possessed the silvery tint that denoted them as Angelisian royalty.

      King Lucifer had promised him these two girls, had said he could have their hands in marriage when they came of age. They were useless, worthless to all but him, the only man who could appreciate the sort of beauty that came from being broken. He had been waiting, patiently, for them to grow up. The agreement had been that when Ariel and Michelle turned fourteen, they would become his wives. They would have been wives number six and seven respectively.

      That man…

      However, King Lucifer had reneged on his promise. The scheme had changed. Instead of taking their hands in marriage once they came of age, now he had to fight a man named Alexander S. Ryker for the right to marry them.

      How vexing. How utterly frustrating.

      Manipulating the right screen again, Yahweh brought up another holographic image. This time, the image was not of a woman. It was a boy. Black hair. Silver bangs. Blue eyes. He was standing with a group of women, including Ariel and Michelle. He didn't look like much, but looks could be deceiving. He must have been an impressive specimen if he could attract that many women to him.

      Yahweh narrowed his eyes.

      “How much longer will it take to reach our destination?” he asked.

      There was a moment of silence behind him. His crew was always quiet, for he did not tolerate noisiness in his vessel. Quiet equaled efficiency. Quiet also allowed him to keep to his thoughts. The only time someone ever spoke was when he spoke to them.

      “It looks like there is a meteor shower currently traveling along the only route to this solar system,” someone suddenly said. It was a person stationed near the front, his navigator, who currently had a headset to their ears as they read information from a monitor detailing all the major spacelanes.

      He sighed. There was another reason this solar system was so remote outside of the fact that it was located in one of the galaxy’s spiral arms; there was only one known hyperspace route to get there, and it was prone to meteor showers.

      “How long before the meteor shower passes?” he asked.

      There was another moment of silence, broken only by the tapping of a console. Yahweh waited, impatiently, as the man continued pulling up information.

      “We are predicting… about two days.”

      He sighed again.

      It looks like I will have to wait a while longer before I can claim those two as my own… His eyes narrowed as he stared at the holographic image of Alexander S. Ryker. And crush this foolish boy for daring to claim what is rightfully mine.
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          A Sister’s Dilemma

        

      

    

    
      Kazekiri knew the moment she opened her eyes that she was dreaming. She was back in the familiar bed of her room; 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.

      The reason she knew this was a dream was because she didn’t live in her old home right now. She was living at Alex’s house. Her room was across from Alex’s. He had placed her there because it would be easy for him to respond if something happened to her.

      The conclusion she had reached was that this was a lucid dream.

      She glanced 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.

      This is embarrassing.

      Kazekiri would never be able to explain why, but watching herself run her hands over her arms, breasts, stomach, and thighs was really embarrassing. She felt like a peeping Tom! If this hadn’t been a lucid dream, she was sure she’d have been blushing. This dream was going to make washing herself from now on harder than ever.

      When she 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, and then her shirt. She added a belt as an accessory.

      Where is this dream going?

      On any typical day, Kazekiri would wake up around 0600 or 0650. After washing off and getting dressed, she would make breakfast, prepare for school, then read police textbooks for the next hour before leaving. If that was all her dream-self planned on doing, then why was she even having a dream like this to begin with?

      Just as she this thought crossed her mind, a loud shout from inside the living room made her entire body freeze.

      “You fucking bitch! Why are you spending all of our money on makeup?! I fucking you told you to get me some booze!”

      “Why would I buy you alcohol?! If you want something to drink, 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 screamed at her dream self to stop moving, to turn around and go back the way she came, but she didn’t. Her body moved without her input. Slowly, she crept toward the door, knelt as she opened it a crack, and peered through to the other side.

      Her parents were standing face to face and arguing. Her mother’s face was covered by shadows, with only her mouth visible, spewing insults and curse words like they were going out of style. 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 and nose so she wouldn't gag.

      “You know I can’t pay for any fucking booze! 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 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 to violence. Her mother slapped her father in the face, and then her father decked her mother so hard that blood gushed from the woman’s nose. 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.

      W-what should I do?! I have to get help! The police! I-I should call the police!

      However, the moment this thought occurred to her, the dream Kazekiri didn’t go to a comm unit; she ran back up the stairs to her room.

      Don’t do this! Call the police! Call them! If you don’t, this is only going to continue!!

      But her dream self didn’t do that, didn’t heed her words. She went up to her room, locked the door, and hid underneath her covers. No matter how much Kazekiri yelled at her, the dream Kazekiri didn’t do anything but hide and sniffle.

      The shouting and sounds of violence eventually stopped, and Kazekiri dared to hope that it was over, but she knew better. Moments later, footsteps came up the stairs. They were loud and getting louder. Kazekiri buried her head underneath her blanket. The footsteps got louder still. They were even louder than the fearful pounding of her heart. Thump. Thump thump. Thump. And then, just as she thought they couldn’t get any louder, they stopped right in front of her door.

      Kazekiri couldn’t breathe. The door rattled. Her body froze.

      “Open this door,” came her father’s voice. She didn’t open the door. It rattled more violently this time. “Open this door now!”

      Kazekiri no longer cared about calling the police now; she just wanted her father to go away, to leave her alone. She closed her eyes and prayed for him to leave. She prayed and prayed and prayed, but the rattling was getting louder and her praying wasn’t working! Why wasn’t it working?!

      The door suddenly blasted open with a bang, the hinges breaking from the unprecedented act of violence, causing Kazekiri to shriek as her head snapped around. The thunderous, frantic beating of her heart gave way to a freezing chill that made her entire body shudder.

      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 blood freeze. He took one step into the room, then another, and another, walking with a stumbling, drunken gate. Kazekiri’s breath 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 didn’t heed his words. She backed away on the bed until her back was against the wall. No longer was she the young woman who longed to be a police officer. Now she was just a little girl who wanted her father to go away. The dream self and her real self who knew that she was dreaming had become one.

      Her father growled and stomped over to her. She shrieked and tried to run, turning around and moving on all fours as she raced across the bed, 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 and pulled, and when she kicked him in the face, he punched her right in the stomach. Searing pain caused her to blackout. She didn’t know for how long, but when she came to, her father was in the process of pulling off her pajamas.

      No! Someone! Someone, please! Help me! Help me!!

      “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 pajama pants came off. Her father reached out again to grab her panties…

      And Kazekiri woke up at that exact moment, a loud scream tearing from her throat.
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      Alex jerked awake when a loud, terrified wailing pierced his eardrums. He looked around, heading twisting left and right as though it was on a swivel, before discovering the source. A holographic monitor hovered over his nightstand. He saw Kazekiri, lying on the bed in her room, screaming and jerking like she was twisting away from an invisible enemy.

      “Gabby!” Alex shouted at the person sharing his bed.

      “I’m up!”

      Gabrielle was already rushing out of bed. Throwing off the sheets, the Angelisian princess stumbled onto the carpeted floor, still groggy but pressing forward anyway.

      She was, fortunately, dressed in a nightgown that had been made with Angelisians in mind. Her wings were flapping as she ran with Alex close behind her. The slits in her nightgown allowed the wings complete freedom. Her silver nightgown fluttered around her ankles, bare feet thumping against the floor as the door slid open and they rushed out.

      Alex bypassed Gabrielle in his rush to reach Kazekiri’s room, which had previously been Gabrielle’s room. The cold air from the atmospheric conditioner hit the bare skin of his chest. Goosebumps broke out. Alex ignored that as he reached the door before Gabrielle, rushed inside, and ran up to the bed, where Kazekiri was still screaming and fighting off her invisible attacker.

      “Kazekiri!” Alex didn’t even bother with decorum. He leaped onto the bed, avoided several of Kazekiri’s flailing fists, and grabbed her by the shoulders. “Kazekiri! You need to calm down! It was only a dream!”

      But Kazekiri didn’t calm down. She screamed even louder and flailed her arms and legs even more. Alex grunted when one of her fists slammed into his face, striking him hard enough that it would probably leave a bruise. Gabrielle had climbed onto the bed by this point. She looked at Alex and nodded.

      They both closed in on Kazekiri and hugged her tightly. She continued to scream, however. The sound blared in their ears like sirens alerting the entirety of Mars city that the dome’s integrity had been breached. Alex gritted his teeth as he tried to ignore the sound shattering his eardrums. Compared to Gabrielle, whose ears were tens of times more sensitive than his own, he had it easy.

      “Kazekiri! It’s me! It’s us! It’s Alex!”

      “And Gabrielle! We're both here for you! It’s okay!”

      He and Gabrielle called out to Kazekiri over and over, and though it took a while, their friend eventually calmed down, her sobs quieting, her screams softening, and her flailing ceasing. She slumped into them. It was like she had lost all the bones in her body.

      “Kazekiri? Kazekiri, are you okay?” asked Alex.

      “Alex?” Kazekiri's voice was soft and weak, more fragile than he was used to.

      “It’s me. I’m right here.”

      Kazekiri stared at him, eyelids rapidly fluttering, and then her eyes turned toward the other person on the bed with them. Gabrielle's face hovered over her shoulder, emerald eyes staring at her in concern.

      “Gabrielle?”

      “I’m here, too.”

      “Are you okay?” asked Alex.

      “I’m fine. Sorry for worrying you both,” Kazekiri murmured.

      It was a testament to how distraught she was that she wasn't freaking out about how intimate their position was. Had this been a normal situation, Kazekiri would have blushed, stuttered, screamed, and then lectured them about how they were breaking the moral backbone of society. That all she did was murmur soft words of apology went to show Alex how much she was being affected by whatever her nightmare had been about.

      “It’s okay,” Gabrielle said.

      “Don’t worry about it,” Alex added.

      “Kay…”

      Alex and Gabrielle continued to hug Kazekiri, him from the front, and her from behind. They held the girl, who had all but gone limp in their arms, her shuddering breath creating a sharp contrast of hot air with the coolness of the room's temperature. There was also a stark dichotomy between Kazekiri’s sweat-covered shirt and Gabrielle’s soft arms, which were wound tightly around her midsection.

      At some point, Kazekiri’s arms had risen and wrapped around Alex. He didn’t think she had done this on purpose. The Kazekiri he knew would never hug him like this. More than likely, she was hugging him because people instinctively sought affection when they needed comfort.

      She leaned further into him. Pressing her face against his chest, she took several deep, long breaths. When the girl leaned forward, Gabrielle went with her, leaning down as she pressed her face into the back of Kazekiri's neck.

      Had the circumstances been different, had his worry for Kazekiri not been overriding his common sense, Alex would have been embarrassed by the intimacy of their position. The thought was vaguely ironic to him. He should have been blushing up a storm, but all he felt right then was concern for his friend who was suffering. Even Asmodeus and Sachiel were mercifully silent.

      Now that she had calmed down, Alex asked the question that had been at the forefront of his mind.

      “Was it another nightmare?”

      Kazekiri nodded against his chest.

      It had been a little over one week since Kazekiri began living with them. During that time, she had woken up several times in the early hours of the morning, screaming at the top of her lungs. The first few nights had been rough on the young woman, who had borne with the torturous night terrors in silence. It wasn't until Alex noticed how much worse she had been looking that he confronted her and learned about her problem.

      After finding out about her nightmares, he and Gabrielle installed a program that activated a hologram to appear on their bedside whenever she began screaming. They had also installed their personal data into the lock on Kazekiri's door. This way they could come to her side without having to bypass the security system.

      “Do you want us to stay with you?” asked Gabrielle.

      The last time this had happened, Kazekiri had said that she would be okay, and they had left. However, she had woken up several minutes later, screaming again. In the end, Alex and Gabrielle had held Kazekiri’s hands until she’d fallen asleep.

      “C-could you?” asked Kazekiri. “I’m sorry… I don’t think I can deal with this on my own… right now.”

      Gabrielle shook her head and smiled. “Don’t worry about that. Alex and I are happy to help you.”

      “Thank you,” Kazekiri whispered.

      All of them laid down on the bed, Alex and Gabrielle on either side of Kazekiri, holding her close. Their body temperature warmed up as they all crawled underneath the covers. The heat from their bodies helped the young woman relax.

      As the flaxen-haired girl pressed her face against his chest, he wondered if this was what a father felt like. He shook his head. Probably not. A father wouldn’t have an erection as he did. It made him feel a little guilty that he was getting aroused by being in such close proximity to a girl who was suffering, but he understood that this was just a biological reaction.

      Kazekiri’s breathing soon evened out and became deeper, more relaxed. Alex knew this since she was breathing against his chest. Her shoulders rose and fell as she breathed deeply, having fallen asleep again.

      “She’s having a really hard time,” Gabrielle murmured. Alex looked up. Tears leaked from the alien princess’s eyes as she stared at the top of Kazekiri’s head.

      “Yeah…”

      It reminded Alex of people who had PTSD. Some of the cops who worked with his dad suffered from it. They would have nightmares and wake up screaming, or look at their hands and see only bloodstains. The Mars Police Academy had a class on the subject. It taught young cadets how to recognize the signs in comrades and help them deal with it.

      Alex had never reached that point in his career as a cadet, but he’d heard stories about how drug busts or breaking up slave-trading rings could end in violence. Police who worked in the Special Forces suffered even more than most. They took on the jobs that all but guaranteed violent outcomes.

      Kazekiri’s nightmares were like that. Brought about by a past that he was only now beginning to realize how terrible it truly was, she suffered from nightly terrors. They were definitely a recent thing, though. She was having them because over one week ago, her father had shown up out of nowhere, forced a slave collar around her neck, and made her do his bidding. He still didn’t know what her father had made her do, but whatever it was must have been terrible enough that all of the memories from her past had come back to haunt her.

      “Alex?”

      Alex looked up at Gabrielle. His fiancé had her nose buried in Kazekiri's hair, which was why her voice sounded muffled. One of her hands had come up to tenderly stroke her friend's cheek.
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      “I wanna help Kazekiri,” Gabrielle said. “I can’t imagine what she’s going through right now, but I wanna do more for her than this. I want… I want to get rid of her nightmares… but I don’t know what to do.”

      It pained him, both to know that Kazekiri was suffering and the feelings of helplessness that he could hear in Gabrielle's voice.

      “I don’t either,” Alex admitted. “I think all we can do for her right now is what we’re already doing.” He looked from the sleeping Kazekiri’s face to Gabrielle. “We’ll support her to the best of our abilities and be there for her when she needs us.”

      “Right.” Gabrielle nodded seriously. “As her husband and her sister, we must do whatever we can to help.”

      “Erm… right.”

      Alex didn’t have anything to say to that, so he sank back onto the bed, wrapped his arms around Kazekiri, and closed his eyes. He felt a pair of far more slender arms slip between his and Kazekiri's stomachs.

      “Good night, Gabby.”

      “Night, Alex.”

      In the solitude of the room, as Alex slowly drifted to sleep, he wondered what would happen when Kazekiri woke up. Hopefully, she wouldn’t be mad at him for holding her like this.
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      Kazekiri woke up feeling more warm and comfortable than she ever had before. It suffused her, this warmth, and made her long to remain where she was, lying within the arms of Alex and Gabrielle. Part of her wondered if this was how a child felt when they were being cuddled by their parents, but she immediately discarded the thought. Alex was the boy she secretly loved. Gabrielle was… well, she wasn’t sure what Gabrielle was to her, but Kazekiri considered her an important friend all the same.

      Wait a minute.

      As the memories from last night replayed in her mind, Kazekiri became more aware of her surroundings. Two sets of arms were wrapped around her. One pair was slender and soft, while the other was firm and muscular. Her face was pressing against something that was also firm. She opened her eyes and was met with skin, colored a light tan. Chiseled muscles expanded and contracted as Alex breathed in and out. That was a chest. She was snuggling her face into a man’s chest.

      She looked up. Alex’s face swam into her vision. His eyes were closed, mouth partially opened as he breathed in and out. She stared at him for a second longer, and then looked down. Alex’s hips were pressing against her, their legs were entwined, and to make matters worse…

      There was something long and hard wedged between her thighs.

      All children were required to learn about sex, sex organs, and what the act of reproduction entailed. The Mars Committee of Compulsory Education had made it a requirement that all schools teach this course when children reached thirteen years of age since that was when most of them began going through puberty. Children needed to know so they could practice safe sex should they choose to engage in the act.

      The age of consent was fourteen, but there were laws against anyone over the age of nineteen from having sex with someone who was eighteen or under. This law had been put into practice because children liked doing things they were told they couldn’t. It had originally been illegal for a minor, someone under the age of eighteen, to have sex. Within the two years that law had been in place, the number of teen pregnancies had increased by 75%. Thus the policy change. Since the change, teen pregnancies had dropped drastically, and they were now the lowest they had ever been within the last fifty years.

      As these random facts flashed through her mind, Kazekiri became more aware of the warm, hard, long thing stuck between her legs. Out of reflex, she squirmed. The thing twitched. It rubbed against her crotch, covered only by her panties.

      Kazekiri moaned.

      She clamped a hand over her mouth out of reflex. H-how mortifying! She had just… and Alex was… and he… and…

      “Ngggg…”

      Kazekiri froze as Alex stirred. The arms that were wrapped around her pulled her against him. Her face became smooshed to his chest. She tried to struggle out of his grip, but it was hard to push herself away. Not only was Alex much stronger than her, even while half asleep, but he also smelled really good. His masculine scent made her knees and arms weak.

      I-I-I shouldn’t be thinking this!!

      She renewed her struggle to push herself away from Alex, but the other set of arms chose that moment to pull her closer. A warm body, softer than Alex's, pressed against her from behind. Two large, round, protrusions squished into her back. Kazekiri shuddered when a pair of nipples rubbed against her through the cloth of her shirt. She squeaked, but then Gabrielle’s strong, slender legs wrapped around her as well, and her entire body felt like it would melt.

      That was the moment Alex chose to wake up.

      He opened his eyes, blinking several times. Bright blue orbs peered at the world through a half-lidded gaze. Kazekiri’s face felt hot as she realized how attractive he appeared when he just woke up. He looked around for a moment, still out of it, but then looked down.

      Their eyes met.

      “Kazekiri,” Alex groaned as he stretched out his legs. Kazekiri could feel soft hairs caress the bare skin of her thighs. “How are you feeling? Did you sleep well? No more nightmares?”

      Kazekiri didn’t really hear his last few questions. They were vague, indistinct, as though he was speaking to her from across a great distance. The only thing on her mind was the feel of his skin on hers, the breasts pressed against her back, and the thing wedged between her legs, which had been rubbing her lips over her cotton panties as Alex stretched.

      “Wha…”

      “Hmm?” Alex looked back down at her.

      “What…”

      “Kazekiri?”

      “WHAT THE HELL DO YOU THINK YOU’RE DOING?!”

      Kazekiri screeched as she tried to get out of Alex’s and Gabrielle’s mutual embrace. Unfortunately, she was trapped between two people. She didn’t even manage to stand up. Halfway through her struggle to remove herself from their grip, Kazekiri tripped over something, whether a body or the sheets, she didn’t know. The world around her spun. Loud screaming filled her ears. It was only belatedly that she realized the screaming belonged to her.

      Pain. Her noggin exploded as she crashed against something, the bed, the floor, a person, she wasn’t sure. White filled her vision. She was blinded.

      It took several seconds, but when she came to, a pair of faces confronted her. Gabrielle, bright green eyes reminding her of emeralds, stared down at her with a concerned frown. Alex looked concerned as well. He was sporting a large bruise on his jaw, which he rubbed as he looked at her.

      “Are you okay?” asked Gabrielle, head tilted slightly to the left.

      “I’m fine,” Kazekiri muttered, unable to look either of them in the eye, such was her embarrassment.

      This was easily the most mortified she had ever been first thing in the morning.
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      Alice woke up with a yawn. She sat up in bed, slowly, because she did everything slowly, and then she looked around.

      Her bedroom was a lot larger than it used to be thanks to Gabrielle’s whacky technology, which was based on dimensional principles that Alice only vaguely understood.

      Grumbling to herself, she climbed out of bed. The soft white carpet felt nice underneath her feet, though not as nice as her bed. Scratching her belly, she ambled her way past her desk, her dresser, her closet, and moved to her bedroom door, which slid open to let her out.

      She journeyed to the shower room.

      The upstairs lobby used to feature a hallway with doors, but now it looked more like a lounge. The room was cylindrical. In the center sat an entertainment holovid with four screens surrounded by a circular couch situated inside of a depression in the floor. There were eight doors spaced evenly apart along the wall, and then there was the staircase. One of the doors led to the shower room, another led to the elevator, and the rest were bedrooms.

      As she keyed in the access code that would open the door—it was needed now because of all the times people had walked in on each other when they were changing—the door belonging to Gabrielle's old bedroom opened and three people stepped outside.

      “I do not see why I have to take a bath with you,” said a red-faced Kazekiri. Her hair was in disarray, and her eyes were rimmed with red. The yellow pajamas that she wore were modest and had cute puppy prints on them.

      “But you said you wouldn’t mind taking another bath with me,” Gabrielle pointed out. Her nightgown was semi-translucent and swished around her feet as she walked. Alice wasn't envious of the troublesome girl's massive boobs, which bounced around without restraint. Not at all. What she felt wasn’t envy. She just wished those… things would show a little more restraint. Would it kill the girl to at least wear a bra?

      “I-I suppose I did.” Kazekiri’s face turned even redder as she looked at the last person to exit the bedroom. “A-a-are you also… I mean, you aren’t taking a bath with us, are you?”

      Alex, who was sporting a large bruise along his jaw, blushed. “That’s… kinda tempting actually, but no. I don’t want to make you any more uncomfortable than you already are. Besides, I need to get started on breakfast, so…”

      Alex paused when his eyes landed on Alice. They stared at each other for several seconds before, slowly, like water coming to an eventual boil, his face turned a dark shade of red.

      “Alice… um… good morning.”

      Alice just stared at the group, her eyes as dead as her face. She had spent many hours perfecting her deadpan for moments like this.

      “I don’t even want to know what troublesome things you three got up to last night,” Alice said, trying to ignore her embarrassment. She wasn't blushing. It was too troublesome.

      “We didn’t get up to anything!” Alex and Kazekiri shouted at the same time.

      “Alice.” Gabrielle ignored the pair as they sputtered in mutual embarrassment. She greeted Alice with a bright smile, completely at home with the current awkward situation. It was like she didn't even realize how mortifying this whole thing was. “Are you also going to take a bath?”

      “I am.” Alice noted the “also,” a clear indication that Gabrielle, and probably Kazekiri, were going to take a bath, too.

      “Then let’s all take a bath together!”

      There it was. The decision was unanimously made by Gabrielle with no regard for whether anyone else wanted to bathe with her. Alice sighed but agreed. Doing anything less would have been too troublesome.

      She, Gabrielle, and Kazekiri parted ways with Alex, who went downstairs to prepare breakfast.

      The shower room was divided into two rooms, one for changing and the other for bathing. Her feet stung slightly as the carpet changed to cold tiles. Once the door closed, Alice stripped off her pajamas and underwear and threw them haphazardly into a basket on the clothing rack to her left.

      “Don’t just throw your clothes like that. They’ll wrinkle,” Kazekiri scolded her.

      Alice grumbled as Kazekiri grabbed her clothing, folded it properly, then put it back. This woman was just as bad about being a mother hen as Alex!

      Gabrielle stripped off her clothes and nightgown and folded it up. Then she ran a finger from her collarbone to her breasts. Her skin rippled before it began peeling apart and slowly moving down her body like she was molting. Of course, it wasn’t actually her skin. It was her crisis suit, which she wore constantly now at Alex’s suggestion. Alice almost gagged as the thing melted off her body and crawled up the rack of its own volition.

      So disgusting…

      “What is that thing?” asked Kazekiri as she unbuttoned her pajama shirt. She stared at the now immobile suit like it was something from a horror-drama.

      “You mean my crisis suit?” asked Gabrielle.

      Kazekiri’s frown deepened. “I thought crisis suits were like that colorful bodysuit you were wearing the first time you went shopping with Selene and Alex.”

      “You have a really good memory,” Gabrielle said. “That was also a crisis suit, but this is an improved version. It’s mostly invisible, so it won’t look like I’m wearing it. That way I can wear all the cute clothes I want without my crisis suit clashing with them.”

      Alice thought it was weird for Gabrielle to be worried about her appearance. She was a freaking bombshell. Her silver hair, long ears, and pure white wings gave her a mystical appearance. Meanwhile, her body was beyond anything Alice had ever seen. It was perfect. Her breasts, waist, and hips were proportioned in such a way that Alice was positive the girl was mathematically perfect as well as just appealing to the eye. The girl looked so sexy no matter what she wore that Alice felt jealous just looking at her now. Actually, it might have been even worse now that Gabrielle was naked because she could see everything.

      She looked at Gabrielle’s bouncing breasts, and then at Kazekiri’s equally large chest, and then down at her own breasts… or rather, her lack thereof.

      I hate this…

      Bathing involved Alice, Gabrielle, and Kazekiri scrubbing each other’s back and washing their hair before all three of them climbed into the bath. Considering the room was more like the interior of a spa and the bath was about six meters in length and three in width, fitting three girls into it was a simple matter. It could have probably fit twenty people easily.

      Alice had to admit, if only to herself, that the new bath was amazing. It was spacious and comfortable. The bottom was also deep. It was a lot like a pool. Around the outermost edge was a bench that ran the entire length of the bath. She, Gabrielle, and Kazekiri sat together despite the amount of space that was available to them.

      In all honesty, she would have liked to sit by herself. Gabrielle had demanded they all sit together, however. She had said something about skinship, but Alice thought it was too troublesome to listen to the girl. So, there they were, sitting together. While she was sure she’d enjoy the bath if she was alone, it was hard when two people had breasts that were larger than her head sitting beside her.

      “Isn’t this nice?” said Gabrielle, eyes closed as she smiled. Her wings flapped once, spraying Alice with water.

      “It’s not bad, I suppose,” was Kazekiri's diplomatic response.

      “It’s troublesome,” Alice murmured.

      Gabrielle just giggled. “I've always wanted to bath with other people like this.”

      “Have you not bathed with your sisters?” Kazekiri turned her head to face Gabrielle.

      “I used to when we were younger.” Gabrielle leaned her head against the tub's lip. “But after the Angelisian Military discovered my talent for creating weapons, they kept me so busy that I barely ever saw Ariel and Michelle.”

      “I see.” Kazekiri looked away. “Sorry to bring it up.”

      Gabrielle was apparently a military genius, which Alice would have never guessed given how ditzy she was. Even now, she still had trouble believing someone who made so many weird inventions and acted like an overly excited child about everything could create powerful weapons of mass destruction.

      “Why are you apologizing?” Gabrielle frowned. “You didn't do anything wrong.”

      “In that case, nevermind.” Kazekiri shook her head.

      Alice sighed and stood up. “You two can stay in, but I'm getting out.”

      “Already?” Gabrielle pouted. “It's only been ten minutes.”

      “And ten minutes is more than enough for me.”

      Alice didn't dislike Gabrielle or Kazekiri, but she could only deal with troublesome people like them in small doses.

      Because she hadn’t brought a change of clothes—the idea hadn’t occurred to her—Alice wrapped a towel around her body and went into her bedroom. She got dressed in her school uniform, pulling up her pleated skirt, buttoning her white collared shirt, and putting her arms through the sleeves of her long jacket. Since Mars City didn’t have seasons, her uniform was the same year around. She’d heard that uniforms on Earth changed with the seasons.

      So troublesome.

      The kitchen was already crowded by the time she entered. Nyx was sitting at the table and staring at Alex as she usually did. Ariel and Michelle were also wide awake, sitting at the table, and bickering with each other. It sounded like they were arguing about school. Gabrielle and Kazekiri had somehow beaten her in getting changed and sat together at the table. Even Jasmine was awake. She was standing side by side with Alex, helping him prepare breakfast. Madison, a robot who appeared human and wore a maid outfit, stood about a meter behind them and watched. If Alice didn’t know any better, she would have said the maid looked depressed.

      “I’ve finished preparing the eggs, Alexander!”

      “Thanks. Now let’s just move all the food onto the trays and… done. I appreciate the help, Jasmine.”

      “Oh ho ho ho ho!” Jasmine blushed bright red, but her smile was like dazzling rays of sunshine. “You are very welcome, Alexander. It is the duty of a wife to help her husband, and I am the Queen of Wives!”

      Ever since Jasmine had begun living with them, she'd started calling herself Alex's wife. Alice was in the know. She knew that Jasmine was going to be Alex's third wife. Just why her troublesome big brother wanted to marry so many troublesome people was beyond her, but she acknowledged that trouble tended to flock together, so maybe this was natural.

      “Does that mean I should help, too?” asked Gabrielle.

      “Oh ho ho ho ho! There is no need for you to involve yourself in this, Gabrielle, for I am the Queen of Culinary!”

      “Such an impressive title!”

      “Oh ho ho ho ho!”

      If it weren’t so troublesome, Alice would have facepalmed.

      Breakfast had become a noisy affair since these other women began intruding on her brother’s hospitality. Everyone was talking at the same time—everyone except for Alice, who sat quietly and ate her meal, listening to the conversations of the others. She didn't like entering these conversations. It was too much work.

      “We have a test today, right?” asked Gabrielle.

      Kazekiri paused, her fork halfway to her mouth.

      “Yes, we do,” she said before putting the scrambled eggs into her mouth. A blissful expression crossed her face. Alice understood. Her big bro made a mean breakfast.

      “How do you think you’ll do?”

      As Gabrielle stuffed an entire pancake into her mouth, Kazekiri thoughtfully chewed on her scrambled eggs. “It’s Basic, so I think I’ll be fine. I’m primarily studying to become an officer, so we need to at least have a good grasp of Basic. How about you?”

      “I’m still learning,” Gabrielle admitted. “Basic is harder than Computer Programming, but I think I’ll be okay.”

      Basic was the language used by humans in this solar system. There had originally been hundreds of different languages. This was before the humans of Earth had journeyed into space. Since the end of the Unification Wars, the primary language used by humanity was Basic. Alice heard tell that there were people who still used other languages on Earth, but Basic was the mandatory language taught at schools around the solar system.

      While Gabrielle and Kazekiri spoke academics, Jasmine was trying to be a helpful older sister type toward Ariel and Michelle.

      “Oh ho ho ho ho!” Even while holding a fork, she still placed her hand near her mouth while thrusting her head back and her chest out as she laughed like a spoiled rich girl. “If you ever need any help with anything in school, do not be afraid to speak with me. I do not mean to brag, but I have often been called the Queen of Academics.”

      Jasmine was another new resident at their house, though she had been over so many times in the past that it didn't feel much different than before. Her two drill-like curls of blond hair bobbed as she spoke and laughed. Her eyes were a bright blue, an azure so pure that it could have been mistaken for the Earth’s sky on a clear day. Unlike Alice, who still had no chest to speak of, Jasmine was already sporting a rather impressive pair. They looked even bigger than they were because Jasmine was still about Alice’s height.

      Thanks to how her father had disowned her, she was now Jasmine Ryker. Alex had said that he’d put her status down as an adopted sister in the file registry. However, Jasmine had proclaimed that she was Alex’s “second wife.” Consequently, this sometimes caused her and Nyx to glare at each other since both apparently wanted that position.

      Alice was already aware of the strange relationship between her and Alex, so she didn’t say anything, but it was definitely weird.

      Of course, where Jasmine went, Madison was sure to follow. The woman with antenna-like ears and a maid outfit. She wasn’t human. She was an artificial intelligence that Alex had created for Jasmine years ago. The robotic female stood behind Jasmine, hands clasped together, and expression placid as she watched her mistress eat.

      Michelle twirled a strand of hair between her fingers. “Is that so? Thank you for being so kind. I'll be sure to come to you if I ever need any help.” Her amused smile told Alice that she was just humoring Jasmine.

      “I’m seriously beginning to think there’s something wrong with the way you laugh,” Ariel said bluntly.

      “Oh ho ho ho ho!”

      “See what I mean? The heck is up with that laugh?”

      “Is everything to your liking, Nyx?” Alex asked

      Nyx nodded once as she scooped some eggs onto her fork, put it on her bread, and made a sandwich.

      “I like everything you cook,” she said as she took a bit.

      “I'm glad to hear that. Let me know if you ever have something specific you’d like me to make.”

      “Okay.”

      Breakfast eventually came to an end. Alex told everyone to get ready, and then he and Nyx cleaned the table while she, Ariel, Gabrielle, Kazekiri, Jasmine, and Michelle grabbed everything they would need for school. With Madison holding the door open, the group was soon vacating the house, which locked shut behind them.

      They walked to school as one, traveling down a paved road with trees and a canal on one side and houses on the other. The air was mild. However, it was always mild. Mars City’s temperature was regulated, so the only time they didn’t have perfect weather was during simulated storms, which only happened about thrice a year.

      Their presence brought a lot of stares. Students who lived in the Outer District, the name given to the district outside of the crater that Mars City was built in, walked to school. Boys and girls gawked at them as they moved past. Alice wasn’t sure she could blame them. Not only were they lively, with everyone talking all at once, but every person there was a beauty—except for Alice. She understood that she couldn’t match up to any of the other girls present.

      They reached Atreyu Academy soon enough. It was a very large building. From the outside, it looked like a massive rectangle. A gate surrounded the school.

      Once they had reached the gate, everyone said their goodbyes and parted ways. However, that was troublesome in and of itself.

      “Goodbye, Alex!” Gabrielle said before leaning forward and stealing a kiss from Alex's unsuspecting lips.

      The rest of the girls gawked at her.

      “H-h-h-how shameless!” Kazekiri stuttered. “Kis-kissing in public like that is highly immoral! You’re breaking the moral fiber of our society!”

      “Oh ho ho ho ho! You dare kiss Alexander before I do? As the Queen of Kisses, I demand recompense!”

      “What are you getting so worked up for?” Gabrielle tilted her head. “If you two want to kiss Alex, too, then go ahead.”

      Alice sighed as Kazekiri’s face became a blazing hot furnace. She could practically feel the heat from over here.

      “That—why would I ever kiss Alex?!”

      “Because you love him?”

      “L-l-l-l-l-love?! That’s not—”

      “Then you don’t love him?”

      “I didn’t say that!”

      While Kazekiri tried to defend herself by denying that she didn’t love Alex, but that she also didn’t not love him—which Alice didn’t get—Jasmine wandered up to Alex, spread her feet apart, adopted her rich girl stance…

      “Oh ho ho ho ho ho!”

      And laughed.

      “Alexander! A-as the Queen of Kisses, I shall bless you b-by allowing you to-to place a kiss on these mos-most beloved lips… so… um…”

      Jasmine started off strong, but the longer she continued talking, the worse her blush became. By the time she finished, she was not only stumbling over her words, but there was steam pouring from her head.

      “Jasmine.” Alex’s voice caused Jasmine to lift her head. Before she could say a single word, utter even so much as a monosyllable, Alex leaned forward and placed a chaste kiss on her cheek. Alice almost—almost—snickered at the scene. “Have a good time at school.”

      “O-oh ho…” Jasmine looked down and nodded, not saying anything more.

      “Come on.” Alice grabbed Jasmine’s sleeve and began pulling the stunned girl through the gate. “It’s time for class, you troublesome girl.”

      “I-I can walk by myself,” Jasmine stuttered.

      “Then hurry up and do so already.”

      Since they all shared the same class, Ariel and Michelle walked with her and Jasmine. They made it to class and sat down. Since seats were tertiary, Alice decided to sit in the third row, the middle. It was far enough from the front that she wouldn’t be called on, but it wasn’t the back, where the teacher would obviously be looking for people to call upon because they were slacking off. Ariel and Michelle sat on the seat beside hers and Jasmine’s. Neela and Reenie joined them at some point, thus completing the group of friends.

      “You okay, Jas?” asked Reenie. “You look a little out of it.”

      Reenie was a vivacious girl with red hair and pink eyes. Outside of her unique eye color, there wasn't much about her that stood out. Her fair skin was complimented by the school uniform, and she was always seen wearing a smile.

      “Oh ho ho ho ho! I am Queen of Fine,” Jasmine said.

      “She’s just embarrassed because Alex kissed her on the cheek this morning,” Alice added.

      “Alice!”

      “Alex kissed you?” Reenie and Neela leaned forward. “When? Just now? Was it by the gate?”

      As Jasmine was bombarded with questions that left her increasingly flustered, Alice chanced a glance at Ariel and Michelle. The one with the more mature figure was needling Ariel, the only person Alice felt a kinship with. They both had a small chest, after all.

      “Why didn’t you ask for a kiss?” asked Michelle. “I’m sure Alex would have complied.”

      “Wh-what the hell are you talking about?” Ariel scowled and turned her head. “I have no intention of kissing that perverted beast!”

      “You keep saying that, but I saw you staring longingly at his lips before we parted ways.”

      “Shut up!”

      The class was forced to settle down when the teacher walked in. Mr. Sato was a stern man with a receding hairline and glasses. He wore an unruffled business suit that gave him a no-nonsense demeanor. No one spoke out when he was in the room.

      “All right! I’m gonna take roll call. Alice.”

      “Here.”

      “Anna.”

      “Here!”

      “Brinton.”

      “Here!”

      “Auctavia.”

      “Here.”

      He went through the entire list of thirty-two students. When he finished, Mr. Sato immediately began going into a lecture, but since this was homeroom, it wasn’t about one of the many subjects they were taught. It was an announcement.

      “It’s been decided that the entire ninth grade will be traveling to Mars Beach Resort Dome for our end of the year trip. You’ll need your guardian to sign a holo-document that we’ll be sending to your IDbands. You will also want to pack for one week’s worth of clothing and daily essentials. Furthermore, we’re going to need several people to act as chaperones since there aren’t enough teachers attending to look after the entire ninth grade. If you know anybody willing to chaperone, have them sign another document that will be attached to your permission slip.”

      As Mr. Sato continued to lecture, Alice zoned him out and thought about his last statement. They needed people to help with the school trip.

      I wonder if I can get my big bro to be a chaperone…

      It was a nice thought. He would make a great chaperone, and if she was honest, Alice did wish she could spend more time with him. Gabrielle and Nyx hogged most of Alex’s time these days, and with Kazekiri and Jasmine now living with them, his time was bound to become even more consumed by other people not named Alice.

      That would leave her with nothing.

      She didn’t want that.

      The idea took root in her mind, and Alice promised herself that she would ask Alex if he wanted to chaperone her school trip.

      Troublesome though he might be, Alex was still an irreplaceable person in her life.
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      Karen Kanzaki’s office remained every bit as Spartan as Alex remembered. To the left, a shelf filled with numerous old-fashioned discs—an ancient device that recorded information, primarily optical media—sat against the wall. Beside it, safely locked within a glass case, an ancient record of something called The Beatles hung like a prized possession. On the other side of the shelf, protected by frames and sitting on displays, were the various awards that his former commander had won. Best Sharpshooter of the Year. Best Dual Pistol Wielder. Most Accurate Shot. She had won every shooting competition known to Mars, and even to this day, no one had beaten her records.

      “You’ve been coming here a lot more lately,” Karen said. “I don’t think I’ve seen you visit me this many times since you were still a cadet at our police academy.”

      Alex rubbed the back of his head. “Sorry about that.”

      “I didn’t say there was a problem with it.”

      “Oh…”

      She sat behind her desk, a tall woman with blond hair styled into numerous drill-like curls. It was different from Jasmine’s twin-tail drill style. These reminded him vaguely of snakes twisting and looping together. Her hair was long, and it framed a snow-white face that looked carved from stone. She wore the black and white police uniform with pride. It conformed to her body, stretching across her ample chest and reveling in the tautness of her stomach. A white jacket had been thrown over it. Karen wore it like a shoulder cape.

      “I’m going to go out on a limb and assume you’re here to know what’s going to happen with Kazekiri’s father?” Karen had set aside all of her paperwork. With her hands clasped together on the desk, she stared at him from behind blond bangs that served to soften her otherwise uncompromising visage.

      “Yes. That’s right.”

      Karen called up her holographic keyboard and screen and began typing. “You don’t need to worry about him. It seems he was able to escape from prison thanks to a group of criminals who broke out. He just sort of slipped out after them. Sometime during the interim, it seems he managed to grab a slave collar, stow on board a shuttle, and locate Kazekiri’s residents.”

      “Do you know how he got the slave collar?” asked Alex.

      “He said he received it from someone, but we couldn’t find out who,” Karen said. “The person apparently kept themselves cloaked, and they were using a vocoder to change their voice, so we have no information on them. We couldn’t find any DNA samples at the site where he supposedly met this person either, not even so much as a fingerprint.”

      Alex bit his lower lip.

      Some of the technology used by the Mars Police Department had been created by him; one of those was an invention called the Genetic Decoder. It was a device that could scan a room and pick up even minute traces of DNA samples, anything from a single strand of hair to a fingerprint. It could even scan a footprint and determine a person’s height, weight, sex, and how they walked based on the weight distribution, size, and shape of their feet.

      The fact that the Genetic Decoder, one of only ten inventions he currently had on the market, hadn’t been able to help them with this case was depressing. More than that, it frightened him. It meant that whoever had given Kazekiri’s old man that slave collar had known about the Genetic Decoder, or was just so cautious that they never left a single trace of their existence.

      That was scary.

      “And what about Kazekiri’s old man? What’s going to happen to him?” asked Alex, getting back to the main topic he’d come to discuss.

      “Kimihito was already sentenced to life imprisonment before he escaped, and that hasn’t changed.” Karen closed the holographic screen and shut off her keyboard. She placed her hands back on the desk, clasping her fingers together as she leaned forward. “However, instead of staying at a prison on Earth, he’ll be staying in the Mars Penitentiary.”

      The Mars Penitentiary was currently one of the most secure prisons in the solar system. Aside from Alex, who’d had outside help, supernatural Angelisian powers, and surprise on his side, no one had ever broken out of it before. What's more, the lower levels, where Kazekiri's old man was to be kept, was filled with the most hardened criminals in the solar system.

      “I'll be surprised if he lasts a year.”

      “I'll be surprised if he lasts a day.”

      “That’s good.” Alex breathed a sigh of relief as he studiously ignored Asmodeus and Sachiel. There were more important things to worry about than the voices inside of his head. “I’ll be sure to let Kazekiri know the good news.”

      “How is she doing by the way?” asked Karen.

      Alex paused as he thought about the previous night, about the nightmares that she’d been having, and about how he and Gabrielle had slept with her to calm the girl down. He wouldn’t say she was doing well. However, Kazekiri was strong, so he was sure she’d overcome her problems eventually.

      “She’s doing fine. I think she’s still adjusting to living with us, but she seems to be enjoying herself.”

      Outside of her nightmares, Kazekiri had been smiling a lot more often. Before, whenever Alex saw her, she rarely smiled. It had gotten to the point where he’d been wondering if she simply couldn’t smile. Only after he’d started to spend time with her had he seen the beautiful expressions she could make. While it had only been a week since she started living at his house, Kazekiri had been smiling more now than he’d ever seen in the years that he’d known her.

      “I’m glad to hear that.” Karen leaned back, crossed her arms, and pinned him with a stern frown. “That said, I would like to know what your intentions toward her are. I don’t want you hurting that girl. You should understand why I’m suitably wary, considering your rather… complex… relationships with various women.”

      Alex was currently engaged to Gabrielle Angelise, the daughter of King Lucifer, the man who controlled most of the known galaxy. However, he was also in a relationship with Jasmine, formerly de Truante and now Ryker, and Nyx, the beautiful assassin who had tried to kill him at one point. He hadn't come out and admitted it yet, but both Jasmine and Nyx had already consented to this, and Gabrielle was all for it, so he would be marrying all three of them in the future.

      In other words, polygamy.

      Polygamy was not legal in this solar system, but in the galaxy at large, it was an accepted practice, and in fact, most of the people he knew of outside the Sol System practiced polygamy. King Uther, the father of Arthur Pendragon, had eleven wives, King Lucifer had three, Azazel had two; and there was a woman in the Angelisian army who, according to Gabrielle, had around thirteen husbands. Men and women across the galaxy had formed their own harems.

      Alex didn’t know if he was doing the right thing. However, he had spoken with Gabrielle at length, and she thought it was a great idea. Of course, that girl was more naive than anyone he’d ever met. Saying that, Nyx also agreed that it was a good idea, and she at least seemed more worldly and grounded in reality than the alien princess, so Alex had decided to go with it. In the end, his only real concern was making the people he loved happy. If he could do that, nothing else mattered.

      “I understand what you’re getting at,” Alex said. “Don’t worry. I’ll never do anything to Kazekiri that she doesn’t want. I haven’t spoken to her yet, but when I do, it will be her choice.”

      Karen closed her eyes and sighed. “I suppose that’s the best I could ask for.”

      “It is.”

      Since it looked like their conversation was finished, Alex said his goodbyes and left the Mar Police Station. He took a shuttle to Metronome’s Sweet Shop. It was a small venue made of plasteel. With a glowing sign over the door and windows that allowed a glimpse inside, it looked a lot like the retro diners on Earth that were popular back before the change of the calendar.

      The door jingled as he opened it, alerting whoever was manning the shop today that they had a customer. His boots squeaked against the checkered floor—another design from ages past.

      Selene wasn’t working since she had school. Alex looked around to find the shop was being manned by Selene’s sister, Melanie, who had the same dark skin, dark eyes, and curly hair as her younger sister, though her hair was cut shorter. He imagined that Selene would look like her when she grew up. The woman was sitting on the same bench as Nyx, who’d decided to wait there instead of traveling to the Police Station with him.

      It’s probably because I offered to buy her sweets.

      The pretty assassin was currently eating several eclairs as she sat in the booth, her feet swinging back and forth. She looked like a child, though he would never say that out loud. Alex hoped she hadn’t eaten too many pastries. Eclairs weren’t the priciest thing on the list, but he did still have to budget himself now that all of the money he’d made from his inventions had been used to pay off his fines for property damage.

      “Hey, Alex,” Melanie greeted.

      “Melanie.” Alex grunted as he walked over to them and sat down beside Nyx. She looked at him, scooted closer until their thighs were touching, and proceeded to eat some more. “Keiichi still not up?”

      Keiichi was Kazekiri’s older brother. It had been determined that he would live with the Metronome’s since he and Melanie were dating. Keiichi had protested a bit when he discovered that Kazekiri was going to live with Alex, but when his sister told him that this was what she wanted, he'd been forced to reluctantly back down.

      He's a good brother, though a bit unreliable.

      “Of course not.” Melanie laughed as if he’d said something stupid. “That lazy bum never gets up before eleven hundred hours unless he has class, and sometimes not even then.”

      Alex nodded as he looked at Nyx. Her dark hair practically covered her like a cloak, it was so long and thick, a shimmering waterfall of beautiful tresses the color of space. He’d had the pleasure of running his hand through it on several occasions. Nyx let him stroke her hair whenever they were watching the holovid at home.

      “How many of those have you eaten?” he asked.

      Nyx stopped eating long enough to answer him. “Just two.”

      “Make sure this is the last one, okay? I can’t really afford anymore right now.” He paused. “And everyone else will be upset if they find out I bought you so many sweets without getting them something.”

      Nyx sent him a small smile as she nodded. “I’ll stop eating after this one.” She took a bite of her food. “How was your talk with Karen?”

      “It went much better than the last time she and I spoke, that’s for sure.”

      The last time he had spoken with Karen was a week before Nyx's birthday party, the day that he and Gabrielle had helped Kazekiri put her dad behind bars again. That was when Alice, Ariel, Jasmine, Michelle, and Nyx had gotten themselves arrested. Alex had been required to fill out paperwork and pay a two hundred-thousand credit fine. Karen’s amused smile as he went about signing holo-documents and forking over all the credits he had made after being fined for fighting the police several months during his rescue of Nyx had not made him happy.

      “Why don’t you finish that on the way home?” Alex suggested. “We have to head back to the Outer District. Dinner tonight is going to be slow-cooked pulled pork.”

      Nyx nodded and grabbed her last eclair as Alex stood up.

      “I’ll let Selene know you said hi,” Melanie said.

      “I appreciate that. See you later, Melanie.”

      As Alex and Nyx sat on the shuttle that would take them home, Nyx slowly finished her eclair and Alex… well, he tried not to blush as she licked off the frosting before sticking what amounted to a long stick of sugary bread into her mouth. The way she ate was almost sexual, or maybe that was his imagination. His libido was bigger than most. For all he knew, he was projecting his imagination onto her.

      Regardless, the supposed erotic appeal of her eating didn’t last long. Alex cringed when Nyx took a big chomp and bit off a large chunk of the eclair.

      Several other men, and even some women, also cringed.
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      Alice had been thinking about how she would approach Alex about becoming a chaperone all throughout class. She didn’t want to just come out and ask him. It would be like telling him that she didn’t want to go on this trip without him, and that would make it look like she liked him… and that was troublesome. It had to appear like an afterthought. She couldn't have her brother thinking she needed him or something.

      During mandatory physical education that afternoon, Alice said that she wasn’t feeling well and went to the bathroom. She stood before the mirror in front of a large square contraption with two holes for people to stick their hands in. It was called a sanitizer. Alice didn’t know how it worked, but it cleaned people’s hands and killed germs.

      “It’s troublesome, but the school needs chaperones to come with us on our trip, so you should go.” Alice stared at her own reflection and shook her head. “No, that won’t work.”

      That made it sound like she was telling him to go, not asking him. Sighing, she stared at her reflection again, thinking hard about what to say. It should be more nonchalant. Less like she was ordering him around.

      “You should be a chaperone for the freshmen field trip.”

      Alice shook her head again. No, that made her sound demanding and needy.

      “I was wondering if you wanted to chaperone the freshmen field trip that’s coming up…”

      “There’s a freshmen field trip coming up. It’s troublesome, but could you be a chaperone for it?”

      “Having you be the chaperone for our field trip is less troublesome than having someone else…”

      Alice scowled to herself as she tried more and more, harder and harder, to come up with a good way to ask Alex to be a chaperone. It shouldn’t have been this hard. She should have been able to come up with the words easily. Yet the longer she stood there, the more times she tried, the less appealing each attempt sounded.

      “This is hopeless,” she grumbled to herself.

      The door opened at that moment and several girls walked in. She didn’t know what they were chatting about, but it must have been funny because they were laughing.

      “That’s totes hilarious!”

      “I know, right? And so like, I—”

      They stopped talking when they noticed her presence, but Alice wasn’t paying any attention to them. She backed away from the mirror and walked out of the bathroom. Gym was almost over anyway, and since that was the case, she headed to the classroom and sat in her usual seat.

      Her classmates trickled in one by one. Ariel, Jasmine, Michelle, Reenie, and Neela frowned as they spotted her sitting in a chair, leaning over with her head on the desk.

      “I should have expected you to ditch class like that. You really are a lazy girl, Alice! You should be more energetic!”

      Alice stared at her friend through half-lidded eyes. “You mean I should be more like you?”

      “Well, I don’t mean to brag, but they do call me the Queen of Energy.”

      “And just who calls you that, exactly?”

      “Well, it’s not like this is any different from what she usually does,” Neela said.

      “Right?” Reenie laughed.

      “I have to agree with Jasmine,” Ariel said. “You should put more effort into your schooling, especially a class like gym.”

      “Putting effort into school is too troublesome. I’d much rather just relax and watch Titan Girl.”

      “I understand how you feel.” Michelle twirled a strand of hair between her fingers as she smiled. “I’d much rather play my dating sims than attend school.”

      “Freaking pervert,” Ariel muttered under her breath.

      “Flatty.”

      “Udder woman!”

      Classes went slowly for Alice. Her primary courses were all boring and tedious and her specialized courses were even more so.

      Atreyu Academy was a school that specialized in teaching children what they needed to know for either their profession or university. While the primary courses were the classes that everyone took, the specialized courses were the ones that propelled careers forward.

      Alice’s classes were geared toward computer programming and operating systems. They were the easiest and least tedious of all the specialized courses available. She could coast along in them, getting consistently high scores with as little effort as possible. She still hated working, but at least with these courses, she didn’t have to work as hard.

      After school was let out, Alice met up with Jasmine, Michelle, and Ariel. All of them were taking different elective courses. Jasmine was taking Home Ec and Maid courses. Alice didn’t know what Michelle was taking, since she hadn’t said anything, but Ariel was taking animal care and veterinarian classes.

      Alex was waiting outside of the school gates when they arrived. Nyx was also there, and so was Madison, though she stood slightly apart as was proper maid decorum, or something like that.

      Alice frowned when she saw the way Nyx was holding Alex’s hand. She rubbed her chest, brushing off the strange tightness, the unusual sense of loss. It wasn’t like she was jealous of how close Nyx had become to Alex. She had never felt a desire to hold her brother’s hand like that.

      So why does it bother me so much?

      Alice and the others walked past the gate. She opened her mouth, prepared to greet Alex—

      “Alexander, my future husband, I trust your day went well? Thank you for picking us up.”

      But Jasmine beat her to it. Alice clenched her fists as Alex greeted Jasmine with a smile that, months ago, he had reserved for her and her alone.

      “I'm doing well.” He reached out and gently touched her cheek. The blush that lit up Jasmine's face would have been funny if Alice wasn't so annoyed. “And you? How was school?”

      “O-oh ho!” Jasmine backed away to regain her bluster. “Of course, for one such as myself, a woman who has been called the Queen of School, it was an easy day! Oh ho ho ho ho ho!”

      “I'm happy to hear your day went so well. You’ll have to tell me about it on the way home,” Alex said.

      “It seems you’re always here to greet us.” Ariel wore a complicated expression. “I never asked, but why is that?”

      Alex tilted his head and frowned. “Should I not do that?”

      “I-I never said you shouldn’t.” Ariel scowled and looked away. “I just wanted to know why. It’s not like anyone else’s family waits for them by the front gate like you do.”

      “Ariel always acts very strangely around Master. Is this the fabled tsundere archetype that was popular before the calendar changed?” Madison inquired with an innocent expression.

      “You be quiet!” Ariel snapped.

      Shrugging, Alex answered with a slight smile. “Because that’s what I’ve always done. I’ve been walking Alice to school ever since I was kicked out of the Mars Police Academy.”

      “I heard about that from our honorable sister,” said Michelle. “She mentioned that you were expelled for something.”

      “Urk! Yeah, that’s right. I was a little too, uh, reckless.”

      “That’s one way of putting it,” Alice muttered under her breath as the other girls talked to her big brother. She watched them as they chatted, noticed their smiles, and found her frown growing even larger.

      “Alex!!”

      Matters only became worse when Gabrielle rushed out the gate and hugged Alex for all he was worth. She didn’t dislike Gabrielle. It was hard to dislike someone who was that kind and willing to help others, but in many ways, Gabrielle was the reason for all this, for the people who now lived in their house. Ariel, Michelle, Nyx… even Jasmine was technically there because of Gabrielle’s presence.

      If only she had never shown up, then I…

      Then she’d what? Have Alex all to herself? Alice shook her head. She didn’t know if that was true. Considering this was Alex that she was talking about, there was a good chance someone else would have come along and a similar thing would have happened. Even so, she was positive that it would not have been anywhere near as bad as it was now.

      Because Gabrielle was the princess of Angelisia.

      Because her father ruled the galaxy.

      They weren’t the only ones in Gabrielle’s group, of course. She had emerged from the gate with Kazekiri—their newest houseguest—Selene, Serah, and Ryoko. All four girls traveled behind Gabrielle. While Serah maintained her distance, Ryoko and Selene walked up to Alex with the ease of old friends, and in the case of Ryoko, with the ease of a predator.

      “I hear Kazekiri is living with you all now,” she said as she pressed herself to Alex’s chest, heedless of Nyx or Gabrielle, who were both hanging off him in some way. “Should I be jealous that you’re inviting all these lovely young ladies to live with you, but you haven’t invited me yet?”

      Ryoko tossed her bleach blonde hair behind her shoulders as she gave Alex a seductive grin. Alice frowned in distaste as she drew circles on Alex’s chest.

      She had never particularly liked Ryoko, partially because she was so forward, but also because she was constantly groping other people, be they men or women. Even Alice had been the recipient of her groping before. That actually made her dislike the girl more since Ryoko’s first comment had been about how small her breasts were.

      “Why are you all acting so shameless?!” Kazekiri screamed as she pointed at Alex, Gabrielle, and Ryoko. It was unknown to Alice whether she even noticed Nyx, given how small the woman was. “All of you should be more modest! Don’t you realize that acting in this manner will corrupt the young people who are forced to watch your vulgar display?!”

      “Yes, yes.” Ryoko stepped away from Alex and waved a hand through the air in a warding gesture. “Moral backbone, yada yada. Shameless, blah, blah, blah. I already know what you’re saying, but you should lighten up. Hey! I have an idea. Why don’t you hug Alex?”

      “W-what? Me?” Kazekiri took a startled step backward.

      “Yeah.” Ryoko nodded. “I’m sure it’s not a problem. I mean, you are living with him and everything. Compared to that, a simple hug is no big deal.”

      It was a classic baiting technique. Alice had seen this done hundreds of times before. It wasn’t even that subtle. Sadly, Kazekiri was probably too flustered to even realize that she was walking into Ryoko’s trap.

      “W-well, I don’t know…” Kazekiri dithered. “We’re in public…”

      “Are you saying it’s not shameless for you to live with Alex, but it is shameless to hug the person who’s letting you live with him?” asked Ryoko, a catlike smile spreading across her face.

      “Leave her alone, Ryoko,” Alex said before Kazekiri could take the bait. He bopped the dark-skinned girl on the head with his free hand. “Personally speaking, I’m not exactly comfortable with you being so close to me either.”

      “Well, that’s no fun.” Despite her words, Ryoko took a step back, hands clasped behind her as she grinned. “You’re letting Gabby and Nyx hold you so intimately. Why can’t I do that too?”

      “Because—” Alex started, only for Gabrielle to interrupt him.

      “Because Nyx and I are marrying Alex!”

      Alice could almost hear the gears within several brains grinding to a halt. She looked at the many people present. While Ariel rubbed her face as though resigned and Michelle wore an amused smile as she twirled a strand of hair between her fingers, the others had plastered on expressions that ranged from outright shock to disgust to even arousal. Serah, a rather plain-looking girl and perhaps the most ordinary person there, even fainted. Her eyes rolled up into the back of her sockets as she crumpled to the ground, blood leaking down her nose.

      “W-wait,” Ryoko stuttered as she looked back and forth between them, “you’re… not serious, right?”

      “Of course I’m serious.” Gabrielle frowned. “Why wouldn’t I be?”

      “Then that time when you said polygamy was legal in the rest of the galaxy…”

      “It’s all true.”

      This was not the first time Alice had heard about this; it was hard not to when she lived with people like Ariel, Gabrielle, Nyx, and Michelle. All of them had informed her of this at some point in time. So, yes, Alice knew that polygamy was an accepted practice in space. It wasn’t called polygamy though. That was the name this solar system had created for the concept of one person having multiple partners.

      According to Michelle, it was just considered acceptable that strong men and women formed harems. Those in positions of power often consolidated their strength by having equally powerful men or women by their side, which helped increase their power by producing strong offspring together. It was as much a political tool as it was a personal decision.

      King Lucifer was the perfect example. He had sired Ariel, Gabrielle, and Michelle, but each of them had a different mother, whom he had married. He had three wives.

      Of course, the extent of her knowledge was what those four had shared with her. She knew nothing beyond those facts. Alice wasn’t sure she wanted to know more.

      “Hmm…” Ryoko cupped her chin in her hand and appeared thoughtful. After nodding to herself several times, she looked back at them. “I find myself deeply intrigued, so how about it? You mind if I join you?”

      “Sure!” Gabrielle said before anyone else could.

      “Absolutely not!” Kazekiri suddenly shouted. “I’ll never let that happen! You people should be ashamed of yourselves for even thinking like this!”

      “Awww, come on, Kiri-Kiri! Don’t be such a prude.” Ryoko grinned like a feral beast.

      “There’s only one person who can call me that, and you aren’t him,” Kazekiri stated.

      “Oh ho. So, you don’t mind when Alex calls you that?” Ryoko wore the biggest “cat that ate the canary” grin that Alice had ever seen.

      “That’s…”

      As Ryoko began a new round of teasing, putting Kazekiri completely on the defensive (Matters only became worse when Jasmine entered the conversation: “Oh ho ho ho ho! I, too, am marrying Alexander!”), Alice finally got a chance to walk up to her brother.

      Alex was looking awfully resigned. He was hanging his head and had closed his eyes. Nyx was still holding his hand and Gabrielle was hugging his neck. Given the girl’s oblivious smile, Alice was sure she had yet to realize that this entire argument had been caused by her.

      “Aren’t you going to stop them?” she asked.

      Alex opened his eyes. “Would you get between that?”

      Alice looked back at the quarrel taking place. Kazekiri was red in the face as she argued with a grinning Ryoko, who was having way too much fun. Selene had finally entered the fray and was doing her best to break the two up, but she wasn’t having much success. In fact, trying to make them stop only made her another recipient to Ryoko’s teasing.

      “No,” Alice said at last. “It looks too troublesome.”

      “There’s your answer,” Alex replied.

      It seemed her brother was beginning to get smarter, or maybe he was just picking up a few new tricks. Months ago, he would have probably tried to intervene, but now he had realized that getting himself tangled in that mess would only lead to further troublesome developments.

      Alice would have praised him for it. Indeed, it was impressive that he’d come to this realization on his own. However, it was too troublesome to offer words of praise, especially when there were still two girls hanging off him.

      The argument was eventually broken up when Gabrielle threatened to stick Ryoko and Kazekiri together again. Alice had never seen an argument end so fast.

      After they had arrived at home, and Alice had propped herself on the couch, she realized that she had missed the perfect opportunity to tell Alex about the school field trip. She frowned but determined that she could ask him about it during dinner.

      Since there were so many people sharing the holovid now, Alice had been forced to concede some of her shows and watch other things. It was another reason she wasn’t fond of these interlopers. They might have been nice, but she couldn’t watch what she wanted. Still, at least they all agreed that Titan Girl was one of the best shows ever. If nothing else, she could enjoy watching that, though even then it was hard because Gabrielle liked to cheer while the holo-drama was playing.

      They weren’t watching Titan Girl at that moment. It was something about a boy idol band that Michelle liked. They were aliens. All of them were bipedal, but one of them had green skin, another had pointy ears, and one even had strange gills on his neck like a fish. Alice also didn’t know what language they were singing in.

      With an annoyed sigh, she stood up and wandered to the kitchen door, which slid open to admit her. She had no interest in watching boy idols. So troublesome. Since they were watching something she didn’t care for, now was the perfect time to ask Alex if he could be the chaperone for her school trip.

      “Alexander, I am done cutting up the vegetables!” Jasmine said as she twirled a knife around in her hand. “Am I not the Queen of Cutlary? Look at how perfectly these have been sliced.”

      “Nice job. I’ve finished adding the herbs, so let’s put these vegetables in the baking pan.”

      Jasmine was working with Alex as Alice entered the kitchen. Madison stood off to the side, but she didn’t do anything and just watched the two as they worked. Nyx was also present. She sat at the table and watched Alex. It was rather creepy.

      Alice paused in the doorway, watching as the two worked together like a well-oiled machine. They had only recently started cooking together, but they were already moving around each other as though they had spent years in the same kitchen, and they both wore such incredibly happy smiles. To Alice, it was like the pair were being haloed in light and surrounded by flowers as they flirted with each other in the kitchen.

      It became hard for Alice to move; she wanted to move, wanted to walk further in, and get Alex’s attention. She could have done it, too. The only other person there was Jasmine (and Nyx, but she was almost like a part of the background), and even though she was one of the people who Alex was going to marry, she was also Alice’s friend. Yes, it should be easy to just walk up to them and ask Alex to become a chaperone for her field trip.

      Except she couldn’t move.

      Something kept her in place.

      “Okay.” Alex wiped at his brow after closing the pressure cooker, a cylindrical device that was normally hidden inside of the island table. It could be extended simply by pressing a button on the kitchen's master controls. “Now that the pork is cooking, all we need to do is make the sauce.”

      “Before we get to that, Alexander, I was wondering if I could ask you something.”

      “Hmm? What is it?”

      “I do not know if you are aware, but the freshmen are going on our yearly trip next week. We’ll be gone for an entire week.”
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      Alex was gathering several ingredients, some that Alice recognized like vinegar but many that she didn’t know, and began setting them on the counter beside the blonde girl. Jasmine was standing in front of a bowl, carefully using measuring spoons to pour in ingredients. That must have been the sauce they were making.

      “That’s right,” Alex said. “I had almost forgotten that your end of the year trip is coming up. It’s too bad Gabrielle and Kazekiri are in the last two years of primary, or they could have gone with you. I’m guessing you need me to sign your permission slip?”

      “Well, yes, there is that,” Jasmine admitted, “but I actually wanted to know if you’d be willing to come as a chaperone?”

      “A chaperone?” Alex paused before setting a bag of sugar on the counter.

      “Yes, there are apparently too many children in the ninth grade, so we don’t have enough teachers to chaperone us all. Twelve more people are needed. Mr. Sato asked us if we knew anybody who could act as a chaperone, and, well…” Jasmine’s cheeks gained a hint of pink as she grabbed a spoon and began stirring the contents that she’d been adding into the bowl. “… You were the first person I thought of when he mentioned that. I was hoping you could come with us. Oh ho ho. I would like to spend some time with you away from Gabrielle and the others.”

      Alex didn’t think about the question for long. After taking a sip of the sauce in Jasmine's bowl and adding some more vinegar, he said, “I don’t mind signing up as a chaperone. Sounds like fun.”

      “Really?! Oh ho ho ho! Alexander, you don’t know how grateful I am to hear that! I am the Queen of Gratitude! Oh ho ho ho ho ho!”

      Feeling an unknown sensation, a painful ache in her chest, Alice turned around and left before either Alex or Jasmine could notice her. She didn’t want to remain there anymore. In fact, she didn’t want to be anywhere near other people right now. Escape. She had to escape from everyone else.

      Ariel, Michelle, and Gabrielle were too busy watching the holovid to notice her. Slipping past them was easy. Gabrielle was busy cheering on the group of boy idols singing their hearts out, while Ariel and Michelle had their eyes glued to the screen. Ariel went out the door and into the hallway.

      However, as she was walking up the stairs, she ran into Kazekiri, who had changed from her school uniform into a black, short-sleeved unitard—her workout clothes, Alice guessed.

      “Hey, Alice.” Kazekiri greeted her with a warm smile, though it turned into a frown soon after. “What’s wrong? You look like something is troubling you.”

      “Leave me alone,” Alice said as she brushed past Kazekiri and went up the stairs. She ignored the other girl’s calls for her to come back, raced up to her door, dashed inside, and threw herself on the bed. Burying her face in her pillow, Alice tried not to let the tears drip down her cheeks. Crying was troublesome. She didn’t want to deal with it or acknowledge that she might be shedding tears.

      “Stupid brother.”

      Alone in her room, no one was around to hear her soft crying.
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          The Shopping Trip

        

      

    

    
      Marys City Mall loomed over Alex like a goliath. Built upon multiple hubs, it wasn’t really a mall so much as a city unto itself that was made up of nothing but stores. There were thirty-four hubs in total, some going down and others up, while others sat on either side of the main hub. All of the hubs were connected via a series of warp pads, escalators, and walkways.

      Even as he stood there, numerous people aside from him and his group were coming and going. Some parked their shuttles in the mall hanger bay, while others arrived there using passenger transports. That was how Alex and the others had arrived. Since Alex didn’t have a shuttle or a license, and no one else could even get a license, they’d been packed onto a shuttle and ferried all the way here.

      With him was pretty much his entire household. Ariel and Michelle stood far away from each other. They had gotten into a fight on the shuttle ride over and were no longer on speaking terms. Kazekiri was standing beside Gabrielle, her calm demeanor a far cry from the beautiful Angelisian’s sparkly-eyed smile, so reminiscent to a child looking at something new for the first time. Jasmine and Nyx had claimed both of his arms. They stood on either side of him.

      The only person missing was Madison. She was currently working on cleaning up the house, which had been her self-appointed task. When he’d asked her if she would like to come with them, she had said that she would love to, but that her duty as a maid took precedence.

      “How does it feel, Alexander, to have the woman known as the Queen of Eye Candy on your arm? Is it not magnificent? Far better than having some tiny little girl clinging to you, is it not? Oh ho ho ho ho!”

      Nyx’s glare was a sight to behold. Alex couldn’t remember a time where he’d ever seen her glare, not like that at least. Then again, he didn't think anyone had ever so blatantly insulted her for something like her height before.

      “If I wanted to, I could grow to be even bustier than you.”

      “Oh ho ho ho ho! If you can become even bustier than I, the woman known as the Queen of Bosoms, then let us see it. Come now. Show us your resplendent beauty, or can you not do it… third wife?”

      Nyx's eyes narrowed. “I am his second wife.”

      Alex already knew what was going to happen if he let this continue. Nyx was going to use her transmutation power to make her body grow in all the right places, but using transmutation on herself put an incredible strain on Nyx’s body. Even transmuting her extremities, such as her hair and nails, could cause her body to overheat. The last thing that Alex wanted was for her to transmute herself over something this petty.

      “Let’s not start an argument in the middle of the walkway,” Alex said. He would have put himself between them, but since he was already between them, he settled for squeezing their hands. “We came here to shop for bathing suits, remember? Let’s focus on that.”

      They were shopping for swimsuits for Alice, Ariel, Michelle, and Jasmine, who were going to the Mars Beach Resort—another dome located on the other side of Mars. Gabrielle, Kazekiri, and Nyx had joined them. Even though they weren’t going, Gabrielle had said that she still wanted to get a swimsuit since she didn’t have one, Kazekiri told them she needed to keep an eye on him to make sure he didn’t do anything lecherous, and Nyx pretty much followed him wherever he went.

      “I expected nothing less from my Alexander. You know how to bring my focus back to where it should be! That is why you are my husband and king! Oh ho ho ho ho!”

      Nyx didn’t say anything, but she also didn’t argue with Jasmine anymore, so Alex took that as a good sign. The girl dressed in black, with hair to match and crimson eyes that were both beautiful and deadly, leaned into him, a soft feeling followed by a gentle warmth that enveloped his arm.

      “Are you sure you’re okay with letting those two get so close to Alex?” Kazekiri asked Gabrielle. Alex perked up and strained his ears to listen. “He is your fiancé, right? I know you keep talking about how those two are also marrying him, but aren’t you at least a little jealous?”

      Gabrielle and Kazekiri were behind him, so he couldn’t actually see their expressions, but it was easy enough to imagine the way Gabrielle tilted her head in curiosity. He'd seen her do it more than enough times to know her habits. It was what she did whenever she was confused.

      “Jealous? Why would I be jealous? I think it’s nice that they love him so much.”

      “But… you can’t spend as much time with him if they’re hogging his attention.”

      “It just means we all get to spend time together!”

      “You’re hopeless,” Kazekiri sighed.

      Alex withheld a snigger as he listened to Kazekiri trying to reason with Gabrielle, to make her understand why she should have been jealous of Jasmine and Nyx. It was a pointless endeavor.

      Gabrielle grew up with different rules than they had. Her thoughts, ideas, beliefs, all of it was alien, and it wasn’t just because she was an extraterrestrial. The way she thought was so different from the way people in this solar system thought. Foreign concepts that even Alex was having trouble grasping weren’t going to be something that Kazekiri could understand with the single week she had spent living with them.

      The group began to move as one. However, as they started walking, Alex realized that they were missing someone. He turned his head left, then right, and then looked behind him, but no matter where he looked, he couldn't find her. Alice. He couldn’t see his younger sister anywhere. She had come on the shuttle with them, he was sure of it, so where had she gone off to?

      “Hold on, everyone!” Alex stopped the group in their tracks. The stream of people walking across the walkway gave them a wide berth. They were like ion particles flowing around oxidized gas. “I don’t see Alice anywhere. Does anyone know where she is?”

      Everyone looked around at his announcement. While Kazekiri bit her lower lip with worry, Jasmine removed herself from around his arm to begin searching. Even Gabrielle appeared a bit worried, and she was fairly unflappable.

      “I’ll find her,” Ariel offered. “We need to shop for swimsuits, right? It would be a pain if we all had to search for hours and ended up not being able to accomplish what we came here for.”

      He smiled at her. “Thank you. I appreciate the help.”

      Ariel’s cheeks burned brightly as she looked away. “I-I'm not doing this for you… but, um, you're welcome anyway.”

      “We’ll meet you in the center of the mall on hub one—that’s this hub. There’s a large fountain in the center, so you can’t miss it,” Alex said.

      “Got it. I’ll see you there.” Recovering from her blush, Ariel waved him off as she disappeared into the crowd.
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      What am I doing?

      The thought pierced Ariel’s brain as she shoved her way through the crowd of people. Out of all the people in their group, Ariel was hands down the strongest—physically speaking. If she was going on terms of pure power, then Gabrielle had all of them beat. Michelle was probably next, but it wasn’t like her sister could use that power anyway.

      Why am I doing this?

      Ariel wondered what sort of brain malfunction had caused her to offer aid the moment Alex mentioned that his sister wasn't with them. It was true that she thought of Alice as a friend. The idea of her friend being lost in this crowd made her squeamish. However, Gabrielle would have been able to find her more easily with the technology she had, so why had she told Alex that she would find Alice for him?

      I don’t even know why I’m doing this…

      

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

      

      The words entered her mind like the beautiful lyrics sung by a famous opera singer. Ariel shook her head to dispel the words, but they couldn’t be banished just like that.

      No, that’s a lie. I do know why.

      Several weeks ago before Alex, Gabrielle, and Nyx had gone with Prince Arthur to help settle the civil dispute in Camelot, a solar system far from this one, Alex had spoken with her father. He had talked to King Lucifer about her and Michelle. He had stood up for them. Alex had stood up to their father, all but told him that he would protect them from anyone who tried to take advantage of them, including him.

      Ariel’s heart still hammered in her chest when she thought about that moment. Alex had so ardently defended them, so passionately spoke about how they should be free to make their own choices. He had even… even said that he would marry them if that was what they wanted.

      He’d marry me? Me? A defective product?

      Slowing from a fast walk to a crawl, Ariel clamped a hand over her chest and gripped the fabric of her white tank top. Her heart was beating so fast. She’d never felt this way before. This feeling… it couldn’t be… was this…

      Do I love Alex?

      Ariel shook her head. That was ridiculous. She’d only known him for a month at most if she didn't include the time he spent in Camelot, nowhere near long enough to fall in love, but it was true that she felt attracted to him, and it was true that he made her heart race.

      Would he really marry me if I said that's what I wanted?

      The thought lingered in her mind, but Ariel ignored it and continued to search for Alice, who she eventually found standing by the shuttle stop. It looked like the girl was waiting to get on the next shuttle. Wearing a frown, Ariel walked up to her.

      “What are you doing here?” she asked. “Alex was really worried about you when he noticed you were missing, you know.”

      Alice frowned at her, then looked away. “You say Alex is worried about me, but if that’s the case, then why are you here and not him?”

      “That’s because I offered to find you.” Ariel crossed her arms and gave the girl a stare.

      “So he accepted your help because it was too troublesome to search for me himself?”

      “That’s not it.” Ariel found herself wanting to scowl as she realized that something was wrong with Alice. “He just knew that it would be easier for me to find you because I can move through crowds more easily.”

      “Is that it, or is it because he didn’t want to leave his harem for even one second?”

      A jolt traveled up Ariel’s spine as she realized, at that moment, what the problem was. This stubbornness, this refusal to be near someone because that person wasn’t paying attention to them, she knew that well. She knew that feeling very well indeed.

      “You’re jealous of Gabrielle and the others, aren’t you.” It was not a question.

      Alice turned startled eyes on her. “What? No way! Why would I be jealous of those troublesome bimbos? I just don’t like how Alex constantly looks at them with those lecherous eyes of his!”

      “Because you want him to look at you.”

      Alice wrinkled her nose as if Ariel had just said something repulsive. “Ew! Gross. Alex is my brother. I don’t want him looking at me like that.”

      “I didn’t it mean like that!” Ariel finally scowled. “I meant that you want him to pay more attention to you!”

      “Tch! I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “You do!”

      “You’re so troublesome!”

      Ariel growled as, more and more, it was becoming clear to her that Alice was stubbornly stuck in her denial. She was refusing to admit that she was jealous of Gabrielle and the others. This girl might tell everyone that she hated troublesome things, but she was being every bit as troublesome as those things she hated with her obstinate refusal to face her own feelings.

      “Come on.” Ariel grabbed Alice by the wrist and dragged her away from the shuttle stop.

      “What are you doing?! Let go! Let! Go!”

      Alice dragged her feet along the ground, a minor feeling of resistance that did little to stop their forward momentum. This girl was nowhere near strong enough to stop Ariel. Her natural physical strength was such that she had the same strength as an Angelisian wearing a crisis suit.

      With her free hand, Ariel swiped her fingers through the air. Rather than summoning something from her D-space, she activated her holographic communicator. A display appeared before her, revealing the faces of several people. Her hand hovered over Alex’s face. It paused. Ariel hesitated, and then she moved her hand and pressed on her older sister’s face. The screen went blank, but then a larger holographic screen appeared to display a real-time image of her older sister.

      “Ariel?” Gabrielle asked when she saw who called her. “Did you find Alice?”

      “Sis,” Ariel said. “Tell Alex to go on ahead without us. Alice and I are going to shop for swimsuits on our own.”

      “Huh? Really? But… I thought we were all going to shop together…”

      Ariel almost laughed at how Gabrielle’s ears flattened against her head. She’d been looking forward to shopping with everyone more than anyone else. It was all she’d been talking about these past few days.

      “Sorry, Sis.”

      “It’s okay.” Gabrielle's ears perked back up as she smiled at her. “You have to talk to Alice about something you can’t say in front of the others, right?”

      Ariel’s spine stiffened at the insightful comment. Even though she loved her sister, she wouldn’t deny that Gabrielle was the most airheaded, naive person she knew. Her big sister walked around naked, thought it was okay to take baths with members of the opposite sex, and had a very innocent outlook on romance. Considering all that, it was shocking that her sister could figure out what Ariel was doing when she hadn’t said anything about it.

      “Erm… yeah, that’s right.”

      “Then it’s okay!” The sisterly smile turned into a bright, beaming grin that could have outshone a star. “Please help Alice out. I have a feeling you might be the one who can understand what she's going through the best.”

      Ariel felt her own countenance soften, lips turning upward, eyes growing warm. “I will. Don't you worry about that.”

      The holographic image of her sister disappeared as Ariel turned off the communication. She frowned for a moment and thought about what to do, of what the best method to get this stubborn girl to talk was.

      “Come on.” Ariel tugged on Alice’s wrist, forcing the other girl to stumble forward. “We’re going to do our own shopping.”

      With the knowledge that she wasn’t going to be taken back to Alex and the others, Alice started walking alongside Ariel of her own accord. They moved through the crowd more easily thanks to Ariel's impressive strength. Whenever someone blocked their path, she just moved them out of that path, and it was done so smoothly that no one seemed to realize what was happening.

      Alice frowned at the other girl.

      “Why are you doing this?” she asked. “Why are you helping me?”

      “I wish I knew the answer to that question myself,” Ariel mumbled as she waded through the crowd of people with Alice by her side.
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      “So, Alice and Ariel are shopping on their own?” Alex asked as Gabrielle ended her holographic communication. The screen that had hovered in front of her disappeared and the alien princess turned to him.

      “Looks that way,” Gabrielle said, nodding several times. Her wings jostled as she spoke. Alex looked at her ears as they drooped just slightly. She must have been depressed that two members of their group were going off on their own.

      “I see,” Alex said for lack of having anything else to say. He had noticed that Alice had been quieter than usual. She was always quiet, but she would at least make snarky comments about how “troublesome” something was. This morning she hadn’t spoken a single word. Even when Alex talked to her, she would only answer in grunts.

      I wonder what’s bothering her…

      It might have been because he hadn’t cooked curry recently. Since there were so many people who hadn’t eaten human food, Alex had been trying to vary what he made so Ariel, Michelle, and Nyx could experience different types of cuisine. It wasn’t good to only eat one type of meal every day.

      Still, maybe I should make some curry tonight, to make it up to her.

      Nodding to himself, Alex decided to make curry for dinner. It would be good to spoil his sister. He hadn't done so in a while thanks to how hectic his life had gotten.

      “Siscon,” a soft, seductive voice whispered in his mind. Asmodeus. He still knew nothing about her besides her name and that the other voice, who Asmodeus called Sachiel, called her a Daemon.

      Daemons were an alien race that Alex knew very little about. Gabrielle had told him what she could, but the only thing she knew was that Daemons had been old enemies of the Angelisians, and they gained their powers through something called incarnations. He didn't know what an incarnation was. Maybe he should ask Eostre some time, but that was a thought for later.

      I’m not a siscon.

      “You’re a total siscon. Look at you, so doting and accommodating for your dearest little sister. If that’s not a siscon, I don’t know what is.”

      “You do seem awfully dedicated to your sister,” Sachiel chimed in. “Not that there is anything wrong with that. I think it's wonderful that you are so dedicated to being a good older brother.”

      I’m not a siscon!

      The voices didn’t say anything in response to his defense, but he could hear the sniggering of Asmodeus deep within his mind. His face burned. However, even as he listened, the sniggering slowly faded like echoes dying as they reverberated across a vast docking bay, leaving only an all-encompassing silence in their wake. The silence somehow made him more embarrassed. It was like they were so certain he was a siscon that they didn’t let him argue his case.

      “Are you okay, Alexander?” asked Jasmine as she tugged on his arm.

      “Y-yes, I’m fine.” Alex resisted the urge to clear his throat. He didn’t have any free hands since Nyx and Jasmine were each holding onto one of them, so he couldn't bring one of them to his mouth. “Anyway, let’s go look at swimsuits.”

      “Yay!” Gabrielle pumped her fist into the air. “I'm so excited! I've read on the holonet that shopping for swimsuits with your boyfriend is something all girls need to experience at least once!”

      “You are way too excitable,” Kazekiri said, though her words were softened by the smile on her face.

      There were numerous stores located within Mars City Mall. There were specialty shops, clothing stores, sports stores, stores that sold the latest technology, hobby shops, and everything in between. Of course, some stores specifically catered to specialized items. For example, there were many shops that sold only washing machines, or that only sold kitchen appliances, and yes, there were numerous stores that only sold swimsuits—female swimsuits, specifically.

      As Alex followed the girls into one such boutique, he wondered why there were no shops that catered only to men’s swim trunks. Was it because there was only one style that male trunks came in? He had noticed the lack of variety in male swim trunks. Sure, men could also buy a speedo or a wetsuit, but they didn’t have the sheer variety of cuts, models, and makes that female swimwear had.

      Since Alex had no real knowledge of swimsuits or clothing in general, he hung back as the girls chatted amongst themselves, checking out the racks filled with swimwear lining the aisles. There was everything from frilly bikinis, to one-piece suits, to risqué and skimpy outfits that Alex wasn’t sure could be called swimwear. One of them looked like it was just a couple of strategically placed straps that only covered the bare necessities.

      “What about this one?” Gabrielle held up a black and white striped bikini to Kazekiri.

      “Why are you asking me?” asked Kazekiri. “I’ve never shopped for swimsuits before.”

      Gabrielle pouted. “But you’re my friend; I would like your opinion.”

      While the other girl seemed flabbergasted by Kazekiri admitting she had never shopped for swimsuits before, Alex could easily imagine Gabrielle in a bikini like that. The vision in his imagination didn't look bad. That said, he thought there were better options out there, but he wasn't very knowledgeable about bikinis, so he said nothing for fear of everyone thinking he had bad taste.

      Sighing, Kazekiri looked at the bathing suit in Gabrielle's hand, then slowly shook her head. “I don’t really think it suits you. Maybe try…” she looked at the rack on her left before pulling out a totally black one-piece. “Something like this?”

      “But that’s not very cute.” Gabrielle pouted.

      “Well, sorry for not knowing what’s cute!” Kazekiri snapped.

      Alex covered his snigger with a cough as the two friends, their tastes vastly different, tried to find swimsuits that the other would like. He switched his gaze from them to Jasmine, Nyx, and Michelle. Unlike Gabrielle’s and Kazekiri’s back and forth, the trio’s conversation was pretty much dominated by Jasmine.

      “Oh ho ho ho ho!”

      The former noble, her blonde drills bouncing as she laughed, held out two swimsuits for Michelle and Nyx. Alex couldn’t see them because Jasmine’s body was blocking his view of them, but Nyx and Michelle took the swimsuits. While Nyx appeared perplexed, brow furrowing slightly as she stared at the swimwear in her hand, Michelle studied hers with a keen eye.

      “This is pretty cute.” She looked at Jasmine and smiled. “You have good taste.”

      “Oh ho ho ho ho!!” Alex couldn’t see her face, but he imagined Jasmine was blushing. She acted confident and strong, but she always became flustered when people complimented her. “Well, I am known as the Queen of Fashion! Now, why don’t you two try those on? I'm certain you'll be satisfied! Oh ho ho ho ho!”

      “I’m supposed to wear this?” Nyx asked with a frown.

      “Of course,” Jasmine said.

      “But… it looks perverted.”

      “It’s not perverted,” Michelle argued. “It’s sensual.”

      The frown on Nyx’s face grew wider. “There is a difference?”

      “Of course there’s a difference.” Michelle leaned forward and wagged her finger at Nyx like she was a bad child being chastised. “Perversion and sensuality are completely different. It’s like the difference between panties and swimsuits. Panties are worn underneath the clothes because people aren’t supposed to see them, but a swimsuit is something that you show off so everyone can admire it. Nothing can top the way the swimsuit shows off a woman’s bare legs and conforms so perfectly to her butt and breasts. It’s a dignified type of clothing meant to glorify the female figure.”

      Throughout Michelle’s rant about swimsuits, Nyx’s expression had not changed even once. Alex wondered if Michelle was even paying attention to the woman’s reaction. Perhaps if she had been, she would have noticed that the recipient of her impassioned speech didn’t look convinced.

      “That sounds like the same thing as perversion to me,” Nyx said. “I hate perverted things.”

      Michelle gave the girl a sly grin that reminded Alex of a cat trapping a mouse as she leaned forward and whispered something into Nyx’s ear. Again, he couldn’t hear what was being said. However, from the glance that Nyx gave him, and from the pink duskiness that spread across her cheeks, he determined that it had something to do with him.

      Nyx looked back at Michelle. “You have convinced me. I'll try it on.”

      Michelle straightened and smiled. “I’m sure you won’t be disappointed.”

      As Nyx wandered off toward the changing room, swimsuit in hand, Michelle went over to him, grabbed his hand, and tried to pull him toward the room that Nyx had disappeared behind.

      Alex didn't budge.

      “What are you doing?” he asked.

      Michelle smiled at him as she pulled harder. “Nyx is going to change into her bathing suit. Don’t you want to see it?” The idea of seeing Nyx in a bathing suit was appealing, but he felt kind of bad about wanting to see her. Michelle must have sensed this because of her smile, which had seemed so much like a mischievous cat, suddenly softened and became reassuring. “Don’t worry. I know what you are thinking, but you have no reason to feel guilty. She wants to know what you think about her swimsuit.”

      Alex calmed down at her words, realizing that, for however far-fetched it might have sounded, there was probably some truth to it. After all, Nyx had agreed to marry him, weird as that seemed. That being the case, there should not have been a problem with him seeing Nyx in her swimsuit.

      “Oh ho ho ho ho!” Jasmine strolled up to them with a load of bathing suits in her arms. Numerous colors stuck out from the pile. It was like a plethora of rainbows mixed together. “In that case, I shall also put on a show for Alexander. It is only right that I, the one who is known as the Queen of Swimsuits, make a fashion show of this event! Oh ho ho ho ho!”

      Jasmine walked into another open changing room. Unlike some of the other stores, the changing rooms here were actual rooms. They were located in a hallway off to the side, and the rooms were small square spaces with a door that blocked off each stall. There were six rooms in total. Nyx and Jasmine were each in one, which meant there were four left.

      Alex stood in the hallway as Michelle wandered off, presumably to find something for herself. He wondered what he should do to kill time while he waited. Standing around like this was going to make him nervous, especially because he knew Nyx was changing right now. He couldn't stop himself from imagining what was going on behind that door. His mind became filled with visions of Nyx slowly peeling off her clothes, revealing her petite, supple body.

      “Horndog.”

      Shut. Up.

      Even though he had come to terms with the fact that what he felt was more or less natural, he still believed there was a time and place for those kinds of thoughts. A clothing store was not the right place. Shopping for swimsuits was not the right time either.

      “It might help if you take some deep breaths to clear your mind. Meditation is a good way to remove your earthly desires.”

      That so? Guess I've got nothing to lose by trying.

      “I think you should just revel in your earthly desires. There's nothing wrong with what you are feeling.”

      Alex ignored Asmodeus and took several deep breaths. Breathe in. Breathe out. He closed his eyes and tried to calm his mind. Surprisingly, it did help. The images that his over reactive imagination had created slowly disappeared.

      “Come on! Come on!” Gabrielle’s voice reached him, growing louder with each second. “Let’s get changed! I want to see how we look in these!”

      “I’m coming,” Kazekiri said, annoyed. “You don’t have to pull me.”

      Alex opened his eyes and turned around. They emerged from the same hallway he, Nyx, and Michelle had, Gabrielle and Kazekiri, though one was being dragged by the other. When they finally walked into the changing room, Kazekiri stumbled forward slightly upon spotting him.

      “A-Alex?!” she squeaked. “What are you doing in the changing room?”

      “Nyx and Jasmine are getting changed and wanted my opinion,” Alex said, shrugging as he tried to feign calmness.

      “O-oh… I guess that does make sense.” Kazekiri didn’t seem to know what to say to that—not like she’d get the chance to say much with someone like Gabrielle by her side.

      “That’s a great idea!” Gabrielle pulled Kazekiri again, leading her toward the changing rooms. “We’re going to get changed, too! Then you can give us your opinion of our swimsuits, kay?”

      “All right,” Alex agreed readily enough. He was already going to offer his not-so-expert opinion on Jasmine’s and Nyx’s swimwear, so there was no problem with giving two more opinions. What was that old saying? “In for a penny, in for a pound”? He didn’t get it, but he understood the general idea of the saying.

      What is a penny anyway?

      Gabrielle selected the changing room beside Jasmine, while Kazekiri went over to the last one on that side. While his Angelisian fiancé just shut the door without a word, Kazekiri glared at him.

      “No peeping.”

      “I won’t peep.”

      “If you peep, I’ll kill you.”

      “I already said I won’t peep!”

      Kazekiri accepted his words with a nod and closed the door with a sharp slam. Alex wondered if maybe he’d said something wrong, but he didn’t think that was it. More than likely, Kazekiri was just nervous. He didn’t think she’d ever done something like this before, which was funny, because before he learned the truth from Keiichi, Alex had thought Kazekiri had a boyfriend.

      Is it because of me that she's nervous?

      Keiichi had told Alex that Kazekiri loved him. Truth be told, Alex was fond of her as well. She was one of the people he wanted to make happy. He eventually planned on asking if she wanted to marry him, but he had decided to wait. Right now, she was in a bad place thanks to what happened with her father, and Alex didn't want to burden her with a new issue like marriage. Yes, he would wait until her mind and heart had healed before popping the question.

      Michelle came back several seconds later, still holding the swimsuit that Jasmine had chosen, but also carrying two extra sets.

      “I see my honorable sister and Kazekiri are getting changed. I’m also going to get changed,” Michelle said with a wink. “Be sure to let me know what you think of my bathing suit.”

      “Yeah, sure.”

      Alex found himself alone as he waited for the girls to finish. There was only a thin door between him and four beautiful girls as they stripped. His heart was thundering in his chest. For whatever reason, being in a quiet room with nothing but the sound of rustling clothing made him nervous. It didn’t help that he was imagining what the girls looked like while they were changing. He closed his eyes, took deep breaths, and tried to calm down, but it didn’t help this time.

      If it weren’t for some recent knowledge about his biological functions coming to light, Alex would have suspected that these feelings belonged to Asmodeus. He knew better now. During the fight on Avalon, the giant space station that was situated between the twin suns in the Camelot solar system, Alex had learned that the lust he felt was all his. This was his problem. He couldn't blame it on anyone but himself.

      “Alex?” Nyx’s voice reached him seconds before the soft click of a door opening did. Alex looked over. Nyx was peeking out from a crack in the door, in an uncharacteristically shy move. Perhaps it was simply because she’d never worn something like a swimsuit before.

      “Finished getting dressed?” he asked. Nyx nodded. “Then, why don’t you come out and let me see it?”

      Alex's face felt hot. He knew that he was blushing up a storm. The idea of seeing Nyx in a swimsuit was making his heart race. Nyx nodded again, opened the door, and stepped out.

      For just a moment, Alex wondered if the feeling of his heart stopping was natural. It started up again, but the beat had become erratic, as though it had been thrown off its rhythm.

      Nyx was wearing a one-piece bathing suit that only had one shoulder. It was dark black, which complimented her hair but created a stark contrast with her skin, pale enough to be nearly translucent. Such a startling dichotomy was more appealing than he would have believed possible. The color also went well with her red eyes.

      Because the suit was so tight, it pushed her breasts together and conformed to both her butt and crotch. Her nipples were poking lightly into the fabric, as though they had hardened into points, and if he looked between her legs, he could see how the fabric outlined her lips.

      “Oh…” Alex couldn’t think of what to say.

      Nyx looked away and awkwardly held her arm. “Do I… look bad?”

      “N-no! You look, er—” He needed a moment to restart his brain. All of the blood had gone south, leaving his grey matter with nothing. “—you look incredible. I mean, really, really amazing.”

      Nyx turned her head back to him, but then looked at the ground. She wasn't wearing any footwear. Alex also looked down as the girl wiggled her toes, clenching and unclenching them against the carpet. He'd noticed it before, but Nyx had really small feet.

      “So… you like it? I look good in this?”

      “You’d look good out of it—I mean, you look great in it. I’d really love to take it off you—wait! No, that’s not what I meant to say!”

      Alex was getting more flustered the longer he stared at her. No, maybe it would be more accurate to say that he was getting more aroused, which caused him to feel ashamed and embarrassed. His pants were already quite tight. He hated how easy it was for him to turn into a sack of raging hormones.

      “I understand what you’re trying to say.” Nyx's face had never been redder. Even though her expression was remained unchanged, her cheeks looked as if they had been hit with a welding torch. “You like my swimsuit, right?”

      Alex didn’t think he would be able to say anything appropriate, so he nodded once. Nyx smiled.

      “Then I’ll get this. I think one bathing suit will be enough for me.” She paused. “I’m going to change back. Being exposed like this makes me feel strange.”

      “Oh… okay.”

      Nyx went back into the changing room and shut the door. Alex gripped his shirt the moment she vanished, feeling the pounding of his heart. What was that? He already knew that Nyx was pretty, but he didn’t think it possible she could combine such cuteness and eroticism together like that.

      He needed to regain control of himself. He needed to take a big, deep breath and calm down. That’s right. He needed to regain his rationality and—

      “Oh ho ho ho ho!” A laugh preceded the changing room behind him opening and the sound of footsteps echoing through the room. “Well? How do I look, Alexander? Am I not magnificent? Go ahead and praise me for my beauty!”

      Alex centered himself and slowly turned around. He was already mentally preparing himself for Jasmine. She was a beautiful girl, so obviously, she would look good in a swimsuit. So long as he kept his cool, everything would be fine. He was ready.

      He looked at Jasmine, and his eyes widened.

      He was not ready.

      Jasmine had chosen a bikini for herself. It was a light blue that matched her azure eyes. Given that it was a bikini, there was a lot of skin showing, and Jasmine, a girl of noble descent, had pearlescent skin that didn’t possess a single blemish. Her milky white chest, which would have looked modest on a woman of Gabrielle’s height, seemed massive on her. It didn’t help that her breasts bounced and jiggled as she moved. He was probably fortunate that the bikini was modestly cut. Had it been one of those micro bikinis, he would have been done for.

      “Oh ho ho ho ho!” Jasmine adopted her rich girl pose, spreading her feet apart, placing a hand on her hip, and bringing the other up to her mouth. It looked… very different than usual. The clothing one wore did change everything, after all. “Have you been stunned by my beauty, Alexander?”

      “Yeah… I… you look… wow.” Alex admitted without really thinking about it. He was so stunned he couldn’t even think of what to say.

      Jasmine’s face suddenly burst with color at his honest admiration. “O-oh ho! Is that so? I-I-I see. So, you really do think I’m pretty…”

      A stifling silence slowly grew between them as Alex, unable to come up with the words to say, tried to tear his gaze away from Jasmine. It was… difficult. His face was burning, but even though he was embarrassed, he couldn’t bring himself to look away. Like a grease monkey drawn to an ion compulsion reactor, Alex was drawn to Jasmine. He felt like he could have admired her for hours.

      “I-if you keep staring at me like that, I’m going to get even more embarrassed.” Jasmine twiddled her fingers and tilted her head toward the ground, though her eyes remained locked on him, gazing at him through her parted bangs.

      “I’m… sorry.” Thanks to Jasmine's words, Alex was able to tear his eyes away from her.

      “I-I don’t mind it when you stare at me.” Jasmine brought her hands up, pressing her fingers together. “It-it makes me feel special, you know? Oh ho ho! After all, a-a-as the Queen of Beauty, I live to have my f-future husband devour me with his lascivious gaze.”

      “You must have learned that word from Michelle. Please don’t use it again,” Alex snapped out of his stupor long enough to speak.

      “It seems I stepped into an awfully cute scene.”

      Speak of the devil.

      Michelle wore a white bikini that was simple but worked nicely with her modest figure. Unlike Jasmine, she didn’t have breasts that looked too large on her slightly small frame. Her chest was modest, and her hips had matching proportions. One might even say that she was perfectly proportioned for her size, though this also meant nothing stood out. The swimsuit highlighted this fact, enhancing that which she already possessed.

      “Michelle,” Alex said, smiling in relief at the sight. She was cute, certainly, but he didn’t want to push her against the wall and kiss her as he did with Jasmine or Nyx. “You look cute. I really like your swimsuit.”

      “Oh?” Michelle twirled a strand of hair between her fingers, looking coy. “I’m slightly disappointed to hear you say that in such a calm voice. You responded much more enthusiastically to Jasmine and Nyx.”

      “S-sorry.”

      “I’m kidding, of course.”

      Alex didn’t know if Michelle was kidding or not. It was hard to get a read on her because, not only had he interacted with her less than he had the others, but all of her responses were the same to every situation. That mild smile of hers never really left, regardless of what was happening around her.

      “A-Alex?” Kazekiri’s voice. “Are you still outside?”

      “I’m still here.” Alex turned to the still-closed door. “Would you like me to leave?”

      “N-no… um… I-I’m done changing, so… your opinion on my swimsuit, can I have it?”

      Kazekiri was getting her words slightly mixed up, but Alex understood what she was asking well enough. He prepared himself again.

      “I don’t mind giving you my opinion.”

      “K-Kay. I’m coming out now.”

      The door opened, Kazekiri stepped out, and Alex, having already gone through this twice… was no better now than he had been before. Even though Kazekiri was dressed in a simple purple bikini with cute frills, seeing such a buxom figure squished into small pieces of fabric made his blood boil. Kazekiri, with her flaxen hair, voluptuous chest, and curvy figure, was a study in gorgeousness. What’s more, unlike everyone else, who looked soft, she had muscles. Her stomach and arms were well-defined. He could even see hints of a six-pack peeking out on her stomach. Her calves and thighs were strong. It was so wrong of him, but Alex wanted to know what it would feel like to stick his head between those thighs.

      “This brat really is a pervert, isn’t he?”

      “I believe it’s a sign that the seal is breaking more. I’ve noticed that our presence has been influencing him a lot lately.”

      “Hmph! If he’s so weak that he can’t control himself now, then he really is pathetic.”

      “It is hard since the seal is still intact. His body is that of a human right now, and humans cannot deal with the kind of lust you embody. That won’t change until the seal on his core is unlocked.”

      “Excuses.”

      “Alex?” Kazekiri grabbed her left arm and gave him a nervous stare.

      “Erm… oh!” Alex rubbed the back of his neck. He took a slow, shuddering breath, and then he smiled. “I'm sorry! You're so pretty that I think I lost myself for a moment. You look… beautiful.”

      Kazekiri’s reaction was perhaps the most interesting. Her face took on the same shade as a fire shuttle, a bright neon red that he was sure would glow if they turned off the lights. Her legs wobbled as though they were unsteady.

      Perhaps it was because her legs were wobbling so much, but Kazekiri lost her footing. As she fell backward, squawking, Alex snapped out of his stupor, rushed forward, and caught her before she hit the ground. He wrapped one arm around her back and pulled her to his chest. Kazekiri pressed her calloused fingers against him. Their noses were so close they were touching.

      “Are you okay?” asked Alex.

      Kazekiri said nothing, but she did nod. They probably would have remained like this, frozen in place, but Gabrielle chose that moment to exit the changing room.

      “Hey, Alex,” she began, “I need help putting this on. Can you give me a hand?” Gabrielle gestured to the top that should have been on her chest but was instead in her hand.

      Alex couldn’t help it. The moment Gabrielle walked out, his eyes zeroed in on her bare chest, uncovered by anything. Pink nipples stood proudly on a pair of large pillows that had what he deemed the perfect shape. They jiggled with each movement, bouncing as she walked. When combined with how her bubble butt was covered only by a thong and how her absolutely perfect body was almost completely exposed, Alex didn’t stand a chance.

      It was over before it could even begin.

      “What do you think you’re doing?!” Kazekiri screamed. “You can’t just walk out of the changing without putting your top on! Go back inside and—ALEX?!”

      The last thing Alex saw was a red stream creating twin spirals through the air.
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      Choosing a swimsuit was easier than Ariel thought it would be. All she and Alice needed to do was enter one of the many stores, tell the clerk—a woman with a friendly smile—that they were looking for a bathing suit, and voila! Not only had the woman selected suits that were suitable enough, but it had been done quickly and efficiently. They were in and out of there in less than five minutes.

      I wonder if Alex will like my swimsuit...

      The thought occurred to her before she could stop it, but Ariel did her best to shove the thought aside as she stood in line at a fast-food restaurant. She shook her head, willing her blush to subside, and focused on moving after each order was taken.

      The line moved like an angelisian slug, but Ariel eventually reached the cashier. It was a young man who stared at her with a bored look in his eyes. She frowned when she noticed him eye her up and down, and then show complete disinterest. Men never looked at her with admiration or lust. To them, she was just a little girl, not worthy of being considered beautiful or sexy. Only a few creepy guys ever showed interest in her.

      It’s because my figure is so childish…

      “What would you like to order, Miss?” asked the cashier in a bored voice.

      “Two chocolate milkshakes, a burger, a side of fries, and two doubles,” Ariel said.

      “Right. Two chocolate milkshakes, a burger, a side of fries, and two doubles,” the cashier repeated in his dutifully dull voice. “Your total comes to sixteen fifty-three.” Ariel held out her IDband, which was linked to Alex’s account. The cashier scanned the IDband, waited for his register to beep, and then sighed as if what he'd just done was exhausting. “Thank you for your purchase. Your order will be up in just a minute.”

      Ariel spun around and walked away from the man, whose bored voice grated on her nerves like two steel-tailed andygians grinding their tails together. She sat down at the table that Alice was already seated at. Her friend was resting with her head on the table, body slumped in her typical lazy posture. At her feet were two bags with their swimsuits inside.

      “Right,” Ariel began, “so, we’ve got our bathing suits. Now all we need to do is let Sis and the others know. Then we can meet up with them and go home, but first”—Ariel placed her hands on the table hard enough to jolt Alice out of her stupor—“you’re going to tell me what’s wrong.”

      “Why would I do something so troublesome?” asked Alice with a scowl.

      “Because not telling me would be even more troublesome.” Ariel gave Alice a fanged grin. “I would keep bothering you until you told me. I’d never leave you alone. I’d bother you in the bath, at night, when you’re watching Titan Girl, during—”

      “All right. All right. I get your point. I’ll tell you.”

      Ariel kept up her grin. While she might not be as devious as Michelle, that didn’t mean she couldn’t be cunning when the situation called for it. If Alice was going to keep refusing her, then it meant Ariel would have to get creative, and since Alex’s sister avoided all things troublesome, constantly bothering her would work—or the threat of constantly bothering her would.

      “My problem is you people,” Alice said.

      Ariel blinked. Out of all the things she had been expecting to hear, that wasn't quite it. Not completely. She had kinda... well, she had been hoping it was just a case of Alice wanting to have her big brother's attention, but it sounded like she just outright didn't like the people now living with her and Alex.

      “Us?” she asked.

      “Yes, you. You, Michelle, Nyx, and Gabrielle. All of you aliens have come in and taken over our home. You’ve taken over my brother. He no longer does the things for me that he used to do. He doesn’t treat me like he used to. He hasn’t pat my head, or ruffled my hair, or told me how proud he is of me like he used to. It’s always about you. I’m sick of you monopolizing my big bro!”

      While her rant didn’t have the same level of passion as, say, a heartfelt speech from Gabrielle, Alice’s unloading of all her emotions hit Ariel particularly hard. As a fellow little sister, she understood how Alice felt. She understood all too well.

      “You know, back when the three of us were living in Dad’s palace, Big Sis was always being taken away from us. We rarely ever got to see her despite living in the same place. If it wasn’t tutors coming to teach her or suitors asking for her hand in marriage, it was military officials forcing her to build weapons for them. Even after Dad put a stop to the military, it didn’t change how we rarely ever got to see her.”

      Ariel leaned back in her chair, tilted her head, and looked up. High above them were numerous levels with more stores, and above those was the ceiling. It was shaped like a dome. There weren’t any decorations on it like at the palace. Why would there be? How many people even bothered to look up?

      “I understand where you’re coming from, but don’t you think you’re being unfair?” Ariel looked back down and pierced Alice with her gaze. The other girl leaned back.

      “U-unfair?” Alice stuttered.

      “Yes. Unfair.” Crossing her arms, Ariel laid out her opinions on this subject. “It’s true that he probably doesn’t spend as much time with you as he used to, but how much of that is because we’re here and how much is because you never tell him what you want? Whenever you get home, the first thing you do is head to the couch and turn on the holovid. Meanwhile, Jasmine helps Alex prepare dinner, Nyx is always sparring with him in the simulation room, and Gabrielle spends time building machines with him. Even I go up to him when I want help with homework. Alex might be busy, but he always makes time for us—because we ask him to make time for us.”

      Alice frowned and looked away. “I’m his little sister. I shouldn’t have to ask.”

      “Now you’re just being selfish.”

      “So? I’ve always been selfish. It’s worked for me just fine until now.”

      Ariel frowned at how petulant Alice was being. This wasn’t her usual modus operandi, but perhaps she had been keeping all of these emotions pent up and the dam was just now beginning to crack.

      Then again, maybe she’s always been this bratty and I never noticed.

      “It might have worked for you before, but it’s not working now,” Ariel said. “What’s more, you aren’t being fair to Alex. He’s always working hard for the sake of others. He cooks us all food, helps us with homework, protects us, defends our honor… he’s busy because he’s always doing things for other people. Instead of expecting him to do everything for you, what you should be thinking about is what you can do to help and support him as his little sister.”

      “W-whatever. I’m done with this conversation.”

      Ariel scowled and would have said more, but at that exact moment, her IDband pinged and a message popped up on a holographic display. Their order was ready.
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      Standing up from the table, she walked back to where their food was waiting.

      This won’t be the last time I bring this up, Ariel promised herself as she grabbed the tray of food. Her stomach gurgled, letting her know how hungry she was. Yes, this wouldn’t be the last time she brought this subject up, but for now, she would satiate her hunger.
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      “Are you okay, Alex?” Gabrielle asked as she and Alex worked inside of their lab. “Nyx beat you up pretty badly today.”

      “Gee, thanks for pointing that out.”

      “Tee-hee! You’re welcome.”

      Alex sighed. “Yeah, I’ll be fine. The simulator negates all of the physical damage and converts it into mental trauma. While I’m a little tired from getting the crap kicked out of me, it’s not like I’m actually hurt.”

      “I just wanted to make sure.” Gabrielle stopped fiddling with what she had been working on and placed one of her hands over his. “You’re the most important person in the entire galaxy to me. I hate it when you get hurt, even if it’s just simulated damage.”

      “Gabby…” Alex placed his other hand over hers. “Don’t worry. I’m fine. Really. I enjoy sparring with Nyx. She's a great partner. I feel like I get just a little stronger every time we spar.”

      “I’m glad to hear that!”

      After meeting up with a surely Alice and a scowling Ariel, the group had taken a shuttle home and split off to do their own things. Alex didn’t know what the others were doing, though he assumed Alice was watching the holovid, but Alex had gone into the simulator with Nyx and sparred for about an hour. In that hour, he died five times. While some might have laughed at him for getting killed so often, Alex had died fewer times during this sparring session than he had their previous sparring session.

      Last time he had died ten times.

      Alex had taken a shower after that, then gone back into the lab, where Gabrielle was working on Mr. Sex Change. The main component was the giant tube of glasteel. There was an entrance on one side that slid open on command. However, the most important part of the whole device was the part that he and Gabrielle were currently working on.

      It looked like a small, organic creature, all soft curves and gentle slopes instead of hard angles and flat panels. The device, connected to the tube via a series of cables, was a computer terminal. Like most of their inventions, the many internal components were a fusion of human and angelisian technology.

      “What do you think?” Alex asked as he and Gabrielle stared into the open hatch of Mr. Sex Change. “It looks like everything is more or less ready.”

      They had created this invention for no other reason than because they could. Alex had no real intention of using it. What appealed to them was the idea of building something that could change the molecular structure of a person, switching the genes around to transform a man into a woman, and visa versa.

      While there were medical procedures that people who wanted a sex change could undergo, there was currently no technology that could just change a person's sex. Genetic manipulation simply hadn't advanced that far. There were also all kinds of laws and stuff in this solar system, and Gabrielle said that most people in the galaxy at large didn't care enough to invent something like this.

      “Yeah, I think so, too. Let me check a few more things.”

      Gabrielle sat on the floor and summoned a small drone called Mr. Fly. A holographic image suddenly appeared before her, shaped like a circle as it showed everything that Mr. Fly saw. Using a remote control, Gabrielle made the tiny drone fly through the air, directing it into the computer terminal for Mr. Sex Change.

      Alex sat down beside her and watched the holographic screen from over her shoulder, frowning as the fly moved deeper into the device’s circuitry. Gabrielle was using it to look for any loose circuits, screws, or other problematic components. Since the circuitry was delicate, they couldn’t use any of the normal scanning methods, which might short-circuit the programs with electric interference. Machines of this nature were incredibly sensitive.

      “It looks like everything is in place,” Gabrielle said at last. “I can’t see any problems.”

      Alex nodded as he stood up and stretched. “Okay. Go ahead and pull out. We’ll test Mr. Sex Change at a later date. For now, I have to begin preparing dinner.”

      “Okay!” Gabrielle directed Mr. Fly back out of the access panel, returned it to her D-space, and stood up as Alex sealed the access hatch shut. “Do you want any help making dinner?”

      “Sure!” Alex said. “I think Jasmine is gonna help out, too.”

      Gabrielle pumped her fist into the air. “Yay! That means she and I can work together! We’ll cook the ultimate dish!”

      The enthusiasm displayed by Gabrielle made Alex smile. He loved how she was always optimistic and outgoing about everything. For someone like him, who had spent most of his time alone or causing others problems, it was refreshing. Alex even though it was thanks to this personality of hers that he had slowly changed into the person he was now.

      He and Gabrielle left the massive lab and locked the place up—for the safety of everyone else, of course. There was a lot of experimental equipment in there. Many of their inventions still hadn’t been tested, and when he considered how often their machines blew up in their faces, Alex didn’t want anyone else stumbling in and accidentally activating something that would wreak havoc on their house. Again.

      Making their way into the living room, Alex found Jasmine standing in the room with Ariel and Michelle. Jasmine and Ariel were playing a fighting game of some kind. They were wearing a pair of gloves and boots that had numerous blinking lights flashing all over them. A pair of avatars on the screen would punch or kick according to what one or the other did. This was a less advanced, home version of the fighting game that Alex had played against Prince Arthur.

      “You are quite good, but it is time to give up! You cannot defeat the Queen of Fighters!”

      Jasmine’s avatar was a woman with muscular legs, brown hair tied into a bun, and dressed in a cheongsam. As she launched a series of swift punches, the avatar followed suit, beating against Ariel’s avatar, which was a muscled man dressed in a red gi.

      “Ha! You might call yourself by that pretentious title, but I’ll show you who the real champion is!”

      “Bring it on! We shall see who the last woman standing is!”

      “Mistress.” Madison, who stood behind Jasmine, called for the one she served. “Please do not act too rashly. You must calmly strategize your next attack, or Miss Ariel might get the better of you!”

      “Excellent advice, Madison! This is why you are my Maid of Maids!”

      “I am honored by your praise, Mistress.”

      Sitting on the couch, watching the group with a frown, was Alice. She had her arms crossed, shoulders slumped. Her posture was the kind that he usually saw on her when she was annoyed. Judging from her look, he guessed that she had been watching Titan Girl, or wanted to watch it, but had been outvoted by the other three.

      One could not go against the majority in a democracy, after all.

      “Jaz,” Alex said. “Gabby and I are making dinner. Would you like to help?”

      “What?”

      “You’re wide open!”

      Jasmine turned around to face him, and in that moment, Ariel unleashed a powerful combination attack that brought Jasmine’s health bar down to zero. Alex then laid witness to Ariel’s avatar ripping out the spine of Jasmine’s avatar. Even though it was fake, the gore spraying across the holovid was still enough to make Alex flinch.

      “Oh ho! Well played, Ariel! Using my distracted state to your advantage was quite the strategy! Oh ho ho ho ho!”

      As Jasmine praised Ariel for her combat prowess and strategic thinking, the girl that she complimented stared at her with a hard look and crossed arms. She seemed skeptical of how easily Jasmine folded. Given Jasmine's competitive personality, Alex wasn't sure he blamed the Angelisian girl.

      “What? You’re not gonna be a sore loser?”

      “Oh ho ho ho! Of course not! I am the Queen of Fighters, not the Queen of Sore Losers. I lost fair and square. However!” Jasmine spread her feet apart and pointed at Ariel. There was a fire blazing in her eyes like two suns going nova. “I won’t lose to you next time! When you and I battle again, I shall be the one who comes out victorious!”

      Her lips peeling back into a competitive grin, Ariel clenched her hand into a fist. “You’re welcome to come at me any time. I’ll beat you down just like I did now. Hehehehe…”

      “Oh ho ho ho ho!”

      Michelle, who was sitting on the floor instead of standing, sighed and pressed the palm of her hand against her face. “You two really shouldn’t take this so seriously. It’s just a game.”

      “Yeah, well, it’s better than your porn games,” Ariel said.

      Michelle glared at her. “My games are not porn. They’re erotic dating simulations.”

      “Sounds like porn to me.”

      Since she had gracefully conceded defeat, Jasmine left the pair to their arguing and joined Alex and Gabrielle. Madison, being the maid that she was, followed them. Now a quad, they walked to the door that led into the kitchen, but before they could make it inside, Alice called out to him.

      “Big Bro?”

      He stopped and turned around. Alice was still sitting on the couch, but her hand was outstretched, as though she was reaching out to him.

      “What’s wrong, Alice?” asked Alex.

      Alice’s hand remained outstretched for several seconds, but ever so slowly, she lowered it back to the couch and shook her head. “No… it’s nothing. Never mind, troublesome big brother.”

      Seeing the way Alice was acting, Alex knew there had to be something that was bothering her. He’d been noticing it more lately. She sometimes glared at the others when she thought no one was looking, she’d been having mood swings from lazy to angry to moody, and she wasn't talking as much as she used to. While his little sister had never been a motivated individual, she’d never displayed so much negativity before either.

      It’s a good thing I’m making curry tonight.

      Alex entered the kitchen with Gabrielle and Jasmine. As the large space spread out before them, he glanced at the dining table, and then over at the countertops situated against the far wall. There was an island in front of them. Several of his and Gabrielle’s inventions were sitting on it, including Mr. Chill and Mr. Cutter, though he didn’t use Mr. Cutter often because he preferred chopping the ingredients himself.

      “I’ll begin gathering ingredients if you two can set out the equipment,” Alex said.

      “Okay!”

      “Just leave it to me, the Queen of Equipment!”

      “Shall I also help?” asked Madison.

      “That would be great. Could you help set the table?” asked Alex.

      “Of course.” Madison grabbed her dress and curtsied. “Leave it to me, Master.”

      The four of them separated; Alex began grabbing what he needed from the pantry and the fridge, while Gabrielle and Jasmine went to the counter, opened the cupboards, and began pulling out bowls, pots, and pans. Madison grabbed the utensils, the plates, and the placemats, which she began arranging on the table. Because she had been programmed with knowledge on table arrangements and presentation, she arranged the utensils and plates like she would if they were nobles.

      Chicken curry was made by sautéing chicken until it browned, then sautéing onions before adding ginger and garlic, and then stirring curry powder before returning the chicken. He also needed tomato sauce, coconut milk, cloves, cardamom, and a cinnamon stick. Once he had grabbed the necessary ingredients, he went to the counter and set everything on top.

      Gabrielle and Jasmine had already finished putting all the equipment they would use on the counter. Alex had them divide their duties. Gabrielle was tasked with rinsing, patting dry, and preparing the chicken with pepper and salt. Jasmine was going to make the curry sauce. Meanwhile, Alex was the one who actually sautéed the chicken until it was a nice, golden brown color.

      He wouldn’t say they worked efficiently, especially since this was Gabrielle’s and Jasmine’s first time working together. They bumped into each other, argued a bit over who was doing what, and generally got in each other's way, but after about fifteen minutes of Alex directing them, they managed.

      While they did their tasks, Alex did his. When he was done, Alex took out the chicken and Jasmine sautéed the onions, added the seasonings, then poured in the curry powder. Gabrielle was the one who added the tomato sauce, coconut milk, and final seasonings.

      “Yay! We’re almost done!” Gabrielle cheered as Alex reduced the heat to a low simmer and Jasmine continued to stir the curry.

      “Indeed, we are nearly finished!” Jasmine sent Gabrielle an appreciative glance. There was a respectful gleam in her eyes. “You are not too bad at cooking... when you do not use your inventions. You might not be on the same level as Alexander and myself, but I am impressed by your ability to follow directions!”

      “Thanks!” Gabrielle beamed. She didn’t even seem to realize that she had been given a backhand compliment. Alex felt a small trickle of sweat roll down his cheek as Jasmine laughed and Gabrielle tried to mimic her.

      “Oh ho ho ho ho!

      “Ah ha ha ha ha!”

      “Not like that. Do it like this. Place your left hand on your hip, thrust out your chest, and—oh ho ho ho ho ho!”

      “So… like this? Ah ha ha ha ha!”

      “…Close enough.”

      “Okay.” Alex washed his hands and dried them on Mr. Dry, which looked like a glasteel circle. It created an intense but harmless blast of heat that immediately dried his hands. “Now that dinner is more or less ready, it’s time to call everyone in.”

      “I’m finished setting the table,” Madison began, “so I can do that for you.”

      “Thanks, Madison.”

      “It is my pleasure, Master.”

      Madison left, and Alex, Gabrielle, and Jasmine put all of the food onto trays and brought it to the already set table. The others trickled in slowly, first Michelle and Alice, and then Nyx and Kazekiri. The latter of the last two looked like she’d just gotten out of the shower. Her blond hair was still wet.

      “This is… curry,” Alice said in shock. She looked at Alex, who shrugged and smiled at the same time.

      “I’ve noticed that you’ve been kind of depressed lately,” he said. “I was hoping you’d cheer up if I made your favorite food.”

      Alice’s facial expression twitched several times as though she was struggling with something. She sniffed once, twice, and then raised her hands and rubbed her eyes. When she peeled her hands away, there was a trembling smile on her face.

      “Stupid big brother,” she mumbled in a voice so soft that he almost missed it.

      Alex’s response was to tilt his head.
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      Dressed in only a pair of boxers and a sleeveless shirt, Alex was ready for bed. He normally wouldn’t wear a shirt. He preferred being shirtless when sleeping because it was more comfortable, but if he didn’t wear one, then Gabrielle wouldn’t wear one either.

      Gabrielle and Nyx were inside his bedroom. They were also dressed for bed. Gabrielle wore a pink nightgown, one that went all the way down to her feet, while Nyx was dressed in a sleeveless shirt and pajama pants. Both articles of clothing were black.

      Alex thought they looked lovely; the nightgown flattered Gabrielle's figure, while the shirt and pajama combo suited Nyx well and made her look cute.

      “Hee hee.” Gabrielle grinned at Nyx. “So you’re really joining us tonight?”

      “Yes.” Nyx looked down. “Since you two slept with Kazekiri last night, I’d like to sleep with you two tonight.”

      Earlier that evening, Nyx had come up to them and expressed an interest in sharing their bed. Alex still wasn’t used to sleeping with one person—willingly, he meant—so he didn’t know how comfortable he was with having Nyx share his bed alongside Gabrielle. Kazekiri had been an exception. He and Gabrielle had been helping her deal with nightmares. Nyx had no reason to share his bed. That said, it wasn't like she hadn't done so before. He, Gabrielle, and Nyx had slept together during their adventures in Camelot.

      Regardless of what he wanted, however, Gabrielle had been all for it, and the next thing Alex knew, the two of them were barging into his room.

      Gabrielle was already sharing his bed now anyway. Since he had agreed to marry her and admitted that he loved her, he no longer had an excuse to deny her. The problem was Nyx. It wasn’t that he didn’t want to share his bed with the petite assassin. He still felt bad about the entire polygamy issue.

      But… maybe it would be better if I got over this issue right now. I need to start getting used to this.

      Whatever feelings he might have, Alex was committed to marrying Gabrielle, Nyx, and Jasmine. That meant all three of them would be sharing his bed at some point. The sooner he accepted this and got over his hangups, the sooner he could begin making the people he loved happy.

      As Alex was resigning himself to sleeping with Nyx and Gabrielle, who were already making themselves comfortable on the bed, a holographic display appeared to reveal someone at his door.

      Alice?

      It was, indeed, Alice. She stood just outside his door, dressed in yellow pajama bottoms and a button-up shirt. Given the way her left leg was bouncing, he sensed impatience, or perhaps nervousness, from her, though it was hard to tell through the holographic screen.

      He went up to the door and opened it. Alice froze. She looked up into his face, her eyes wide. Perhaps she had not expected him to answer so quickly, or maybe she hadn't been able to gather her courage because he didn't give her a chance to knock on the door. Well, it was too late for that now.

      “Is something wrong, Alice?” he asked.

      “Erm… oh, no. It’s just…” Alice dithered. “I just…”

      Alex had always had an easy time figuring out Alice. She was normally very simple. However, ever since Gabrielle and the others had shown up, it was harder to judge what Alice was thinking. Part of it was likely due to growing up. Alice was getting older. She was changing.

      It was the way of things; as children grew up, the way they saw themselves and the way others saw them changed. While Alex still thought of Alice as his lovable little sister, he knew, instinctively, that she wasn’t the same cute girl now that she had been years before. Likewise, it looked as if the girl who thought everything was too troublesome to deal with was slowly realizing these changes too.

      Still, even if he couldn’t read her like before, Alex knew her well enough to guess what she had come here for.

      “Do you want to sleep with me tonight?” he asked.

      When they were younger, Alice used to get nightmares and would crawl into his bed. Alex never knew what those nightmares were about. Faceless men attacking her. Monsters that breathed fire. Black wings wreathed in flames. Crimson eyes emitting implacable bloodlust. Her explanations were always jumbled. In either event, she would sleep with him when it happened. She hadn’t had a nightmare in six years, though.

      “Erm… well… j-just for tonight,” Alice said, turning her head. “It’s troublesome, but… I kinda want my big bro to myself.”

      At that moment, Alex finally realized what his sister wanted. She hadn’t been acting strangely because she was going through mood swings. Alex hadn’t been spending enough time with her. Until Gabrielle had shown up, Alice was the person who received almost all of his attention, but since his house started gaining guests, he hadn’t been able to pay exclusive attention to her. She was probably feeling lonely.

      He smiled and ruffled Alice’s hair. “Sure. Let’s sleep together tonight.”

      Alice deadpanned. “That sounds so wrong when you say it.”

      “Ouch. Harsh much?”

      Alice stuck her tongue out at him. Alex chuckled and turned to look at Gabrielle and Nyx. They were already prepared to sleep, but now he had to tell them that he couldn’t sleep with them. He needed to let them know that it wasn’t because he didn’t want to sleep with them, though. They needed to understand that, while he did feel somewhat guilt-ridden about their sleeping arrangements, he had been looking forward to it.

      “It’s okay, Alex.” Gabrielle smiled at him when he told them that he planned to sleep with Alice tonight. “We understand, and I do feel bad for stealing so much of your time. It's important to spend time with your sister. We’ll sleep somewhere else.” Gabrielle crawled off the bed and, turning around, held out a hand toward Nyx. “Would you like to sleep with me tonight, Nyx?”

      Nyx looked at the hand for a moment, then looked at Alex before finally looking at Alice. Her expression didn't change, but a sense of resignation had come over her.

      “I guess.” She grabbed Gabrielle’s hand and let the other girl pull her off the bed.

      “I’m sorry, Nyx,” Alex said.

      Nyx stopped letting Gabrielle pull her and looked at Alex. There weren’t many emotions within her gaze, but she was far more expressive now than she had been when they first met. Alex felt like he could get a sense of what she was thinking now.

      “Tomorrow.”

      “Tomorrow?”

      Nyx nodded. “Promise me that you’ll sleep with me tomorrow.”

      “Okay.” Alex agreed with a nod. “I’ll sleep with you tomorrow. Promise.”

      “And me too!” Gabrielle said.

      Nyx nodded. “Of course, Princess Gabrielle is welcome to join us.”

      “All right! Tomorrow is gonna be so much fun, but so is tonight! Come on, Nyx! It’s time for some girl talk!”

      “What is girl talk?”

      “It’s when two or more girls get together and…”

      An ecstatic Gabrielle left with a silent Nyx in tow, the door sliding shut behind them, blocking out the sound of the Angelisian princess’s excited voice and leaving Alex alone with an embarrassed Alice.

      He turned to his sister. Her cheeks had gone red, and she refused to look at him. Alex hadn't seen her act like this in a long while. It was endearing.

      “What’s wrong?” asked Alex, grinning. “Don’t tell me you’re shy about sleeping with me now that you’re fifteen?”

      “Th-that’s not it,” Alice muttered. “I just think this whole situation is really—”

      “Troublesome?”

      “Don’t finish my sentences!”

      “It’s fine.” The covers were already peeled back, so all Alex had to do was crawl into bed. He moved toward the end of the bed near the wall and turned around, patting the empty spot beside him. “We’re family. There’s nothing wrong with us sleeping together.”

      “W-whatever,” Alice mumbled, though she still crawled into bed. “It's not like I'm embarrassed about sleeping with you, troublesome big bro.”

      Alex threw the covers back over them and rolled onto his back as Alice made herself comfortable. It had been a long time since he’d slept with Alice. She was just a brat the last time—well, she was still a brat to him, but she was older now. He guessed that meant she was a bigger brat.

      Listening to Alice as she rolled around beside him, trying to get comfortable, reminded him of the past when she used to do this. Back then, Alice had been affectionate and used him as a giant hug pillow. He somehow doubted she’d be interested in doing that now. The thought of her grabbing him like a pillow made him snort.

      “Got a problem?” asked Alice.

      “No.” Alex chuckled to himself. “Just remembering the past.”

      “The past is troublesome.”

      “Everything is troublesome to you.”

      Silence settled over them for a moment, with only the gentle breathing of himself and Alice to break it. Alex closed his eyes and relaxed. While he felt like a livewire when he slept with Gabrielle, it was easier to sleep with Alice because she was his sister. He didn’t feel all those sexual desires that Gabrielle, Jasmine, Kazekiri, and Nyx gave him when he was with her.

      “Hey, Big Bro?” Alice said suddenly.

      “Yes?”

      “Thanks for, uh, this… letting me sleep with you, I mean.”

      “Don’t mention it. You’re my sister. You know I’d do anything for you.”

      “I know. Still. Thanks.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      Another moment of silence. Then…

      “Big Bro?”

      “Yeah?”

      “You might be troublesome, but I want you to know that I love you.”

      Alex smiled. “I love you, too.”
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      The next morning was something of a scramble to get everyone out of the house. After getting his butt whipped during his morning spar with Nyx, Alex took a shower and got dressed. He wore his normal clothes: jeans, a white shirt, and a gray jacket with a hood over his new and improved invisible Angelisian crisis suit.

      Alex never went anywhere without a crisis suit anymore.

      He normally would have made breakfast after getting ready, but Madison had already cooked up a feast of various breakfast dishes by the time he was finished getting dressed. Alex had come into the kitchen to find a veritable feast awaiting them, including oatmeal, eggs, hash browns, and several danishes filled with cream cheese.

      “A good number of you are going to be away for a week, so eat up,” Madison had said as everyone goggled at the sheer variety of food on the table that morning.

      Breakfast had been lively but quick, with everyone talking all at once. However, once breakfast was finished, Alex made sure that Alice, Ariel, Jasmine, and Michelle had everything packed for their trip. He went to each room and checked their luggage. While Ariel and Alice had complained, Jasmine and Michelle had been more than willing to let him make sure they weren't missing anything, though Michelle did ask that he not steal any of her panties. Alex hoped to Mars she’d said that in jest and wasn’t serious. She had to know he was no pantie thief.

      Right?

      Once the checks had been done and Alex was sure they had everything they needed, he was ferrying them all out the door. The last thing he saw of his home was Madison waving to them as they left.

      “I'm so jealous,” Gabrielle said as she walked beside Jasmine and Kazekiri. “I wish I could go on the school trip with you.”

      “Oh ho ho ho ho ho! As the Queen of Field Trips, I would normally have no problem letting you come with us, but this trip is one that only the freshmen like myself and Alice can go on!”

      Alex hid a snorting laugh by coughing into his hand. The way Jasmine spoke made it sound like she had the authority to let Gabrielle go on the trip with them, but she was holding back because it was supposed to be freshmen only.

      Still, he thought it was good to see her acting like this, like her normal self. It meant that she hadn't lost any of the zest that made her, well, her. He'd been worried about how she would deal with no longer being a de Truante. Alex had expected her to become depressed about being disowned by her family.

      His worry seemed unfounded now.

      “Do we have any field trips?” Gabrielle asked Kazekiri.

      The girl shook her head. “Not this year, but we do have a class trip that happens at the beginning of next year. I'm not sure where we're going, though.”

      “So long as I get to go on a fun trip, I don't care where we go!”

      Alex and Kazekiri shared an amused look as Gabrielle held a clenched hand near her face, a fire burning vividly behind her eyes. Behind them, Alice muttered a soft “troublesome,” while Ariel and Michelle smiled at their enthusiastic older sister.

      It didn’t take long to reach the school. The group traveled along the canal, which led to Atreyu Academy.

      There were already a lot of people entering the school grounds in groups. A lot of those people stopped when they showed up, but Alex had grown used to that by this point. It was pretty much a given that a group of girls this beautiful would catch the eye of everybody present.

      He looked at Jasmine. “Where are the freshman students supposed to meet?”

      “We’re meeting up in our classroom. I was told we’ll be heading to the school garage once role is taken.”

      Alex nodded. “I have to meet with the principal, but I’m supposed to meet everyone by the shuttles that are ferrying us to the spaceport.”

      He wasn’t sure what the principal wanted to speak to him about, but he guessed it was just the standard stuff, or maybe it was about another marriage candidate that had appeared. He hadn’t seen many of those since the last one, MacArt, had made a mess of things with his parasitic machines—unless he included Arthur.

      Before Alex could head out, Gabrielle hugged him for all he was worth. Alex felt his spine creaking as she squeezed him. He was wearing his crisis suit, of course, but that didn’t protect him from physical damage. It merely enhanced his strength and protected him from elemental attacks. That said, he was getting used to her super-strong hugs by this point.

      “I’m going to miss you,” Gabrielle said. She was shorter than him, so her head was nestled just underneath his chin.

      He grinned and hugged her back. “I’m only going to be gone for a week.”

      She looked up at him with her big, emerald eyes. “Even a week is too long. We haven’t even gone on any dates since the aquarium.”

      “Well…”

      “And we still haven’t had sex.”

      “Urk!” Alex choked on his own spit.

      “S-s-s-se—don’t talk about that in public!” Kazekiri shouted. Her face had turned into a bonfire. Alex wondered if it would be hot enough to cook eggs on.

      “Why not?” asked Gabrielle. “Sex is a natural occurrence. All married couples do it.”

      Even though Alex also felt embarrassed, he could not keep the amused grin from appearing on his face at Kazekiri’s flabbergasted expression. Her eyes were bulging, twin saucers that had widened to the point where they looked ready to fall out; all the while, her gums were flapping as a blush so bright it was almost incandescent spread across her pale cheeks. The other girl worked her mouth for several seconds. Nothing came out. It was like her throat had become clogged from shock.

      “Big Sis,” Ariel said, blushing. “That’s not something you should talk about in public.”

      “It’s not?”

      “It’s not.”

      Gabrielle tilted her head, obviously not getting it. “Why not?”

      Ariel looked away. “L-look, it’s just not, okay? Don’t make me explain it.”

      Even though she was still clearly confused, Gabrielle decided not to press the issue. Alex sighed in relief as she let go of him. His back felt like it had snapped in half. He loved Gabrielle, but her hugs were murder. He was more liable to die from one of her hugs than he was from her marriage candidates.

      What made it worse was that Gabrielle was, well, she had a generous body. Even as she hugged him, Alex could feel her chest pressing against his. Her breasts felt like two massively soft pillows.

      After letting him go, Gabrielle gave him a quick kiss on the lips. It was nothing more than a peck. Alex had told her that it would be inappropriate to kiss like they had that one night in public, so they should keep them short. Gabrielle had pouted but agreed.

      “Kiri-Kiri,” Alex said, jolting the girl out of her shocked state.

      “Yes—wh-what are you doing?!”

      Her words were in response to Alex’s sudden hug, which possessed nowhere near the strength of Gabrielle’s monstrous ones. He knew he was being bold. This was not normally something he’d do, but Alex wanted to change. Kazekiri loved him, or so Keiichi said. She hadn’t admitted it, but he was now certain that she did, and while he wasn’t going to force her into anything that she didn’t want, he believed it was okay if he at least did this.

      Kazekiri's body was soft, but she was also firm. He had no better way to explain it. Unlike Gabrielle, who was soft all over and in all the right places, Kazekiri had the softness of a woman, while also possessing firm muscles that most women he knew lacked. He could feel them through her clothes. Her back muscles bunched underneath his hands, tightening. Alex wouldn’t have been surprised to discover that Kazekiri also had a six-pack.

      “Take care of yourself while I’m gone,” Alex said as he held her in his arms.

      “I—um, okay,” Kazekiri mumbled.

      He had probably embarrassed the girl enough, so Alex released his hug and stepped back. He grinned at Kazekiri, who smiled back with an air of uncertainty and perhaps embarrassment. There was something unbearably cute about a shy Kazekiri. Alex didn’t have much time to admire it, though, for someone tugged on the sleeve of his jacket.

      It was Nyx.

      As Alex looked at her, she stared at him as though expecting something. He opened his mouth, prepared to ask if something was wrong, but then he paused. It was obvious what she wanted. Alex was going to be gone for a week. Gabrielle and Kazekiri, the two other people who wouldn’t see him, had already received or given their hugs. Nyx was the only one left.

      Alex held his arms open. Nyx walked forward until he was able to engulf her in a hug. She felt different than Kazekiri and Gabrielle. Nyx was small, barely reaching up to his chest, and also, well, her breasts weren’t that big. However, the warmth she emitted and the softness of her body couldn’t be denied. There was also something innately attractive about a girl three years older than him being this tiny, though not even he understood why.

      Nyx surprised him by grabbing the back of his shirt as she returned his hug. She buried her face into his chest, and Alex thought he heard her taking several deep breaths as though inhaling his scent. Matters became odder when she rubbed her cheek against him like an affectionate cat.

      “Are you okay, Nyx?”

      “Miss you…”

      “Huh?”

      “I’m going… to miss you.”

      Ah.

      Thinking about it, this would be the first time since she had started living with him that he and Nyx wouldn’t be together. While Gabrielle went to school, Nyx did not. She stayed with him. Out of all the people who lived with him, she was the one who spent the most time by his side. It was going to be odd for her to not have him around. He understood since he felt the same way.

      “Don’t worry. I’ll be back before you know it.” Alex placed a hand on her head and stroked her midnight tresses. Her hair was incredibly soft, a result of being made from nanomachines, he suspected. “Take care of yourself.”

      “I will.”

      Nyx tilted her head up and rested her chin on his chest. Alex looked down, wondering for a moment why she wasn't letting go, but then he realized, again, what she wanted. Gabrielle had received a kiss. Nyx had not.

      He looked at Gabrielle, but she wasn't even paying attention to them anymore. She was happily chatting away with... Selene? Yes, that was Selene. She must have arrived while he was saying goodbye to Nyx. But wait. If she was present, then...

      “Oh, my,” a familiar voice said, sending a chill down his spine. “What’s with this intimate moment? Alex, you really have become a player, haven’t you?”

      Alex turned to find a girl with dark-skin, bleached blonde hair, and a mischievous yet seductive grin. Ryoko, one of the people he had been friends with when he was still in Primary. Even though they had been out of touch since then, thanks to Gabrielle attending school, Alex had been able to get reacquainted with her.

      “Where’s my hug?” she asked, spreading her arms out.

      More specifically, he became reacquainted with her bad habits.

      “You don’t get one,” Alex deadpanned.

      “That’s harsh. You’ll hug that little one, but you won’t hug me?”

      “Of course not. You'll grab my butt if I hug you.”

      “Hmm... that is true...”

      Nyx glared at Ryoko and tightened her grip on Alex. Was she feeling threatened? If so, why? She was already sharing him with Gabrielle and Jasmine, so she shouldn't feel threatened by Ryoko. Was he missing something?

      I don't think I'll ever understand women.

      “I’ll hug you, Ryoko!” Gabrielle bounded over to the girl and gave her a big hug.

      Alex snorted when Ryoko winced, but despite the obvious pain that she was feeling, the girl was not going to let such an opportunity go to waste. She reached down and grabbed a handful of Gabrielle’s tush.

      “Why are you grabbing my butt?”

      “No reason,” Ryoko said as Gabrielle let go. “I just felt like it.”

      “Hmm. Well, okay, then.”

      Ryoko hadn’t come alone. Selene and Serah were present, too. While Serah maintained her distance from them thanks to Alex’s presence, Selene walked up to them with an awkward smile.

      “So you’re really doing this, huh?” Selene said.

      Alex knew what she was talking about without her having to spell it out. “Yep.”

      She shook her head. “I can’t say I approve, but I won’t say anything about it either.”

      Something about the tone in her voice made Alex wonder if perhaps his decision to marry Gabrielle and engage in a polygamous relationship bothered her. Well, of course it bothered her. This wasn’t something that he or the people of this solar system were used to—unless you were a noble, but then you engaged in adultery instead of polygamy. However, Alex had the sense that she was more disappointed than the others.

      He would have asked her about it, but honestly, Alex was afraid that doing so would irrevocably change their relationship. He felt for a moment like he was standing on a precipice, and that he would fall off the moment he talked about this issue with Selene. That was the last thing he wanted. Even if Selene had turned down his confession years ago, it didn’t change the history they had together. It also didn’t change how he used to be in love with her.

      “I appreciate that,” Alex said. He looked at the group of friends as they conversed. Alice was standing beside Ariel, Michelle, and Jasmine. Gabrielle and Kazekiri had joined Ryoko and Serah. Everyone was chatting excitedly as they stood outside of the school entrance. Nyx wasn't hugging him anymore, but she was still by his side. “I’m honestly having enough guilt issues without other people interfering.”

      “Then why are you doing it?”

      “Because Nyx and Gabrielle have no problem with it.” Alex shrugged. “Even Jasmine is accepting of it. If they're happy with this arrangement, then I feel like the problem lies with me instead of them.” He frowned as he looked at his hand, clenching and unclenching it several times. “I want to meet their expectations. I’m going to do my best to make them happy, so I need to accept what it means to become part of the whole galaxy and not just this solar system. How am I supposed to do right by them if I let something like this get to me?”

      “You make a good point.” Selene also looked at the others. Her eyes seemed sad. “I guess this is just one of those things that makes you different from other people. You’ve always been accepting of other people’s differences.”

      “You think so?”

      Selene nodded. “Remember when my sister started sleeping with a new boyfriend each week? Me and my parents were upset with her, but you said that it was her choice and no one had the right to make decisions for her.”

      “I don’t remember that,” Alex admitted.

      “Well, I do,” Selene countered. “That was the day Melanie decided you were a cool person. She took quite a shine to you after that.”

      There was an odd smile on Selene's face, one that made Alex feel like there was some hidden meaning behind her words, but he didn't dwell on it for too long. Some things were better left unsaid.

      “That so? Huh… I had no idea she took a liking to me.”

      “That’s because you’re too young for her. If you were older, she’d have been all over you.”

      Alex had no idea about any of that, but he hadn’t spoken with Melanie all that much since moving out of the Metronome's house. He didn't think they had been particularly close, though he did remember that she had started giving him those one-armed hugs from behind, the ones where she wrapped her arm around his neck. It had been a very “older sister” thing to do.

      “Anyway, we’ll take care of Gabrielle while you’re away,” Selene said.

      “I appreciate that.” Alex grinned at his friend. “Make sure she doesn’t get into any trouble.”

      “Sure, sure.” Selene waved him off. “And you make sure not to blow anything up. I’m sure you don’t want to cause any more property damage.”

      Alex winced. “That’s a rude thing to say. I’ll have you know that I haven’t done anything destructive for a while now.”

      “Doesn’t mean it can’t happen.”

      Alex had nothing to say to that, so he ended up saying nothing. This, to him, merely proved one of the many indisputable facts of life. No matter what he said or did, he would never be able to win an argument against the women in his life. Ever.

      Alex found that he didn't really mind.
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      It turned out that Mrs. Tepes did not wish to speak with him about anything in particular. She had only wanted to warn him about the consequences that would follow if he caused any damage to Mars Beach Resort. The place they were staying at was quite expensive, easily more costly than even the ritziest hotels in Mars City, which just went to show Alex how much money Atreyu Academy had.

      Well, he supposed that an academy funded by nobles would have a lot of money.

      Alex was bothered that Mrs. Tepes thought he needed to be warned, as though she was expecting him to cause property damage. He also understood why she had warned him. Before, back when he was a cadet training at the Mars Police Academy, Alex had been well-known for destroying a lot of public and private property. He had wracked upwards of several million credits worth of debt.

      Once his meeting with Mrs. Tepes concluded, Alex was directed toward the school garage.

      The school garage was a massive open space that housed several shuttles. Each shuttle was three times longer than they were tall, painted in the school colors. Several of the classes were already present. Alex weaved through the students in his quest to find Alice and Jasmine’s class since they were the ones that he was chaperoning.

      “Oh ho ho ho ho ho!”

      Fortunately, finding them was a lot easier than he’d expected. All he had to do was follow the sounds of rich girl laughter.

      Jasmine was easily noticeable amongst the crowd, if not for the way her blonde, drill-like curls bounced as she moved, then for her laugh. He didn’t know what she was laughing about, but he’d long grown used to it. She’d been doing that since before they had become friends.

      Alice, Ariel, Michelle, and two other girls were standing next to them. Alex didn’t know the other girls. He only knew they were friends of Alice and Jasmine. One of them was a smiling girl with red hair and pink eyes, while the other was a dark-skinned girl with smoldering eyes and a viper’s smile. That one made him wary. She reminded him too much of Ryoko.

      “Hey, girls,” Alex greeted as he walked up to them.

      “Alexander!” Jasmine was the one to greet him first, walking up and taking his arm, then pulling him over to the gaggle of girls. Even while hugging his arm, Jasmine somehow managed to still thrust out her chest as she spoke in her haughty tone. “I’m so glad you’re here. Allow me to introduce you to my two friends. The one with the red hair is Reenie, and the one with dark skin is Neela.”

      “Hello. It’s a pleasure to meet you both,” Alex greeted as he glanced at Alice, who shrugged as if to say, “Don’t look at me.” He switched his gaze to Ariel and Michelle.

      “Don’t ask me for help,” Ariel said with a scowl. Michelle just smiled.

      “So this is Alex,” Neela said, grinning. Alex shivered. Yes, this girl was definitely the second coming of Ryoko. “Not bad. I remember seeing you a few years ago, but I don’t think I got a good look at you back then. You’ve become really hot.”

      Alex wasn’t sure how he should take the girl’s compliment; should he smile, blush, or do something else? This was the first time anyone had just outright told him that he was hot.

      “Is it true that you’re marrying Jasmine?” asked Reenie.

      “Um…”

      “It is true,” Jasmine proclaimed with a laugh. “Alexander is going to marry me. Did I not tell you two? I am the Queen of Marriage! Oh ho ho ho ho ho!”

      It wasn’t technically a lie since Alex had, indeed, agreed to marry her, but it also wasn’t wholly true. Alex was going to marry Jasmine if she still wanted to marry him once she reached marrying age. However, he was also marrying Gabrielle and Nyx, and while he didn’t know if Kazekiri would be interested, he wouldn’t tell her no if she wanted to marry him as well.

      In short, Jasmine wasn’t the only person he was going to marry.

      He didn’t say any of this. Alex didn’t know if saying something would ruin her reputation. More than anything, Alex wanted Jasmine and the others to be happy, so he would not say anything that might upset them.

      “I do not wish to interfere in your personal affairs, but if you are really going through with this, should you not treat Jasmine as you would a fiancée? I think she would appreciate that.”

      You’re probably right...

      “If you want to treat her like your wife, then you should push her against that shuttle and fuck her brains—OOOWWWCCH!”

      Alex ignored the sound of someone being pile-drived in his mind. Sachiel had a good point. He and Jasmine were getting married, regardless of how odd their relationship was, so he should act like it.

      “It’s true.” Alex earned a surprised squeak from Jasmine as he wrapped an arm around her waist and pulled her closer. “She and I are going to get married once she turns of age.”

      “Wow!” Both Neela and Reenie said at the same time, their eyes sparkling. It wasn’t long before they began barraging Alex with questions.

      “When did you decide she was the one?”

      “How far have you two gone?”

      “How did you propose to her?”

      “Have you at least gone to second base?”

      “Is it true that you saved her from a noble who wanted to marry her because you couldn’t stand the thought of her marrying someone else?”

      “Have you two had shower sex yet?”

      Alex looked at Alice, Ariel, and Michelle for help, but their response was to look the other way. He wanted to scream at them. How could they not help him in his time of need? Fortunately, Jasmine was, if not willing to field their questions, at least stop them from asking anything else.

      “What happens between Alexander and I is private, you understand? As the Queen of Intimacy, I understand that our relationship is a sacred thing that’s only meant to be cherished by the two of us. Please stop asking your inappropriate questions.”

      “You’re so mature!” the two girls squealed.

      “Oh ho ho ho ho!”

      Everyone was soon directed onto their shuttles. Alex found that he wasn’t the only person chaperoning this class. There were two others with him—parents, a mother and a father. He didn’t know who either of them was, and they didn’t seem to think someone as young as him should be allowed to chaperone a class. Since he was only two years older than these students, he understood their concerns, but as the teacher stated, Alex had graduated from Primary and was considered an adult by Mars’ standards.

      The shuttle took them to the Mars Spaceport, where they disembarked, went through shuttle port security, and boarded another shuttle. Unlike the previous one, which was built for atmospheric flight, this one was meant for space travel. It would technically never leave Mars’ atmosphere. However, the atmosphere of Mars could scarcely be called such.

      There were eight shuttles. Ariel had told Alex that one hundred and sixty-five freshmen were going on this trip. It made sense that they would need so many shuttles.

      Known simply as passenger shuttles, each one was designed to carry twenty-four people. Seats were designed for two people to sit down, and an isle ran between the seats. The chairs themselves were quite comfortable. Not only were they soft, but the backs were designed to lean back in case people wanted to sleep during long flights. The isle was also large enough to fit three regular-sized people standing shoulder to shoulder.

      “Hmm… this shuttle really is nothing like the ones I used to own,” Jasmine muttered as she and Alex sat together. Ariel and Michelle were sitting behind him, while Alice was immediately in front of them. She was sitting with some guy who kept trying to flirt with her. Naturally, she was ignoring him, the poor guy. Reenie and Neela were on the opposite aisle across from him and Jasmine.

      “Do you miss it?” asked Alex. “Being able to have your own shuttles and pretty much do whatever you want?”

      “Oh ho.” Jasmine smiled at him, not her usual haughty, rich girl smile. This one was softer, more genuine. “I do not miss any of it. You should know, Alexander, that before you came into my life, I was quite unfulfilled. I had nothing in my life beyond doing what my parents demanded of me, and since they rarely demanded anything, I was free to do whatever I wanted.”

      The armrest between their seats had been pulled up. Despite it being against the rules, Jasmine unbuckled her strap and scooted over to him, leaning against his arm. Her hand sought out his. Their fingers were soon laced together. Having already held hands with Jasmine before, Alex was not surprised by how soft they were.

      “It wasn’t until I met you that I became determined to do something productive with my life,” Jasmine continued as she rested her head on his shoulder. “I found myself wanting to become the kind of person who could be proud of herself, but I also wanted to be someone who you can be proud of.”

      “I am very proud of you,” Alex said.

      “Oh ho ho! Thank you!” Jasmine regained some of her haughty bluster but it quickly dissipated as she became comfortable once again. “In either event, I never once cared for the many luxuries I had when I was a de Truante. It matters not to me whether I have them. The only thing I care about is… erm… it’s, well…”

      Jasmine must have been talking without realizing what she was saying. It was only now, as she was beginning to talk about her feelings, that her embarrassment set in. He didn’t even have to look to see her blush. He could feel it. The area around his arm was growing warm as if her cheeks had become hot. Since he was wearing an Angelisian crisis suit, which protected him from heat, that said a lot about her state of being.

      “I understand,” he said. “You don’t have to say anymore.”

      “Oh ho ho ho. You are a very understanding man, Alexander. That is why you are my one and only.”

      Alex didn't know what he should say to that. He could feel his cheeks growing warm and his heart beginning to race. Perhaps it was this sense, this warmth, that made him place his free hand on her thigh. It wasn't anywhere inappropriate. He didn't want to be presumptuous. He just placed it on top of her thigh. Jasmine didn't complain, so he assumed this was okay.

      “Hey, Alexander?”

      “What is it?”

      Jasmine hesitated and then shook her head. “No… it’s nothing.”

      Alex wasn’t ignorant. He had known about her feelings for a long time. He'd always ignored them before because he hadn't felt worthy of her affection, but he wouldn't do that anymore. In either event, it was very easy to figure out what Jasmine was thinking about. He could connect the dots enough to know what she wanted to ask him.

      “You know… we have some free time tomorrow,” he began. “And since it’s free time, we don’t have to stay in a group. Would you like to go on a date with me that day?”

      Jasmine’s head jerked off his shoulder as she leaned back and stared at him. “T-truly?”

      “Yeah.” Alex smiled. “It’ll be our first date.”

      “Oh ho ho ho ho!” Jasmine covered her face with her hands. He assumed she was trying to hide her blush. “Very well, Alexander. I, the Queen of Dating, shall allow you the honor of taking me out. Oh ho ho ho ho!”

      “Someone gag me,” Alice said, her face suddenly popping up from above her seat. She stared at them with a deadpan gaze, but a large vein throbbed on her forehead and her cheeks were pink. “Could you two please stop acting like such a sickeningly sweet couple? It’s troublesome.”

      “Oh ho! Sorry, Alice.” Jasmine apologized as she hugged Alex’s arm. “But you know that I cannot agree to that. I am the Queen of Couples, after all.  Oh ho ho ho ho!”

      Alex sent her the most apologetic smile that he could muster. Between Gabrielle, Jasmine, and Nyx, Jasmine spent the least amount of time with him. The only time they spent alone together was when they were cooking, and that wasn't always the case. Jasmine always let Gabrielle join them when the alien princess asked. Alex felt it was only right that she get this time with him now.

      Alice sighed, mumbled something under her breath, and sat back down. She likely wasn’t pleased that she’d have to listen to them. Alex promised himself that he would make it up to her later.

      I'll prepare curry and buy her a strawberry cheesecake parfait once we’re back home.

      “If you wanna make it up to her, you should fuck her raw—OWW! STOP HITTING ME!!”

      “I will stop hitting you when you stop being so crass.”

      “FUCK YOU, YOU FUCKING ANGELISIAN CUNT!”

      “Such vulgar language...”

      “Is something wrong, Alexander?” asked Jasmine when Alex winced.

      Shaking his head, Alex dispelled the voices waging war in his mind and smiled at her. “No, nothing is wrong.”

      Jasmine frowned as if she could see right through him, but she thankfully didn't call him out on his lie. She knew him well. Knowing him as she did, she probably realized that he was dealing with something he wasn't willing to share with others.

      “Excuse me, Alex?” Michelle’s head suddenly appeared over his and Jasmine's seats. Ariel’s head followed suit, though she looked slightly more reluctant.

      “What’s up, you two?” he asked.

      “We’re wondering if you knew what sort of things we can expect from this beach resort,” Michelle said. “While Ariel and I know what a beach is, we have never been to one, so we’re not sure what to expect.”

      “I’m afraid I’ve never been to the beach either, so I couldn’t tell you.” A light bulb went off in his head. “But Jasmine has been to Mars Beach Resort several times. I’m sure she could tell you everything there is to know about it.”

      “Oh ho ho ho ho!” Jasmine shifted in her seat until she was looking at the two sisters. “If you have any questions, be sure to ask me, the Queen of Beaches, and I shall tell you whatever you wish to know.”

      As the two girls engaged Jasmine in a conversation about what to expect from the beach dome on Mars, Alex looked past Jasmine and out the window. They had already left the spaceport and were flying through Mars’ atmosphere. The brown and cracked ground was a dichotomy compared to the black, starry canvas of space.

      Just four more hours until they reached Mars Beach Resort. Alex had never been there before. He wondered if what they said about the dome was true. Rumor had it that the dome had been created as a nearly identical replica to some of the most beautiful beaches on Earth.

      He was looking forward to finding out.
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      Mars Beach Resort was a dome located on the opposite side of the planet. It was a resort spot that numerous people loved traveling to when they wanted to experience what it felt like to vacation at the beach. From a pamphlet that Alex had read, the beach was artificially recreated to look exactly like the beaches of Hawaii on Earth. It used water from the polar ice caps, which was recycled using a complex system meant to simulate natural weather patterns. This meant that, unlike in Mars City, which only rained twice a year, it could rain here on any given day at random.

      From a bird’s eye view, Mars Beach Resort looked like pictures he’d seen of 5-star resorts on the sandy white shores of places like Maui, Okinawa, and other tourist hot spots. The dome was built like an island. It couldn’t have been more than maybe forty to fifty kilometers across, was surrounded by crystal clear water, and had buildings built in a less modern architectural style. They weren’t skyscrapers or anything of the sort. The buildings were a combination of different shapes, and some were connected via walkways. All of it was surrounded by lush greenery, broken up by black roads interspersed throughout the artificial island like a network.

      After exiting from the shuttles, everyone was divided into their groups. Alex was in charge of ten students: Alice, Ariel, Jasmine, Michelle, Reenie, Neela, Kyle, Steven, Morisato, and Isotep. He didn’t know if him being placed in charge of all the people living with him was coincidence or not.

      His credits were on not.

      “All right, everyone!” Alex called out to them. “Follow me, and be sure not to get separated!”

      They were traveling to the hotel that they would be staying at. Since it was so close, they were walking. There weren’t any shuttle services anyway, so it wasn’t like they had a choice.

      The groups meandered through several paths surrounded by lush greenery. Grass covered either side of the path, which had palm trees interspersed across it. An artificial breeze caused the grass and trees to sway.

      “Che, who the hell does this guy think he is?” asked Isotep.

      “I was thinking the same thing.” Morisato laughed. “This guy can’t be much older than us, yet look how hard he’s trying to act all boss. I bet he’s a total pushover.”

      Alex heard everything they were saying, of course, which was why he decided to put his foot down now. Without further ado, he threw an eraser at the two before they could open their mouths again. Their heads snapped back as they cried out in pain. There was a small red mark where the erasers had struck.

      “A pushover, you say?” Alex asked when the two looked at him with wide eyes. “The next time you two say that, I’m going to throw something a lot harder than an eraser at you. Is that clear?” The two nodded. “Good. Now come on. Let’s move with the crowd.”

      He herded the students in his group along, making sure they stuck together and didn’t get separated. Since there were one hundred and sixty-five students, plus however many teachers and chaperones were present, it was difficult to navigate through the crowd.

      As they walked, the kids talked.

      “That was pretty cool, wasn’t it?” said Morisato.

      “I didn’t know erasers could be used as weapons! So cool,” Kyle agreed.

      “Seriously, Jasmine, your fiancé is hot,” Reenie said, wearing a wide grin

      “It was amazing to see him put the boys in their place like that, wasn’t it?” Michelle twirled a strand of hair as she gave Alex an appreciative glance.

      “Don't stare at him like that, you pervert.” Ariel scowled.

      “I'll stare at him however I like.”

      The scowl on Ariel's face grew.

      “I’ll say,” Neela said, lips curving. “I’d love to make him mine.”

      “Oh ho ho ho ho! I’m afraid that none of you would be able to handle Alexander! He is the King of Romance!”

      Alex wasn’t sure how he felt about being called the “King of Romance,” but he also wasn’t sure how he felt about becoming Emperor of the Galaxy either. King of Romance sounded a lot less stressful.

      “You’re all so troublesome. Could you not talk about my brother like that while I’m right here?”

      “Oh ho ho ho! Sorry, Alice!”

      “You’re not sorry at all.”

      While Alex was doing his best to ignore the conversation between the girls, Michelle came up alongside him. She leaned over, hands clasped behind her back as she presented him with a smile. Alex wondered if the wing tip brushing against him was something that she did on purpose.

      “It seems you’re quite popular,” she said.

      He sighed. “If you’re going to tease me, I’m gonna punish you.”

      “Is that so?” Michelle tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. “What kind of punishment are you talking about?”

      “Now that would be telling.”

      Michelle laughed, the sound reminiscent of tinkling wind chimes. Alex remembered his conversation with King Lucifer. According to him, Michelle—and Ariel too—was broken, but Alex couldn’t see it. She seemed like such a mild and kind, if slightly mischievous, young woman. What about her was broken?

      “Speaking of being popular, did you know that my sister—mmmph!”

      Alex blinked when Ariel suddenly jumped on Michelle’s back, covering the other girl’s mouth with her hands. She even went so far as to wrap her legs around her sister’s waist. Michelle stumbled as she tried to buck her sister off, but Ariel was like a leech that refused to be removed.

      “Don’t you dare say anything more, you perverted sister!” Ariel shouted.

      “Mmmphhh!”

      Without knowing what was going on between those two, or what Michelle had been going to say, Alex felt his best option was ignoring them. Denial was sometimes the only solution to one’s problems.

      The hotel they were staying at was not a single building but a multi-building complex. Interspersed through a verdant garden of colorful blossoms were beautifully designed structures that Alex had seen on the holonet. They were Greek buildings. He believed the architectural style was called “Mediterranean.” Each building was square, had two floors, several hotel rooms, and an open-air garden located in their exact center. Decorating the outside were columns with leaf motifs.

      After checking in at the lobby, the teachers and chaperones were handed the keys to each of their group’s lodgings and told that dinner would be in two hours. This was done to give students enough time to unpack, maybe familiarize themselves with the hotel, but not much else. Since they had spent four hours in a shuttle and a lot of people were tired, it had been decided that they’d be given a chance to stretch their legs, eat, and then get an early night.

      Jet lag was a problem even in space.

      Boys and girls separated from each other, with the teacher/chaperone's room in the center. This had been done because there was a chance of the boys trying to sneak into the girls' rooms and visa versa. If the person in charge of that group was in the middle, the chances of the boys or girls sneaking into each other’s rooms was lessened. Alex couldn’t say he disagreed with the idea.

      The rooms themselves were very simple. At least, his was. It only consisted of a single room with one bed, a dresser with a holovid hovering over it, and a door that led out to a balcony overlooking the garden in the building’s center.

      Alex wandered into the room, noticing almost absently that his suitcase was already there. It wasn’t unpacked, though. It looked like the people charged with delivering the luggage to the rooms hadn’t bothered unpacking. He did that quickly before heading outside to wait for the students he was watching to finish unpacking their stuff.

      Ariel was the one who came out first. After closing the door, she turned around, leaned against it, and sighed. She looked rather exhausted.

      “That’s quite the deep sigh,” he said.

      “Eeek!”

      Ariel spun around and stared at him, one hand clutching her chest as she gasped for breath.

      “Sorry,” Alex apologized. “I didn’t mean to scare you.”

      “Who said I was scared?” Ariel scowled. “I’m not scared. You just startled me.”

      Alex shrugged. “I’m sorry either way.”

      “I-it’s okay.” Ariel turned her head. It was only for a moment before she, after a second of hesitating, walked over to him and leaned against the same wall that he was. “D-do you mind if I wait here with you? It’s a bit too noisy in there for my taste.”

      As if emphasizing her point, Jasmine’s unique laugh rang out from the other side of the door. Alex felt a small trickle of sweat run down the left side of his face.

      “Sure. Feel free to stick with me.”

      Ariel looked at her sandals, which she tapped absently against the floor. “Thank you.”

      As the silence stretched out between them, Alex looked at the sprawling complex, with its many gazebos and gardens and meandering trails. It really did seem like something transplanted directly from Earth. It reminded him of Mars Homespring Resort, except the architecture here was based on Greek buildings and the ones there had a Japanese touch.

      “So, um… your memories,” Ariel began. Alex looked back at her. She was still looking at the ground, but now she was twiddling her fingers. “Are you… um, what I mean is, do you want me to unlock the seals on your memories now? I mean, we don’t have to do it right now. We can do it when we get home. I just… thought I would offer.”

      His sealed memories were something that Alex had been ignoring for some time now. Thanks to Ariel unlocking the first seal, Alex could recall what his father and Alice’s mother looked like, but he couldn’t remember much of anything else. What few memories he did retain were not pleasant.

      The truth was that Alex feared those memories. Sometimes when he closed his eyes, he would be assaulted by images that could only be from the past. He would see his father lying on the floor, covered in blood, crimson pooling around him like an expanding puddle. He would see sightless eyes glazed over in death.

      Sometimes a red haze would come over him during these visions; rage and hatred would overpower him. More than the images, those feelings frightened him. Were they his own? How could that be? Alex did not consider himself a particularly vengeful person. Even in extreme cases, he rarely hated others, and even when he did, it wasn’t like he wanted to kill anyone. Those visions, however, came with a feeling of intense bloodlust. Alex felt the desire to kill.

      That frightened him.

      “Maybe… a little later,” Alex said, smiling weakly.

      Ariel frowned. “Are you afraid?”

      “A little.”

      “Huh, you never struck me as the type who was afraid of anything,” Ariel said. “You always seem so strong and decisive to me—n-not that I was paying attention to you or anything! It’s just something I noticed!”

      Alex chuckled, though it didn’t have much humor in it. “I’m afraid of a lot of things. My past, not living up to my potential, not living up to my father’s expectations… whenever someone I love is injured or in danger, I always feel this intense terror deep within me.” He raised a hand and brought it to his chest. “When you, Michelle, and Gabrielle had been kidnapped by MacArt, I was so afraid that the only reason I could act at all was because I knew you’d be doomed if I didn’t.”

      “You… were you worried about me?”

      “I was very worried for you three. I thought my heart would stop.”

      “N-no… I don’t mean all of us.” Ariel turned around, presenting her back to him. All he could see was her shaking shoulders. “I mean me personally. W-were you worried about me?”

      “Of course I was.” Alex reached out and ruffled the girl’s hair. She didn’t respond other than to hunch her shoulders further. “You’re an important part of my family now. Why wouldn’t I worry about you?”

      “I’m… family?”

      Alex paused as something in the girl’s voice warned him that he was stepping on a landmine, but he pressed on anyway.

      “Erm… yes?”

      “I see. Family. Just family.” Ariel pushed his hand off her head, walked away, and stopped at the door to her room. She glanced at the handle, then at him, and then at the handle. Looking back at him, she walked once again, and he watched on curiously, but then pain suddenly exploded in his shin as she kicked him. It was so unexpected that he didn’t even have time to even defend himself.

      As Alex hopped around on one foot, Ariel walked back toward the door, glared at him, and muttered, “Idiot,” before walking back inside her room.

      Hissing, Alex set his foot back down, shivering as lances of lightning agony flared up his leg and body.

      “What was all that about?” he asked of no one in particular. As expected, no answers were forthcoming. How typical.
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      Nothing happened on the day they arrived. Alex’s group went to the main building, a large structure in the center that was shaped like a Colosseum, and had dinner with all of the other students. While they were eating, the vice-principal, who was in charge of the field trip, delivered several rules that they were to abide by while on this trip.

      Students could not go anywhere without a teacher or chaperone, which meant all of the students had to stick together. No one could go off on their own. Other than that, they were free to move anywhere within the resort. However, they had to check in once every hour using their IDbands. Furthermore, dinner was served at 1800 hours. Regardless of where they were at any given time, they had to meet up at the dining hall in the main room at that time.

      Outside of the traditional rules, the vice-principal, who was an older gentleman with a strangely leering gaze, told them that several events would be held for the ninth grade classes. These events would happen after dinner each night. He didn’t say anything else, only stating that they should look forward to the events.

      Participation was required.

      After dinner was over, everyone was allowed to explore the grounds as they pleased, or remain in their rooms. They were not allowed to go to the beach that day. However, there were plenty of other things to do.

      Mars Beach Resort was divided into two zones: the resort and the city. Of course, to call this place a city was a gross overstatement. There were only one or two hundred buildings, many of which lacked the amenities and architectural style of modern-day structures, and they were spaced incredibly far apart. What’s more, there were no warp pads. People had to walk everywhere or rent hoverboards.

      It was terribly inconvenient.

      “This is so nice,” Alice sighed. “It’s like having my own personal shuttle.”

      “So I’m a speeder now, am I?” Alex asked.

      “Yes.”

      His group was exploring the resort grounds, wandering along the many yellow brick pathways. As the boys ran up ahead, the girls hung back with Alex, who could’ve sworn he saw Jasmine giving Alice envious glances. He didn’t think she wanted to be carried piggyback like his sister, but perhaps she would have appreciated being carried like a bride.

      Well, he already had one girl using him as transportation. He didn’t want to add another.

      Alex turned to Ariel and Michelle. They were walking alongside him. Ariel was closer, and she’d occasionally glance in his direction, but she turned away whenever she noticed that he had seen her. Michelle simply wore the same amused smile as always.

      “What do you two think so far?” he asked.

      Since Ariel and Michelle, like their older sister, had never been allowed out of the palace until their timely escape, Alex wanted to know their opinions. If he knew what they thought, he could plan the best ways for them to experience more of the amazing sites and activities that this resort had to offer.

      “I like the plant life here,” Michelle said as she gestured to the cornucopia of flowers, all very colorful, like an array of rainbows stretching endlessly along the ground. “However, all of the plant life I’ve seen on Mars is very tame.”

      “I’m not sure what you mean by tame.” Alex would have shrugged if he wasn't carrying Alice piggyback. “All the flora grown in these domes has been genetically modified to help clean the atmosphere. They consume any gas emissions and other harmful chemicals and then release oxygen. It’s a form of air recycling.”

      “So all of the plant life here has a purpose.” Michelle knelt next to a batch of colorful flowers, cupped one of the larger blossoms in her hand, and leaned over to smell it. “So strange. All of the flora on Angelisia is like that too. It all has a purpose. Each plant and animal on Angelisia is part of a greater whole, a community in which, if one plant or animal were to go extinct, the rest would soon follow. It’s a very delicate ecosystem. That’s why we Angelisians live in harmony with our world instead of apart from it.”

      “Our ecosystem is a lot more violent than your planet, though,” Ariel added. “A lot of the animals are powerful and vicious. They sometimes attack our settlements. We also have monstrous sentient plants and other dangers. Angelisia is a world where only the strongest survive.”

      “We don’t have anything like this.” Michelle smiled as she stroked the flower’s vibrant pink petals. Maybe it was just his imagination, but it almost seemed like the plant was enjoying her ministrations. “All of the plant life on Angelisia is deadly. Even the plants that have edible fruits can kill you if you aren’t careful.”

      “Have you ever heard of this Angelisia?” Neela asked Reenie.

      “No. Is it a newly discovered planet?”

      “Sounds rough,” Alex said as he ignored the two ignorant girls. They didn’t know anything about Ariel or Michelle’s origins, so it was probably best not to say anything.

      Michelle stood up, shrugged, and smiled. “Well, it’s not like I’ve ever had to deal with that. I never got to leave the palace, but even if I was allowed to leave, I wouldn’t have a problem with the plants.”

      “I suppose not.”

      Michelle could speak to plants, which allowed her to exert some degree of influence over them. The ability was simply called Plantlife Manipulation. It was an ability that she had inherited from the mixed genes of her mother and father. King Lucifer was an Angelisian, but her mother was a different race. Alex didn’t know which since he had never asked. He only knew that Michelle and Ariel were both half-Angelisian, like him.

      They spent a few more hours outside, but it soon began to grow dark.

      Unlike Mars City, which had a dome made of durasteel, the dome that Mars Beach Resort used was a glasteel viewport that used projection technology. Mars City didn’t have a skyline. The dome was just a slab of gray durasteel. Mars Beach Resort’s dome projected the image of a clear blue sky, which changed color and grew dimmer according to the time. Right now it was painted in hues of pink and orange.

      That night, as Alex lay on his bed, he thought about Gabrielle, Kazekiri, and Nyx. He hoped they were doing okay without him. He’d left plenty of food for them in the fridge, and he’d given them some basic instructions for what they needed to do while he was gone, but still, he was worried.

      Well, Kazekiri is with them now, so I’m sure they’ll be fine.

      Kazekiri was very responsible. Out of all the people he knew, she was the one he felt he could trust to keep the house in order. She always followed the rules, never acted out, had no issue lecturing people on proper behavior, and was going to become a police officer. On the other hand, Gabrielle was a princess who walked around the house naked and Nyx was an assassin. They were not exactly what he would have called responsible individuals.

      As he thought about the people he was currently away from, loud giggling and squeals erupted from the girls’ room. He could tell they weren’t shocked or panicked, so he didn’t do anything, but he did wonder…

      What are they doing over there?
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      Jasmine, her blonde hair no longer in twin drills, sat on one of five beds, legs hanging over the side, feet gently kicking out as she used her arms to support herself while she leaned back. Several stray strands of hair fell in her face, but they didn't bother her. She blew them away with a soft puff.

      The bedroom had an interesting design. There were two beds against one wall and three against the opposite wall. Each bed was small. Jasmine believed it was called a twin bed. She had no idea where the name came from, but as the Queen of Beds, she approved. A bed like this was the perfect size for two people. They would be forced to cuddle close so neither one would fall off.

      She could already imagine herself and Alexander sharing a bed like this in their future.

      “You were thinking about Alex again, weren’t you?” Neela accused with a dark, seductive smile.

      Jasmine didn’t want to admit that she was, indeed, thinking about Alexander, just like she refused to let everyone there know how embarrassed she was at being caught red-handed. She wasn’t a noble anymore. However, nobility had nothing to do with whether or not someone came from a noble family. It was a state of mind.

      “Noblesse oblige” was what some people called it.

      “It is true that I was thinking about Alexander! As the Queen of Romance, it is only natural that I would think about my future husband before going to bed!”

      “That’s so mature!” Neela and Reenie said at the same time, eyes shining like stars. They were sitting on the same bed, the one across from Jasmine’s. Both of them were dressed in simple pajamas, red for Neela and green for Reenie.

      “Oh ho ho ho ho!”

      It was not strictly true that Alexander was her “husband” in the sense that these two were probably thinking. Gabrielle had spoken with her at length about the concept of marriage in the greater galactic community. Strong men and women of great status often had multiple husbands or wives.

      It made sense to her. She had always found it strange that her father and stepmother kept cheating on each other. They always slept with other people, rarely slept with each other, and ignored the other person except when they needed to attend functions for the sake of appearances.

      That was how she had been born. Her father had an illicit affair with Jasmine's mother, a commoner who'd owned the café that Jasmine now managed. Had they just decided to marry multiple people, she wouldn’t have been an illegitimate daughter. Perhaps then…

      No. Jasmine shook her head. Even if I hadn’t been an illegitimate child, I’m sure my parents would have treated me the same way regardless.

      There was no point in dwelling on “what ifs.” Besides, if things hadn't turned out as they had, she might have never met Alexander, and then she would have never become engaged to such a wonderful man. She could not find it in herself to regret her past.

      “So, tell me,” Neela began, “how far have you and Alex gone? Have you kissed, or have you two gone... all the way?”

      Reenie and Neela shared a giggle, while Alice rolled her eyes from where she lay on her bed.

      “Is this really an appropriate discussion to have?” asked Ariel, sitting cross-legged on her bed and frowning at the pair.

      “You’ll have to excuse my sister.” Michelle twirled her hair between her fingers and smiled. Like Jasmine, she was sitting on the edge of her bed, legs gently swinging back and forth. “My sister is a little immature when it comes to matters of sex.”

      “I’m not immature!” Ariel peeled her lips back to reveal gritted teeth. “I just think that s-sex is something intimate between you and the person you love! It’s a private affair and people who aren’t involved should butt out of it!”

      “You sound like one of those hopeless romantics,” Neela said in a pitying tone. She flopped onto her back, head leaning off the bed so she could look at Ariel from her new position upside down. There was a large grin plastered on her face. “That’s not a bad thing, but it does make you seem a little naive.”

      “Oh, yeah? Why is that?” Ariel crossed her arms and scowled at them.

      “Because nobody thinks that way anymore,” Neela said as though it was obvious. “That’s the sort of opinion that only virgins have.”

      “As if you aren’t also a v-v-virgin,” Ariel finished with a stutter.

      “What if I told you I wasn’t?” asked Neela.

      Jasmine frowned. “This is the first time I’ve heard of this. Who did you sleep with?”

      “I’m just kidding.” Neela laughed. “I’m still a virgin.”

      While Ariel’s scowl deepened as she started yelling at the dark-skinned girl, Jasmine breathed a sigh of relief. Neela had a lot of dating experience. She’d had numerous boyfriends since the beginning of this year. They were never anything serious, however, and Neela would often break up with them anywhere between a week to a month later, depending on how much she liked them and how often they bought her presents. It wouldn’t have surprised Jasmine if Neela already had sex, but she was glad to know that wasn’t the case.

      Jasmine’s thoughts were more in line with Ariel’s. She thought intimacy was something that should be kept between the two who were intimate. It was not something to be flaunted or bragged about. Doing so cheapened the relationship.

      While everyone else was talking, Jasmine noticed out of the corner of her eye that Alice was not engaged with them. She was on the bed farthest from everyone else. She was lying down, on her side, not even facing them.

      Jasmine frowned. Really, this girl…

      “Alice, are you not going to speak with us?” Jasmine asked. She received no response. “Alice?” Still no response.

      With her frown growing ever deeper, Jasmine climbed off her bed, crawled onto Alice’s bed, and placed a hand on her friend’s shoulder. She shook once. No response. She shook again.

      “Alice, are you listening to—” Jasmine stopped talking when Alice rolled onto her back. The girl’s eyes were shut, and her breathing was deep and even, chest rising and falling in time with each breath.

      She was asleep.

      Sighing, Jasmine crawled off the bed. “Honestly, you didn’t even get underneath the covers.”

      As she listened to the conversation between Ariel, Michelle, Neela, and Reenie—which appeared to have devolved into an argument about promiscuity (Ariel was arguing that sex shouldn’t be between more than one person at a time, while Michelle favored orgies), Jasmine pulled the covers out from underneath Alice and placed them over the still-sleeping girl. She didn't worry about the brunette waking up. Her best friend was a heavy sleeper. Nothing short of yelling in her ear would wake this girl up.

      Once she finished tucking in her friend, Jasmine went back and rejoined the group’s discussion, which had now entered the realm of holodramas.

      She was glad for the change of subject. Talking so brazenly about sex was not something that she was comfortable with—not that she would ever tell her friends that.
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      While the reversion from hyperspace to real space happened in an instant, it took the stars several seconds to return to their normal pinpricks. The streaks of light that were stars slowed, distorted, then reshaped themselves into small globes spattered across the cosmic darkness of space. Yahweh watched it all from his place at the front of the Samaria.

      The Samaria was his personal command vessel. He normally never took it away from his fleet, but the rules that King Lucifer had set for him was that he had to take Ariel and Michelle back himself, as in, a one-on-one competition between him and Alex. He couldn’t even use this vessel for anything but travel, so there was no point in bringing a fleet.

      It was vexing, but he’d make do.

      “My Lord, we have arrived within communication proximity of Mars,” one of his aids called quietly.

      “I can see that. Thank you.” Yahweh did not turn his attention away from the viewport. “Get in communication with Azazel and let him know that I’d like to meet with him.”

      According to his information, Azazel’s vessel, the Dauntless, was floating in orbit around Mars, which was shown in his viewport. It was an ugly planet. Brown and full of pockmarks, it didn’t look like it could sustain life. The humans who made it their home lived in domes that confined them like insects trapped underground.

      It’s actually… quite marvelous. A broken planet. I may have to take this planet for myself once I reclaim Ariel and Michelle from that cretin.

      “Yes, My Lord!”

      “We’re connecting now… waiting for a reply… it’s connected!”

      The viewport that allowed him to see a large expanse of space changed. Instead of revealing the stars, it showed a man with dirty, snow-colored hair and a handsome face. Purple eyes stared at him dispassionately. This man was Azazel, a prominent commander in the Angelisian Army, King Lucifer’s right hand, and the current bodyguard of Princess Gabrielle. Of course, Yahweh had no interest in that princess. He only accepted people who were broken.

      “King Yahweh, it has been some time,” Azazel said, bowing his head.

      Yahweh twitched at the lack of respect in Azazel’s voice and demeanor, but he couldn’t do anything about it. This man was under the command of someone with more power than him.

      “General Azazel,” Yahweh began in a commanding voice, “I have come here to reclaim Ariel and Michelle from the philanderer who stole them from me.”

      A frown appeared on Azazel’s face. “King Yahweh, it is my understanding that Ariel and Michelle were not stolen. They chose this for themselves. What’s more, Alexander has decided to protect them from being forced to do something they do not want. That is why King Lucifer gave them this chance at remaining free to choose their own path.”

      Yahweh almost scowled. His face twitched. How this man could think that Ariel and Michelle would not want to be with him was unfathomable. They were broken. Broken women flocked to him, to feel loved and wanted, to feel desired. The idea that such a woman, much less two, would not want to be married to him was simply ludicrous.

      “Regardless, King Lucifer promised them to me before this man decided to keep them from me,” Yahweh continued, undaunted. “I have come to take them back.”

      Nodding, Azazel said, “If you can take them from Alexander, then you’ll have earned the right to marry them. Regretfully, Ariel and Michelle are currently not in Mars City.”

      Yahweh could not keep the scowl off his face this time. He didn’t know what Mars City was, though he assumed it was the capital of this broken planet. In either event, them not being present was a problem.

      “Where are they?” he asked.

      “I believe they are currently in-transit to Mars Beach Resort. It’s supposed to be a one week trip to a dome located on the opposite side of the planet.” Azazel gestured to someone outside of Yahweh’s field of view. “I’m having someone send you the coordinates to Mars Beach Resort now. I’ll also let the proper people know that you have come so you can be granted entrance into the dome. I trust you’ll come alone?”

      “Of course,” Yahweh lied.

      After his business with Azazel was concluded, pleasantries came next. They were always necessary for politics. One could not politic if they did not know how to trade pleasantries.

      Yahweh hated politics with other galactic communities, but he especially hated politics with Angelisians. King Lucifer, this man… all Angelisians deserved death. Only Ariel and Michelle would be spared. They were broken, after all.

      When the communication ended, Yahweh stood up, his cloak fluttering about him as he turned. “I shall be resting in my chamber. No one is to disturb me or my wives.”

      “Yes, My Lord!” his soldiers said obediently.

      Striding across the long walkway, Yahweh made his way toward the end, where a blast door was guarded by two soldiers, one male, and the other female. One of them saluted him, while the other opened the door. He didn’t bother nodding back. They were just soldiers. Not worth his time.

      The hallway that he strode down was sparse. It was rounded, so there was no distinction between the walls and ceiling. He eventually reached a small room. It didn’t look like much, but in the center sat a white and black teleportation pad that looked like a yin-yang symbol. He stepped onto the pad, activated it with his power, and then felt the sensation of being pulled through time and space sweep over him. It was a lot like having one’s organs yanked on.

      Barely a second later, Yahweh appeared in a large room that was far more extravagant than the rest of his ship, with its soft carpet, walls decorated in original artwork, and a ceiling painted to look like a sea of stars. There weren’t many other decorations, however. Simple decorations were the best. They allowed him to appreciate the art’s beauty without making them seem gaudy.

      Six women lounged within this room. All of them were beautiful and stole his breath. Two of them were simply cuddling on the bed, but another two were playing a game of chess, while one was standing in front of a mirror as she tried on a dress, and another was even practicing shadow boxing. She threw jabs and straights, kicked high, then low. That one seemed restless.

      “My wives, I’d like to have your attention, please,” he called to them.

      “Father!” they cried out as they stopped what they were doing and knelt before him.

      Yahweh smiled. He had asked them all to call him Father, especially when they had sex. It made him feel important, powerful. After all, what person had more power over another than their own father?

      “Have we arrived at Mars?” asked his first wife, Alva. She tucked back a strand of long, dark hair, revealing her horribly disfigured left ear. Dark eyes glimmered as she looked at him with pink lips pursed into a pout. Her body was adorned with a simple white dress that contained a huge gap between her chest and revealed the center of her torso.

      “We have,” he said.

      “Does that means we’re going to meet our newest sisters?” asked another, Isis. She was a woman with dark hair and dark skin. Her eyes were like obsidian. Littering her body, which was barely covered by her black dress, were numerous scars.

      “It looks like there are some complications,” Yahweh admitted.

      “What kind of complications? Would you like me to take care of them for you?” Leto asked. She was a red-haired woman with a deranged smile that stretched across her face. She twirled a knife between her fingers, a weapon which had appeared without warning, a testament to her prowess at using Creation.

      “Not just you.” Yahweh smiled at her before looking at the others. “Gather round, my dears, and I shall tell you about the plan I have created to deal with this problem we have found ourselves.”

      As one, they all gathered even closer than before, and Yahweh sat down before explaining what he would like from them.
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          Trouble on the Beach

        

      

    

    
      The first day of the field trip was marked by the entire class traveling to the beach. After breakfast, Alex got dressed in a pair of dark gray swim trunks with orange lines running from top to bottom. He then waited outside his room, leaning against the wall, arms crossed, until the students that he was in charge of finished changing.

      Naturally, the boys came out first. It was easier for them to get dressed. Like him, they only wore swim trunks.

      “Woah,” Isotep muttered as he and the other boys walked out. All of them stopped and stared at Alex, who frowned at the way they gawked. “I didn’t realize you were so fricking ripped. Dude.”

      “How hard do you have to work out to get a six-pack like that?” asked Steven, envy filling his voice.

      After frowning at the boys, Alex looked down at himself. His chest wasn't exactly big, but he supposed someone else might have called it chiseled. His pectorals were perfectly defined and flexed when he moved his broad shoulders. He shifted a bit more. The muscles of his stomach rippled. A few scars littered his abdominals, but it wasn't like any of them were super visible.

      “Don’t swear,” Alex said as he heard the door to the girls’ room unlock with a click. “And I spend almost every day exercising. That's how I got this physique.”

      “Damn. I can’t exercise every day,” said Isotep.

      “Guess you gotta be satisfied with your pudge, eh?” said Steven with a laugh.

      The door to the girls’ room opened. Walking out was none other than Jasmine. Alex had already seen her in her swimsuit, so he wasn’t quite as breathless this time as he had been the other day, but he didn’t think he would get over the sight either. At least he had the sense of mind to smack Kyle upside the head when the boy wolf-whistled at her.

      “Oh ho ho ho ho! Well, Alexander? Do I look every bit as magnificent this time as I did the last time you saw me?”

      “You’re even more beautiful than you were last time.”

      “O-oh ho! Oh ho ho ho ho! Alexander, you have become quite adept at giving compliments.”

      “Kinda hard not to be when I live with someone like you,” Alex said as the other girls finally exited the room. While he had already seen Michelle’s swimsuit, he hadn’t seen Ariel's or Alice’s. Both were wearing simple one-piece bathing suits. Alice’s was white with frills near the bottom, while Ariel’s was a light pink. “You two look good in those.”

      “Whatever.” Alice reached behind herself, slipped her fingers inside of her bathing suit, and pulled them back so they wouldn’t get wedged. “Wearing a swimsuit is so troublesome.”

      Alex rolled his eyes. He would have commented, but honestly, it didn’t matter what he said. Alice probably wouldn’t listen to him.

      While Alice responded the way he expected, Ariel did not. She blushed bright red and looked down, drawing circles on the floor with her sandal-clad foot.

      “Do you really think so? You’re not just saying that?” she asked.

      “Of course not. I mean it. You look really cute,” Alex said.

      Ariel didn’t say anything, but the blush staining her cheeks grew darker.

      “What do you think of our swimsuits?” asked Neela, striking an alluring pose that had the other ninth graders practically drooling. The bikini that she wore was fairly simple. It was also fairly skimpy. The triangles that covered her chest weren’t that big. Alex believed what she wore was called a micro bikini. Reenie had a regular white bikini with blue polka dots.

      “You two look nice,” Alex complimented.

      “Is that all you have to say?” asked a disappointed Neela, who puffed out her cheeks.

      “You’re fucking hot!” Steven said, giving her a thumbs up.

      “Heh. Thank you.” Neela winked at the boys and blew a kiss. Alex didn’t know if they were exaggerating, but Isotep and Morisato fell backward as though they had been struck between the eyes with a blaster bolt.

      Since everyone was changed and ready to go, Alex directed them toward the beach, where most of the other students were already playing. Blue water crested the shore. The sounds of the waves crashing on white sand echoed in his ears, mixing with the sounds of laughter. It looked so much like the beaches he had seen in holo-ads of Hawaii that he felt like he really had been transported to Earth.

      As Alex slipped off his sandals and stepped onto the warm sands, he looked at the other groups. Some were playing in the ocean; a few were splashing around, while the others tried to body surf. The waves on Mars Beach Resort were, like everything else, artificially created. There was no real tide here. To the left and right, several students, teachers, and parents lounged on blankets or beach chairs and watched as the others played. There were even a couple of people building sandcastles.

      Of course, they weren’t the only people present. A lot of other guests were staying at the resort, so there were numerous couples, both young and old, who were enjoying a relaxing break from their daily lives. An elderly couple in their sixties lounged on a pair of chairs not far away. Two young adults walked hand in hand down the beach, the waves lapping at their feet. Having finally come here himself, Alex could understand why this place was so popular.

      The boys were already rushing toward the waters, which caused the girls in his group to roll their eyes. Alex didn’t see the problem. If he wasn’t being forced to be responsible, he’d have been running out there with them. This was his first time visiting Mars Beach Resort, after all.

      It was an amazing sight. The white sand complemented the deep blue of the water. He knew that there was actually an end, that the dome only extended for about one hundred meters out, but thanks to the dome’s design, it looked like the ocean extended forever, giving the impression that they weren’t inside of a dome at all.

      “What should we do first?” asked Reenie. “Set up our stuff or have fun in the water?”

      “I don’t know about all of you,” Michelle began, walking over to Alex, a bottle in her hand, “but I could use some sunscreen. I read in the pamphlet that the artificial sun here mimics UV rays. I’d rather not get burned, so Alex, could you please some apply some sunscreen to my body?”

      “Yeah. Okay. I don’t mind, I guess.” Alex grabbed the lotion from Michelle’s hand and turned to the others. “Would you girls like me to apply sunscreen to you as well?”

      “Might as well,” Alice said. “I’m not getting into the water, and it would be troublesome if I got sunburned.”

      “Oh ho ho ho ho! Of course I will allow you to apply suntan lotion to my body. Be sure to make sure you rub every nook and cranny.”

      That was about the answer Alex expected from Jasmine. She didn’t even realize that everyone was staring at her, thanks to both her laughter and her words. Alex felt like he should have been embarrassed by the eyes on him, but all he could muster was a soft sigh.

      “Would you mind applying sunscreen to us as well?” asked Neela, while Reenie blushed behind her. It seemed their other friend wasn't as forward as she pretended to be.

      “Sure. Like I said, anyone who wants sunscreen on, just let me know,” Alex said.

      Alex directed all of the girls to the towels he had brought with them. There was one for each person. After asking them to sit down, Alex opened the sunscreen and prepared to put it on them.

      He was sure that Neela only requested he put it on her to tease him since that seemed to be the type of girl she was, but honestly, it didn’t bother him. Compared to the girls he lived with, Neela didn’t do anything for him. She was just a young girl who was trying a bit too hard to appear sexy.

      The first person Alex applied sunscreen to was his sister. He frowned as he tried to rub it into her back and legs—“tried” being the keyword.

      “Would you quit squirming?”

      “I can't help it. That troublesome sunscreen is cold.”

      “Of course it is. Would you prefer I put hot sunscreen on you?”

      “Yes!”

      Clicking his tongue, Alex eventually managed to put the sunscreen on her hard to reach places, but then he told her to spread lotion on her front without him. After he finished putting sunscreen on his sister, he turned to Michelle.

      He frowned.

      “What are you doing?” he asked, his voice deadpan.

      Michelle smiled as she lay on her stomach and kicked her feet back and forth. “What do you mean? I'm waiting for you to put suntan lotion on me.”

      “Mhmm.” Alex frowned as he stared at her backside. “What I mean is... why is there a large hole in your back?”

      The bikini bottom that Michelle had chosen had a diamond-shaped hole in the back, which revealed a good deal of her butt crack.

      Michelle turned her head as though looking down at it. She smiled and looked back at him.

      “It's just a coincidence. This bottom came with the top I wanted.”

      “Uh-huh.”

      With a sigh, he set to work. After applying the sunscreen to Michelle, Alex moved over to Jasmine. She was already prepared, it seemed. However, Alex ran into a small problem when he went over to apply the sunscreen to her.

      “Oh ho ho ho ho! I expect you to be thorough when you apply sunscreen to my skin, Alexander. It is quite sensitive, you understand.”

      “Um… right, but before that… Jaz?”

      “Yes?”

      “Why is your top undone?”

      Jasmine was lying on her beach towel, on her stomach. Her top was indeed undone. This not only gave him a clear glimpse of her entire back, but her breasts were squishing together, and he could see her sideboob… which meant everyone else could see it as well. Alex didn’t look at anyone else. He was afraid of what he’d see, but he could feel the stares from all over. They were like laser beams.
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      “Because it’s easier to apply sunscreen this way, is it not?”

      “Well… I suppose.”

      “Then please apply the sunscreen.”

      “F-fine.”

      Alex took the sunscreen again and, squeezing the bottle, poured some onto Jasmine’s back. He froze when she moaned.

      “W-what is it?” he asked.

      “It’s cold,” Jasmine said. She had turned her face to him, so he easily spotted the dusk of pink on her cheeks.

      “Oh… s-sorry.”

      “It’s okay. Keep going, please.”

      Alex placed his hands on Jasmine’s back. She moaned again, but he tried not to pay attention as he rubbed sunscreen on her. The coldness of the sunscreen contrasted with the warmth of her skin. Even so, he could not ignore the sight of her unblemished back or the way her muscles twitched when he pressed his palms against her. It took everything he had not to envision himself doing more than just rubbing lotion on.

      “Oooh. This is getting pretty hot.”

      “I feel like this would be a lot more intimate if there weren’t other people around you.”

      “Who cares about that? Having viewers makes things kinkier.”

      “I care. Alex does as well, I'm sure.”

      Not now, please.

      “M-my legs too, please,” Jasmine requested.

      “Legs. Okay. Right.”

      Putting some sunscreen on his hands, he moved down to her legs and gingerly touched them. She had very firm thighs. Alex knew she worked out quite often, maybe not as much as Kazekiri or Nyx, but enough that she could practice the self-defense techniques he had taught her. However firm they were, it did nothing to rid her legs of the softness that only a woman possessed.

      “A-Alexander, be more gentle, please,” Jasmine muttered, biting her lower lip as she looked back at him. Alex thought his face might explode. Matters were only made worse when he realized that both Neela and Reenie were squatting beside him and watching.

      “Wow. This is hot,” Neela said.

      “Uh-huh.” Reenie nodded.

      Feeling even more self-conscious than before, Alex did his best to finish up quickly, even though, in truth, he kind of wished he could continue. No, that wasn’t accurate. He wanted to take things further, but that would have been highly inappropriate. It wasn’t just because they were in public. Even if, technically speaking, they were both legally able to have sex, he didn’t think it was appropriate when they hadn’t even gone on a single date yet. Also…

      There should at least be a ring on her finger before we take that last step.

      Jasmine had once told him that she was saving herself for marriage. It had been about one year ago, before Gabrielle had shown up. Alex still remembered the look she had given him back then. At the time, he had ignored it, but now Alex was going to make sure that this wish of hers came true.

      I'll have to ask someone for advice on ring shopping later.

      “Oh ho ho ho ho! Thank you for your help, Alexander,” a red-faced Jasmine said as she sat up. Her bathing suit was back in place.

      “You’re welcome,” Alex muttered, doing his best not to let the heat staining his cheeks get to him. He wished there was some way he could get rid of this blush. Actually, he wished he could just stop blushing altogether. Were there any other guys whose faces gained the same red color as his? Probably not.

      Fortunately, he was almost done applying sunscreen to everyone. There was only one person left in line.

      “If you touch me inappropriately, I’ll murder you,” Ariel said as she laid on her stomach.

      “Yes, yes,” Alex said as he poured some sunscreen onto her back. Then he softly added, “If you didn’t want me touching you, then why didn’t you have Michelle apply this?”

      “What was that?!”

      “Nothing.”

      Alex placed his hands on Ariel’s back and slowly rubbed the lotion into her skin.

      “Iyahn!”

      Almost immediately, Ariel moaned. He paused but soon kept going. Ariel bit her lip as he continued working on applying the sunscreen to her, but the longer he worked, the more noises she made. It was distracting. It wasn’t as bad as when he did this with Jasmine, who’d featured in dozens of wet dreams, but the close contact made him realize that Ariel was, indeed, a girl.

      “W-what’s wrong?” asked Ariel. “Why did you stop?”

      “No reason.”

      “Then hurry up!”

      “Right. Right.”

      Alex quickly finished applying the sunscreen to her back, shoulders, and legs. The legs had been a bit tricky. Ariel kept squeaking and nearly kicking him. She had even managed to hit him in the nose, and he could have sworn his nose broke. She apologized, of course, but it wasn't like a simple apology could heal the blood welling up in his nose. He sighed, sucked the blood in, and stood up once he was done, gingerly touching his now sore nose.

      Honestly, this would have gone so much quicker if they'd just agreed to do this for each other.

      Leaning back, he sighed. Even though he had been kneeling for about fifteen minutes, it felt like he’d been running a marathon—or standing in the hot sun, sweating as he rubbed lotion on the backs of several girls. He didn’t think he was over exaggerating when he said that this was one of the hardest things he’d ever done. The only thing harder was when he dealt with Gabrielle and her general lack of nudity taboos and personal space.

      “Oh, Alex?” Michelle said in a singsong voice.

      Alex felt a shiver run down his spine at the voice that promised nothing good, and despite his reluctance, he looked up, slowly, slowly, to find all six girls—even Alice—standing before him. They wore wide grins. They were matching grins. They were matching evil grins that foreshadowed something insidiously unpleasant happening to him.

      All of them had a bottle of sunscreen in their hands.

      Where did they get those?

      “Brat, you might want to run.”

      “I concur.”

      Alex didn’t know why they were telling him to run, though the tingling in his spine seemed to agree. However, he shoved aside those feelings. He couldn’t leave. After all, he was their chaperone, and in any event, it wasn’t like these girls were going to hurt him. At least, he didn’t think they were.

      He hoped they wouldn’t.

      “Do you girls need something else?” he asked.

      “No.” Michelle shook her head as they formed a circle around him. Now that couldn’t mean anything good. “We were just thinking… you spent so much time rubbing sunscreen on us, but you have none on yourself.” A chill ran down his spine. Why was he so cold when it was hot outside? “That’s why we thought it would be a nice gesture if we applied some of this to you as well.”

      “Um…”

      Alex only now realized why Asmodeus and the other voice had told him to run. He was in danger, but it wasn’t a life-threatening kind of danger. It was the “about to be embarrassed and humiliated by a group of girls” kind of danger.

      Before Alex could have the sense of mind to run away, all six girls pounced on him, and he became lost underneath a pile of bodies.
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      Alex’s time at the beach was spent doing a lot of things he had never done before.

      He tried body surfing. That didn’t work out so well. He ended up tanking, got swept face-first into the water, and tumbled along until he reached the shore. Alice and Ariel had laughed at him. Jasmine and Michelle had helped him to his feet, but even they had snickered when they thought he wasn’t looking.

      At least, they had been laughing and snickering... until he plucked them off the ground and threw them into the water, one by one.

      Another thing he had done was get buried in the sand by the girls and boys he was chaperoning. Jasmine had made a rather… exaggerated approximation of his physique. The muscular figure in the speedo made of sand definitely didn’t look like him. Steven and Morisato thought it would be funny to add a dick, so they gave him a massive dong about the size of his thighs.

      Jasmine and Ariel had beaten the crap out of them for it.

      Alex had wanted to try his hand at volleyball as well, but all the courts had been taken up, which was disappointing, of course, but it wasn’t like that was the only thing they could do. He lounged on a beach chair with Alice; he wrestled in the water with the boys; he bounced an inflatable beach ball with Neela, Reenie, Michelle, and Jasmine, and he even built a sandcastle with Jasmine… which ended up getting destroyed when Kyle ran into it trying to catch an AI frisbee.

      Jasmine had beaten him up again.

      It wasn’t until Jasmine had also beaten up Isotep for saying something rude that Alex began to notice a pattern. He said nothing, though. In truth, Alex was kind of upset about some of his and Jasmine's fun being ruined as well.

      “I’m going to get us something to eat,” Alex announced after what he guessed was several hours worth of playing. “Let me know what you want and I’ll get it for you.”

      “I’ll have pancakes!” Reenie shouted.

      “Get me several crab legs,” Neela said as she stretched out her arms.

      The two of them were lounging on a pair of beach chairs, shades protecting their eyes, and hats covering their faces. He hoped they knew they were going to get an irregular-looking tan like that, but if they didn’t, they would learn tomorrow.

      Ariel frowned from where she sat on a towel, then said, “I want takoyaki.”

      “I’ll have fried oyster,” Michelle added before she went back to her sand sculpting. He wondered what she was building. Whatever it was—some type of monument, he thought—it looked pretty intricate.

      “Curry,” said Alice, lying on her lounge chair.

      “Get me crab legs, too,” Kyle said.

      “Me three,” said Morisato.

      “Me four!” added Steven.

      “I’ll have pasta,” said Isotep, which caused everyone to stare at him with blank expressions. “W-what? I like pasta.”

      “Pasta is not a beach meal, bruh.”

      “Says who?!”

      Alex shrugged and didn’t let himself be bothered by the sudden break in people who didn’t want crab legs. He turned to Jasmine, who had yet to order. She looked at him, smiled, and then laughed.

      “Oh ho ho ho ho! Do not worry about me, Alexander. As the Queen of Beachside Meal Orders, I shall be going with you, so you need not order for me.”

      Alex was about to tell Jasmine there was no need for her to go with him, but he stopped himself before he could say that. She already knew that she didn’t need to go with him. This was likely her way of saying she wanted some time alone with him. Maybe he was reading into things, but that was what it sounded like to him.

      “Okay.” Alex held out his hand. “Let’s grab some food for everyone else.”

      “Yes!” Jasmine’s eyes sparkled as she grabbed his hand. She was so excited that she forgot to do her typical rich girl laugh.

      They had to climb up a set of stairs, but on the other side of a boardwalk were a series of food stalls. They were rickety things. All of them were made with plywood instead of durasteel, and instead of using plasteel or synthetic fibers for the roofs, they used simple cloth. Behind each stall stood a pair of people, men and women, who were working the cash registers and stoves respectively.

      Hand in hand, he and Jasmine strode past several people riding hoverboards, hoverbikes, and all other manners of hovercraft. Many of them were older models. Hovercrafts were a thing of the past. Alex guessed they were being rented out. They were probably popular on Mars Beach Resort because it added a retro feel to someone’s vacation, which he guessed the resort was going for. He’d heard they were also popular on Earth.

      Each stand sold something different. There was a stand for takoyaki, another for fried squid, another for crab, and so on. There were twenty stands in total. Alex and Jasmine went to the ones that sold what the students he was chaperoning wanted. By the time they were finished, he and Jasmine were balancing six trays worth of food on their arms.

      “I feel a little ridiculous,” Alex said. “Like a waiter who's been asked to serve six different tables at the same time... except the restaurant I'm working at is the Mars Circus, and I'm a clown.”

      “Oh ho ho ho ho ho! For the Queen of Balancing Acts, this is nothing!”

      “You’re tilting, Jaz.”

      “Whoops!”

      With minimal accidents save one minor slip, they made it back down to the beach. However, just as they were about to travel back to their group, the ground shook and he, Jasmine, and their food went tumbling to the sand.

      It was a good thing they were on the sand. It was soft, so it didn’t hurt. Still, as Alex looked at the hot and wet food now covering his body like a second skin, he couldn’t help but feel resentful. He didn’t like being sticky unless it was from exercise.

      Standing up, Alex looked at Jasmine, still on the ground, also covered in food bits. She didn't seem harmed. The blonde girl grumbled under her breath as she wiped something slimy off her face.

      “You okay?” he asked, kneeling beside her and picking food out of her hair and off her body. Some of it had gotten into her belly button.

      “I am fine, but I do not enjoy being covered in food like this.”

      “Understandable. I’m not very fond of it either.”

      “What was that anyway?”

      “Not sure.”

      After picking out as much of the food as possible, Alex helped Jasmine to her feet and looked around. Domes on Mars didn’t have any earthquakes, which meant it had been created through artificial means. Just what those means were, he didn’t know, so he wasn’t sure what he was looking for, but he looked anyway.

      And that was when he saw them.

      They were several dozen meters away; they towered over everyone and everything—one a giant slug that must have been at least ten meters tall, and the other a massive flower with a mouth surrounded by petals and tentacle-like roots that wiggled all over the place. Even as he and Jasmine stood there, gaping, the plant lashed out with its roots, striking the slug, only for the roots to slide off its slimy body and hit the sand. The ground shook again as massive walls of sand rose into the air like tidal waves.

      Everyone was panicking, screaming and running whichever way they could, rushing all over and even ramming into each other in their hurry to get away from the giant fighting monsters. Their terrified screams echoed all around him and Jasmine.

      “MONSTERS!!!”

      “IT’S GODZILLA! GODZILLA!”

      “YOU IDIOT! THAT'S NOT GODZILLA!!”

      A pause in the pandemonium.

      “... It's not?”

      “No. Does that look like a giant ass lizard to you?”

      “Well... no...”

      “There you go. Not Godzilla.”

      “Oh...”

      “WAAAAAHHHH! GIANT MONSTERS! SAVE ME!”

      The chaos continued.

      Alex's eyes were drawn from the giant monsters to the pair of men arguing over whether or not those monsters were Godzilla—whatever that was.

      “W-what are those things?!” asked Jasmine.

      Alex didn’t know what these monsters were, but he knew where they had come from. This had Ariel and Michelle written all over it. Both of them had a D-space of their own, and he knew they used them to store animals and plants respectively. They must have gotten into an argument while he and Jasmine were getting food.

      “Jasmine,” Alex said, feeling strangely calm. “I need a favor from you.”

      “What is it?” asked Jasmine.

      “Please use your talent as the Queen of Charisma to evacuate all of the people here. I’m gonna need room to deal with this.”

      Jasmine’s eyes widened, but she quickly regained her bluster. She spread her feet apart, placed one hand on her hip, thrust out her chest, and laughed. “Oh ho ho ho ho! Do not worry, Alexander. As your wife and the Queen of Charisma, I will do as you ask. Everyone will be evacuated before you can say ‘marriage’.”

      “Thank you.”

      They split up; Jasmine rushed toward the wall to climb onto it and begin directing traffic, while Alex ran toward where the giant monsters were fighting. He could hear Jasmine shouting. She was even laughing as she shouted at everyone, telling them to form an orderly line and not to push or shove as they made their way out of the beach.

      “Oh ho ho ho ho! If you push one another, then I shall have to punish you! Please do not rush unless you wanna suffer a thousand lashes! Oh ho ho ho ho!”

      The monsters loomed over him. As he got closer, Alex could see that the monsters weren’t the only things there. There were also people. Alice was caught within the tentacles of the plant. Several had wrapped around her legs and arms. Meanwhile, Neela and Reenie were trapped on the hide of the slug. Their bathing suits were melting.

      “W-what is this?! My bathing suit!! It’s disappearing!” screamed Neela.

      “What are these monsters?!” Reenie also shouted.

      Alex looked around for a moment, not seeing Ariel or Michelle at first, but he found them soon enough. Ariel was standing on top of the slug. Michelle was sitting on one of the flower’s roots as though she was a child sitting on her dad’s shoulder. Both of them were glaring at each other with murderous intent. Alex had no idea what they caused this altercation, but he honestly didn’t care.

      What the hell do they think they’re doing?

      “Hey, you two!” Alex shouted at them. “What do you think you’re doing?! Get down here now!”

      Unfortunately, either he was too far away for his voice to reach them, or, more likely, they were so busy staring hatefully at each other that they couldn’t even hear him. Either way, it meant that Alex needed to get closer.

      That proved to be much more difficult than one might think.

      From the moment he started running toward them, the flower and the slug began an all-out brawl. Beams of energy erupted from the plant’s mouth and slammed into the slug. However, they didn’t seem to do anything. They bounced off the slug’s slimy body and struck the ground, kicking up more sand. Several slime tentacles suddenly emerged from the slug’s body and attacked the plant, but the roots of the plant rose and deflected the attacks. Blasts of air erupted from between them like shock waves shattering the sound barrier.

      Alex gnashed his teeth together as he skidded across the beach. The power from their strikes was such that he couldn’t get close. He was pushed back each time. Damn it! But he needed to do something!

      “Stop this right now!” Alex shouted as he called upon his Aura of Creation. The blue energy engulfed him as warmth spread through his body, like a river of fresh, life-giving water flowing through him. With this power, the power of an Angelisian, he could do this—he could stop them from fighting.

      Creating a really big whip, Alex dodged several roots that nearly struck him. The ground shook. Walls of sand flew into the air. Alex created a shield that protected him, a large dome that appeared above his head and fended the sand off, keeping him from getting buried. Fortunately, neither the plant nor the slug seemed to recognize him as a threat. They weren’t attacking him. This was just the consequence of him getting close to their battle.

      “Don’t think I’m gonna let you continue to fight like this!” Alex had reached the slug and used his ethereal whip to attack the thing’s hide. “Take this! HAAAAAA!”

      The first thing Alex did was pull off the now-naked girls stuck to its hide. Neela and Reenie squealed as they flew through the air. He caught them and set them down.

      “Get out of here!” Alex shouted at them before turning around and rushing back toward the slug. He struck the creature with his whip again, but this time, all that happened was that it bounced off.

      “It’s the slime.”

      Excuse me?

      “Asmodeus is correct. The thick layer of slime covering its body acts as a protective armor. It’s sort of like a liquid armor that protects its body by reducing the slug’s friction coefficient to zero. Any physical attack directed toward it will slide off.”

      “In other words, your whip is useless.”

      Then I’ll make a sword.

      If a blunt weapon couldn’t do any damage, it just meant he had to use something that could cut through it, slime armor and all. Of course, he could have also used a beam attack, or even created energy blasts, but he was afraid of hitting Ariel, Michelle, and Alice, who was still in the grip of the flower monster.

      Before Alex could create a sword, however, the slug seemed to have finally noticed him. Several tentacles erupted from its body and attacked him. Alex tried to dodge, but there were too many, and they were coming in too fast. One after another. He did his best to avoid them, juking left and right as he tried to close the distance, but several of the tentacles latched onto him.

      “W-what the—?!”

      Alex tried to bust free of the tentacles. He strained the muscles in his arms and legs, flexed his core, but it was no use. He hadn’t worn his crisis suit since he was going to the beach. Perhaps if he had, he’d have been able to break free.

      This is really not goo—what the heck?!

      Alex stared in shock at his swim trunks, which were slowly dissolving before his eyes as the slime covering the tentacles touched them. Wherever they touched, the fabric disappeared. It wouldn't be long before nothing remained of his clothing… unless he was willing to consider the slime now covering him as clothing.

      “Th-this is—WOOOOAAAAAH!!!”

      Cut off mid-sentence, Alex could do nothing but scream as the tentacles began swinging him around like he was a bat. Tears stung his eyes as wind pushed against his face. His cheeks peeled back and flapped, the muscles unable to withstand the G-forces he was pulling. He didn’t know exactly how many Gs he was being forced to withstand, but this felt a lot like the intense acceleration of those boarding shuttle’s that he’d been on during the incidents with King MacArt and the Avalon space station.

      “Need a hand?”

      N-no thank you…

      “Now don’t be stubborn. I won’t try to take control of your body just yet. I made a deal, remember?”

      “You can trust her for now. Daemons might not be good for much, but they do know how to uphold a deal. Besides, the Aura of Creation won’t be much good right now. With most of your Angelisian blood sealed, it simply takes too much concentration for you to use it, and you cannot use it to its full potential.”

      U-ugh… fine.

      Reluctant though he was, Alex did understand that he had to do something. Neither Ariel or Michelle seemed to have even noticed him. What’s more, it was starting to feel like he might be torn apart, and the skin of his face might not last much longer either.

      “Then show me what you can do. Don’t disappoint me.”

      Alex clenched his eyes shut as overwhelming red energy filled his body. It was nothing like the Aura of Creation. This was anger. This was lust. His muscles felt like they were overflowing with power, but it came at the cost of making him both angry and horny. He wanted to tear something apart, and he wanted to take Ariel and Michelle, strip off their clothes, and screw them until they screamed themselves hoarse. He wanted—

      No.

      Alex calmed down. He couldn’t let these feelings overwhelm him. This power, Body Supremacy, amplified the feelings of the person using it, or rather, it amplified feelings like anger and lust, which enhanced his physical capabilities. If he wanted to keep himself from being consumed by these feelings, then he needed to harden his resolve and remain in control.

      Muscles straining as he reigned in these intense feelings, Alex screamed and tore through the slug’s many tentacles, which had wrapped around him like a cocoon. The intense red aura that engulfed his body burned. The slime covering him evaporated. Now floating in mid-air between the flower and slug, Ariel and Michelle were perfectly capable of seeing him.

      “Alex?!” they shouted at the same time.

      Gravity took hold of Alex. He descended to the ground, but rather than merely letting himself fall, he reared back his fist and struck the ground with a punch. A massive shockwave erupted from the impact. Sand rose into the air, high over the heads of both slug and flower, overshadowing everything, and then falling. It was like a tidal wave, but it spread out in all directions.

      Of course, Alex hadn’t forgotten about his sister. Before the sand could overtake the monsters, he leaped into the air and created a platform of blue energy underneath his feet, which he used to launch himself forward. Two loud squawks of surprise echoed in his mind. He ignored them. The air around him whistled as he rushed forward, but thanks to Body Supremacy, he couldn’t feel it.

      Alice was still caught within the flower’s roots. She was, fortunately, not naked like her friends. Still burning with energy, Alex rammed into the roots and tore them off his sister. Alice shrieked as she fell, but Alex landed on the ground, bent his knees to absorb the impact, and pushed off to launch himself into the air. He would have slammed into Alice, but instead caught her before she could fall, sliding an arm under her knees and another around her shoulders.

      Landing on the ground, bits of sand kicking up around his feet, Alex held in a breath and let the powers from Asmodeus fade. The wave of sand had swept over the flower and slug. It buried them almost completely. All Alex could see was the very tops of their bodies. Ariel and Michelle were likewise not completely buried in the sand. Ariel’s legs were kicking as she, her upper body buried as if she was an ostrich, struggled to pull herself out. Meanwhile, Michelle was buried up to the waist.

      “Are you all right, Alice?”

      A red-faced Alice stared at him. “I’m fine. Thanks for the rescue.” She paused. “Um, Alex?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Asking you is troublesome, but do you think you could put some clothes on?”

      It was only after she said this that Alex remembered he was naked. “Oh, right. Clothes. I, um, I don’t know if I have an extra set with me.”

      They both stared at each other. Alex could see his face reflected in her eyes. His cheeks were slowly becoming red, just as hers were.

      He and Alice looked away from each other at the same time.

      This was way too embarrassing.
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      Alex was lucky that everyone had been in such a hurry to leave. While he couldn’t find any clothes, he was at least able to find a towel. It was buried under the sand and had to be shaken before he could wear it. Even then, it still felt coarse, but it was better than being in the buff. Neela and Reenie were also given towels to cover themselves with.

      They left the beach quickly and traveled back to their rooms, where the boys were, fortunately, waiting for them. It seemed they had left not long after Ariel and Michelle summoned their respective monsters. Alex had them wait in their room, sent the girls to their room, told them to stay put, then used his IDband’s communication program to contact Karen Kanzaki. Considering the nature of what happened, it would be prudent to let her know about it.

      “I see. Sounds like those girls cause even more trouble than you,” was all Karen said when Alex finished telling her what happened. She sounded tired. He didn’t know if it was because she had just woken up, or if she was tired because of his story. It might have been both.

      “I won’t deny that. Anyway, I’m letting you know because I don’t know what to do about this and was hoping you had some ideas,” Alex said.

      “I appreciate you telling me about this.” Karen sighed. “And you’re very lucky that I had a plan put into place in case something like this happened. I’m going to call my sister-in-law. She’ll get in touch with the teachers, while I contact Mars Beach Resort. We’re going to make it seem like the whole thing was a hoax, a play using machines and holographic images.”

      “That should at least work as a stop-gap solution,” Alex said. “What would you like me to do?”

      “Nothing. Don’t do anything. Also, don’t let those two girls do anything. Keep them from causing anymore trouble, and don't cause any trouble yourself.”

      “Um… right.”

      Alex wanted to frown at how harsh Karen was being, but he knew she was saying this because of his propensity for destruction. During his time as a cadet, he had caused millions of credits worth of property damage. Her wariness was only natural.

      The communication ended soon after that. Alex ran a hand through his hair and left his hotel room, walked over to the girls’ room, and knocked on the door. Jasmine was the one who answered. She was still in her bikini.

      “Oh, Alexander.” She smiled at him, though it looked nervous, as though she was expecting him to snap at her. “I assume you are here to reprimand Ariel and Michelle?”

      “Something like that,” Alex said. “Can I come in?”

      “Of course.”

      Jasmine let him inside. All of the girls were present, as they should have been. Reenie and Neela were sitting together on one bed, while Alice was lying on another bed, on her back, eyes covered by her forearm. Ariel and Michelle, on the other hand, were sitting on the floor, calves tucked under their thighs and hands on clenched in nervous tension. He didn’t know how long they’d been like that. If their pained expressions were anything to go by, it was likely long enough that their legs had gone numb.

      He walked up to the pair, crossed his arms, and glared at them. This was the same stance he took when Alice did something wrong. He hadn’t needed to use it on his sister recently. Also, he’d been so busy dealing with all of this alien/Emperor of the Galaxy/Marriage Candidate business that he hadn’t had as much time to see if his sister was keeping up with her studies, the usual cause for any punishment she received.

      The reactions he got were… interesting.

      While Ariel looked at the floor, her face scrunched up like a pug’s, Michelle was blushing. Her cheeks were bright red. It spread from one cheek to the other, crossing over the bridge of her nose.

      What’s up with her?

      Alex ignored Michelle’s stare and continued to frown at them. He was in big brother mode now.

      “You two have caused so much trouble,” he began. Ariel and Michelle opened their mouths, and he could tell from their indignant expressions that they were going to play the blame game. He held up a hand to cut them off. “I don’t care who started it. That doesn’t matter. What matters is that you two got into a fight, summoned a pair of monsters in the middle of a resort, and wreaked havoc on the beach. Hundreds of people saw you. While Karen and Mrs. Tepes are working on creating a viable solution, it doesn’t change what happened, and not everyone is going to believe the story they concoct to satisfy the media.”

      While Ariel looked contrite, Michelle still had that strange blush on her face. He was beginning to wonder about that but now wasn’t the time. These two needed to realize that their actions had consequences.

      “You two are going to be confined here for the rest of today and tomorrow,” Alex said. “One of you will be staying in my room, while the other stays in this room.” Both of them stared at him with wide eyes. They opened their mouths, but he was having none of it. “You will not leave these rooms. If I find out that you so much as took a single step outside, I will punish you both. You are to remain here and think about what you’ve done.”

      Ariel and Michelle paled as they suddenly realized how serious he was. What happened wasn’t something that could be ignored. Alex caused trouble, but his trouble was within the realm of human knowledge. They had summoned monsters not found in this solar system. It was more than just a matter of property damage.

      “Dinner is starting soon,” Alex continued. “I want the rest of you to get ready. Ariel, you’re going to stay in my room, while Michelle stays here. I’ll bring dinner to you both.” When neither of them said anything, Alex knelt and looked them in the eyes. “Do you both understand?”

      Ariel turned her head. “Yes.”

      Michelle didn’t say anything, but she did nod. Alex would take it. He stood back up and ran a hand through his hair.

      “So long as you understand. The rest of you, please get ready for dinner.”

      Jasmine saw Alex out, while the others, including a sluggish Alice, got ready for dinner. The blonde was already dressed in a pair of shorts and a sleeveless shirt. She must have changed while he was reprimanding Ariel and Michelle. Her clothes were something she’d bought after moving in with him.

      “Um, Alexander…” she began.

      “Thank you.”

      “Huh?”

      Alex grinned and placed a hand on her shoulder. “Thank you for helping me out today. It’s thanks to you that no one was injured.”

      “O-oh ho.” Jasmine looked down, placed a hand against her chest, and clutched the fabric of her shirt. “It was… my pleasure. I-I mean, as the Queen of Matrimony and your future wife, it is only right that I help you…”

      Jasmine’s embarrassment was so endearing that Alex couldn’t stop himself from leaning down and placing a kiss on her forehead. He let his lips linger a few seconds longer than was perhaps necessary. He had wanted to kiss her on the lips, but he was holding himself back. Her first kiss should be special, and he was going to make sure it was everything she had dreamed of.

      The girl reared back after the kiss, her drill-like twin-tails bouncing. Her cheeks had grown hot, a dark scarlet as the blood flowed to her face.

      “A-Alexander… what was that for… not that I mind, I mean.”

      “It was a thank you. That’s all I can give you right now,” Alex said. “I hope you don’t mind waiting a bit longer for a real kiss.”

      “Erm… uh…” It took her a second, but Jasmine eventually regained her bluster. “Of course! Oh ho ho ho ho! I am the Queen of Patience! I do not mind waiting until you are ready.”

      “Thank you.”

      Alex was already dressed for dinner. He had decided to wear his crisis suit this time since he had no idea if a similar incident to the one on the beach would occur again. It was an invisible suit, so it wouldn’t clash with his clothes. He was wearing dark shorts and a regular shirt over it. He also had sandals.

      Everyone else soon came out, and while the boys were dressed similarly to him, the girls—except for Alice—were all wearing something cute. While Jasmine had opted for a pink skirt with frills and a light blue, sleeveless shirt, Neela and Reenie were wearing white and yellow dresses respectively. Alice, like always, was in simple shorts and a baggy T-shirt.

      “Are you really going to dinner in that?” asked Alex.

      “Got a problem with my clothes?” Alice stared at him.

      “I guess not.” He sighed.

      Dinner was held in the dining hall, a massive room in the main building. It looked a lot like a restaurant. There were numerous small tables for people to sit. Most allowed up to four people, but there were a few that could seat up to six and some that only sat two. Those must have been for the couples. Above their heads was an arched ceiling with ribs. The ceiling was being held up, or looked like it was being held up, by multiple columns. They were probably just decoration, though. The columns were very ornate. He believed they were called Corinthian columns.

      The food was not being served yet. When all of the students, teachers, and chaperones had entered, the vice principal gathered everyone’s attention by coughing into his hand. He stood on a platform that elevated him above everyone else. He looked at the people gathered. Alex wondered if he was seeing things because he thought the vice principal’s eyes had locked with him longer than it had everyone else, but given the distance between them, that didn’t seem possible. It must have been his imagination.

      “I would like to have your attention before we begin eating.” He clapped his hands. “Yes, before we begin, I would like to thank the staff of Mars Beach Resort for that wonderful show they put on for us at the beach. I truly felt like I was watching monsters battling each other in real life.”

      Muttering broke out among most of the tables, whispers that were steeped in skepticism. Alex didn’t need to hear them to know they were having a hard time believing what the vice principal was telling them. Most of them would slowly come around, though. No human wanted to admit that the monsters they saw on the beach were real. It was easier to accept a beautiful lie than an ugly truth. Even Alex knew that.

      “Was that really a show?” asked Reenie.

      “I could have sworn Ariel and Michelle were the ones who summoned those creatures,” added Neela. “They aren’t part of the staff, are they?”

      The vice-principal stepped off the platform and a woman dressed in an elegant gown took his place. She wasn’t old, but he wouldn’t say she was young either. The woman looked at them with sharp eyes and a kind smile.

      “Thank you all for staying with us, and I do apologize if our show scared you. We wanted it to be a surprise, but it seems we might have gone overboard.” She bowed to them. Coming back up, her smile still in place, she spread her arms in a grand, all-encompassing gestured. “Now, please enjoy the meal that we have provided.”

      When the woman clapped her hands, numerous waiters and waitresses walked out from doorways; they were pushing carts bearing trays. One waitress walked up to the table that he sat at with Alice, Jasmine, Kyle, and Steven. A waiter came to the one seating Neela, Reenie, Isotep, and Morisato. The food they placed on the table was seafood. Crab legs, shrimp, calamari, and various fish were served on platters alongside pita bread and tzatziki sauce.

      “Excuse me,” Alex said to the waitress before she could leave. “Would you mind if I get two to-go boxes? I have a pair of unruly students who are locked in their rooms due to bad behavior.”

      “Of course.” The waitress smiled. “I’ll be back with a pair of to-go boxes for you.”

      “Thanks.”

      As the waitress left, Alex reached out and began to serve himself. All around him, other people did the same, including Jasmine, Alice, Kyle, and Steven. The two boys tore into their food with gusto. Alex grimaced at how fast and sloppily they ate. They were getting food all over their faces, and some of it was even dripping off their chins.

      “If you two don’t mind your manners, I’m going to shove that food down your throat,” Alex threatened in a calm voice. The two boys stopped eating long enough to turn ghostly white. When they started eating again, it was much slower, and they weren’t as keen on making a mess. He nodded. “Good.”

      It was important to mind one’s manners.

      The waitress came back with two sealed containers. Alex placed some of the food inside and pressed the close button, waiting for the latches to seal shut and become airtight before stacking them on top of each other. He set them on the floor by his feet, promising himself that they would leave once everyone had finished eating.

      Michelle and Ariel were probably starving.
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      Ariel was sitting on Alex’s bed, holding the pillow that he had slept on the day before to her chest. Her nose was buried in the pillow as she inhaled and exhaled, breathing in the pillow's scent.

      It smelled of him.

      Part of her felt dirty for sniffing Alex’s pillow. The rest was surprised by how calm his scent made her. She’d have probably freaked if he held her and she smelled him directly, but like this, his distinctly masculine scent calmed her mind.

      “Hey, Ariel?” Michelle’s voice came from beyond the wall, which must have been very thin or not soundproofed. She wondered if they’d been designed like that on purpose.

      “Yes?”

      “I’m… sorry—for calling your breasts small, I mean.”

      The argument that had eventually devolved into a fight on the beach had been caused by a comment from Michelle about Ariel's small proportions. Specifically, Michelle had said that the reason Alex didn’t look at Ariel as a woman was because she had small breasts. The words had hurt. They probably hurt more because she liked Alex, even if she wouldn’t admit that to anyone but herself.

      This was the first time that Michelle had ever apologized to her without being told to. Ariel's spine straightened as shock coursed through her. It took her a moment to think up a response.

      “It’s… fine, I guess.” Ariel buried her nose back into Alex’s pillow. “Just… don’t say anything like that again. Your words really hurt me this time.”

      She and Michelle argued so often that her sister’s words never really hurt anymore; it helped that she knew Michelle never truly meant them. This time was different. The words her sister had spoken were painful, like a sharp stake being driven into her heart. They hurt so much that Ariel had seen red and let her anger get the best of her. It was she who summoned her slug, Limax, first.

      “I won’t.” Michelle paused. “You know, I think I can finally understand why you and our honorable sister love Alex so much. I never really saw it before. I kept wondering what you two saw in him, but seeing how firm and uncompromising he can be… well, I’m kinda beginning to regret that he agreed to marry our honorable sister instead of me.”

      Ariel thought about telling Michelle what Alex had said to their father, that he would marry them if they decided they wanted him as their husband. She didn’t. It wasn’t like saying something would change Michelle’s opinion. If she wanted to marry him, she would say so, and she would say it with full knowledge that their older sister would support her because that was the kind of girl their big sister was.

      “You love him, too, don’t you?” asked Michelle.

      “W-what?! I do not love him?! Why would you even think that?!” Ariel was very happy that they were not in the same room. Michelle would have no doubt made fun of her for being childish if she saw the blush spreading across her face.

      “Don’t bother lying to me,” Michelle said. “It’s become very obvious that you do.”

      “S-s-s-so what if I do?!” Ariel snapped. If the cat was out of the bag, then there was no use denying it. “It’s not like it’s any of your business!”

      “I’m not making fun of you for it. I was just wondering if you ever planned on telling him.”

      Ariel had thought of telling him about her feelings, but several factors kept her from doing so, the biggest of which was her own insecurity. She had no chest, no figure to speak of, just like a child. There was a reason Michelle made fun of her for it. Her lack of womanly curves made Ariel very self-conscious, especially when she was compared to her two sisters. Gabrielle was considered perfect by many. She had even earned a place among the top ten most beautiful women in the galaxy. Michelle, while not considered on the same level as Gabrielle, at least had a fairly large bust. Ariel had nothing.

      “I… I don’t know if I should…”

      “Why not?” asked Michelle. “Alex has already proven that he’s not against polygamy.”

      “It’s not that.” Ariel curled her knees into her chest. “I know that Alex would marry me if I told him I wanted to marry him.”

      “Then what’s the problem?”

      There were many problems—well, one big problem. But before she could say anything else, her instincts warned her of danger. They were like a blaring klaxon in her mind.

      She scrambled off the bed just as the ceiling collapsed. Among the chunks of debris slamming into the mattress, a figure descended from above, landing on the bed in a crouch. It was a person. A woman. She had red hair, possessed a thin frame that somehow seemed menacing, and, as she stood to her full height, Ariel caught sight of the deranged smile stretched across her face.

      The woman twirled a curved knife that had suddenly appeared in her hand as if summoned. “Hello. I’m Leto, and I have been asked to bring you to see my dear husband, Yahweh.” Grinning, she pointed the knife at Ariel. “Please come quietly... if you know what's good for you.”
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      Alex stood up as alarms blasted everyone’s eardrums. He wasn’t the only one. Everyone else looked ten seconds away from panicking. They were standing, glancing around as though expecting some hideous monster to leap out from between the columns and attack them. Given what happened at the beach, it was reasonable to assume they were still jittery.

      “Attention, please!” The woman from before, who Alex realized was the proprietress of this resort, gathered their attention again. “The alarm that you are hearing right now means that someone has broken into one of our complexes. While this is an unexpected situation, it is not something that you need to be alarmed about. Our security teams will take care of it.”

      Alex froze as something unpleasant settled into the pit of his stomach.

      “I can’t believe someone would break into one of the complexes here,” Jasmine muttered with a frown. “It’s not like they’re going to find anything of value unless they storm this place. Even then, all that’s here are students and a few families. No robber would bother with this resort.”

      The words rang true. No robber would steal from this resort since most of the credits they possessed were not located at the resort itself, and the people who came here had nothing worth stealing. Nobles had private villas in this dome. They were located on the opposite side of the man-made island. However…

      What if they aren’t here for something, but for someone. Two someones.

      The words of King Lucifer came back to him.

      

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

      

      Ariel and Michelle had been promised to someone. Alex didn’t know who that person was, but King Lucifer had said that he should expect them to arrive at some point and challenge him. Given how the man had said that he should expect to be challenged, Alex had been anticipating someone who would come and confront him, but what if they decided not to? What if they decided to circumvent him and go straight for Ariel and Michelle?

      Alex had yet to meet a single person outside of Prince Arthur who confronted him in a straightforward and honorable manner. The chances that this person, whoever they were, would use subterfuge and try to steal those two out from under his nose, was a very real possibility.

      I was naive.

      “A-Alexander! Where are you going?!” Jasmine shouted as Alex bolted off.

      He turned his head and shouted back. “All of you stay here! I’ll be back after I check something out!”

      Alex wove through the crowd of people, leaping over some and skidding around others. It was a good thing he was wearing his crisis suit. He’d have never been able to do this if he wasn’t.

      He reached the exit and burst out. Running through a hallway, he rushed through a door on his left and raced across the checker-tiled lobby.

      Alex couldn’t feel the cool air as he ran outside, but it was now getting dark. The sky was painted to mimic a sunset. The artificial sun was going down.

      Without wasting another second, he turned and moved toward his hotel room, where Ariel and Michelle were staying because he’d practically grounded them. He cursed himself. This was the dumbest thing he’d ever done. Why hadn’t he kept his guard up?

      If something happens to them...

      Ariel and Michelle were important. They were Gabrielle's sisters, which meant they were practically related. He would never forgive himself if they were kidnapped and forced to marry against their will.

      As he continued running, Alex felt the hairs on the back of his neck prickle. He knew this feeling. It was killing intent. Thanks to countless hours spent sparring with Nyx, he could now sense when people came at him with the intent to cause harm.

      No one seemed to be present. It was just him. However, just because he couldn’t see them didn’t mean they weren’t there.

      Alex strained his ears, listening to the rustling of leaves, the breeze as it blew through the garden, and the sound of nearly silent footsteps somewhere to his left. He blocked out what sounds he could. Listen. Listen. The footsteps were close. He just needed to triangulate their location...

      There!

      Calling upon his Aura of Creation, Alex fired off several energy blasts that struck the area where he’d heard the footsteps. A figure leaped out from behind a tree. They were just in time. The energy blasts struck the tree and exploded, spraying fire and splinters everywhere.

      A large cloak billowed around the figure as they stood to their full height. They were taller than him. He couldn’t determine their gender because of the hood covering their face, but he thought he saw a flash of nail polish covering their fingers as they disappeared back into the cloak.

      Alex frowned at them as he conjured two disc-shaped energy projectiles that spun above his hands. “Who are you?”

      “My name is Isis.” The voice was female. “I am the second wife of Yahweh.”

      Though he’d never heard the name Yahweh before, Alex knew that this was the person who wanted to marry Ariel and Michelle.

      “I see. You’re here to stop me from reaching Ariel and Michelle so this Yahweh can kidnap them,” he theorized.

      “Yahweh would never deign himself to come here personally,” Isis said, and Alex almost heard the scowl in her voice. “Leto and Enide are escorting Princesses Ariel and Michelle to Yahweh.”

      So Yahweh was too much of a coward to face Alex himself and didn't want to get his hands dirty? He was disliking this man more and more.

      “It doesn’t change the fact that you are here to stop me,” Alex said, sliding into a combat stance.

      “No, it doesn’t,” Isis admitted as something dark emerged from the sleeves of her cloak and swirled around her. Alex didn’t know what it was, only that it glinted with a strange liquid quality.

      Alex knew he needed to remove this woman, but he was wary of any tricks. He didn’t know anything about her powers. Without knowing what she was capable of, or what that strange liquid was, Alex had no idea how to attack.

      Isis also seemed content to just stand there. The longer he spent in indecision, the chances she had to fight were lessened. Her goal wasn’t to defeat him. It was to stall him long enough for Ariel and Michelle to be kidnapped by her comrades.

      I can’t hesitate!

      Alex tossed his projectiles at Isis. The discs of blue energy spun as they flew toward the woman. However, just before they could strike, the strange liquid created a dark shield in front of her. The projectiles struck the shield, then were absorbed into it. They sank deeper and deeper and disappeared.

      What?

      Then the strange liquid became a spear, which flew at him with unerring accuracy. Alex created a whip and struck at it, knocking the spear away, though all that made it do was spin around before becoming liquid again.

      Now a tendril of dark red, the strange substance tried to strike him much like a whip would. Dodging left and right, Alex did his best to avoid getting stuck, but the liquid moved in strange ways, curving and twist as though it had a mind of its own. Left. Right. Right. Backward. Sidestep. The air around him was cut as the tendril struck at him from multiple directions. It wasn’t until something slammed into his back, however, that he realized the tip he was following had merely been a distraction.

      Alex landed on his stomach. He knew better than to stay there. He rolled away and scrambled to his feet. He was just in time. The tendril impaled the ground where he’d been. Rather than remain in that shape, it collapsed onto the ground like a puddle and then leaped at him. Holding out his hands, Alex created a wall out of his Aura of Creation, but, just like his projectiles, the wall was absorbed into the shield.

      What?!

      While the shield was absorbed, the time it took allowed him to take several leaps back. The liquid, now a spear again, followed him.

      “It is no use,” Isis said as she stood several meters away. “My blood not only absorbs your Aura of Creation, but it will track you no matter where you go.”

      Blood? So this stuff is her blood?

      Alex had never heard of someone who could use their blood as a weapon, but there were nanomachines, Auras of Creation, Body Supremacy, and all kinds of other powers. Finding out that someone could control her own blood did not surprise him. That said, he wasn’t sure how he could defeat blood that could absorb his power.

      This is gonna be diffic—

      “Oh ho ho ho ho!”

      Alex blinked. Isis blinked.

      “I see what is happening now. Yes, the Queen of Clarity can clearly see what’s going on here. Oh ho ho ho ho ho!”

      Alex slowly craned his neck toward Jasmine as she calmly, almost sedately, walked up to them. She didn’t seem at all surprised or bothered by the energy aura around him or the blood swirling around Isis. Indeed, she looked the same as always. Even her haughty, princess-like smile was plastered on her face. She stopped a meter from him and placed her hands on her hips.

      “Alexander, please leave this woman to me,” she said.

      Alex needed a moment to get over his shock. “Um, I really don’t think that’s a good idea…”

      “You are worried about me. Thank you for that, but there is no need.”

      Jasmine reached between her chest and pulled a small cylinder from her cleavage. Gripping it fiercely in one hand, she held out her arm, and the cylinder quickly elongated into an elegant staff. She twirled it around with the precision and grace of an expert, which made sense, seeing how she kind of was an expert, or at least highly proficient. Fighting with a staff was one of the self-defense techniques that he had personally taught her when they were younger.

      “Besides,” Jasmine continued as she struck the ground with her staff, causing a loud ring to echo around them, “you do not have time to be dealing with this one, do you? You must hurry and save Ariel and Michelle from the people trying to kidnap them.” She smiled at him, full of confidence. “Do not worry. I have your teachings behind me, and I have not slacked off on my training.”

      She was right. Time was not on his side. Even though he didn’t want to leave this to her, even though he wanted her to be safe, he couldn’t afford to linger. What’s more, Jasmine was asking him to place his faith in her. Who should he put his faith in if not the girl who wanted to marry him?

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

      “Oh ho ho ho ho! Leave this delusional trollip to me!”

      Alex darted forward to leave. Isis tried to get in his way. She sent her blood after him. However, the tendril of red liquid dispersed when Jasmine slammed into it with her now sparking staff. The electro-staff, an invention of Alex’s that, much like his electro-whip, emitted electric energy that could shock people into submission. The electricity caused the molecules of Isis’s blood to scatter.

      “Do not get distracted by Alexander. Your fight is with me now, so you had better pay attention!” Jasmine spun her staff some more and adopted a two-handed fighting stance. “For you are fighting against the Queen of Combat!”

      Jasmine and Isis soon disappeared from Alex’s sight as he continued running toward his hotel room. A loud rumbling made the earth shake. Alex nearly stumbled. He caught himself and continued running. Up ahead, now looming over the trees and buildings like mammoths, were two more beasts. One of them looked like a giant gorilla, a gargantuan ape, while the other was a tree with branches that were eerily reminiscent of hands.

      Oh, that is so not good.

      Alex increased his speed. He had told those two not to summon anything. However, this time, he wasn’t going to blame them. They were under attack, and this was likely the only thing they could do to defend themselves. In which case, he needed to hurry up. The faster he arrived, the sooner they could return those creatures to where they came from, and the quicker he could put an end to this problem.

      He just hoped he would make it in time.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Interlude II

          

          Kazekiri & Gabrielle

        

      

    

    
      Kazekiri woke up with a gasp. She sat up in bed, feeling the sheets and someone’s arm slide off her stomach and come to rest on her lap. Sweat covered most of her body. It soaked into her clothes and caused her shirt and pants to cling to her skin. She pressed a hand against her face, took several deep breaths, and listened to her heartbeat as it slowed down.

      Another night. Another nightmare.

      She was getting a little better at handling them, but they still caused her to wake up in the middle of the night. It was a bit worse now than when Alex was present. She didn’t know what it was about him, but his very presence calmed her down. Being with him felt like being wrapped in a warm security blanket. Maybe it was because he was the one who reminded her that she wasn’t a weak girl anymore.

      Right. Alex is away on a school trip with his sister and…

      As if remembering the twins caused her to think about Gabrielle, Kazekiri looked down at the girl sleeping in the same bed. With silver hair fanned across the sheets like threads of silk and wings resting behind her as she lay on her side, Gabrielle reminded Kazekiri of a mythical creature she’d once read about. She could not remember what they were called. However, these creatures played a big role in a religion that was popular on Earth before the start of the new calendar.

      “Gabrielle. Gabrielle, it’s time to wake up.”

      Kazekiri shook Gabrielle’s shoulder. The girl slowly came to, sitting up and stretching her arms above her head as she yawned. Unlike Kazekiri, Gabrielle was completely naked, which caused her to blush and look away.

      “Can you please practice some modesty,” Kazekiri said with a scowl. The girl had been wearing clothes, but ever since Alex left on the school trip, she’d gone back to sleeping naked.

      “Muuunnnyaaaaa...” Gabrielle finished yawning, then smiled at her. “I don’t know what that is, but it sounds like too much work. Good morning, Kazekiri.”

      “G-good morning,” Kazekiri mumbled, unable to withstand the other girl’s smile.

      Gabrielle had been sleeping with Kazekiri ever since Alex left on the school trip. She had tried to convince the other girl that she was fine, that she didn’t need someone to sleep with her, but one nightmare the day after Alex left convinced Gabrielle that she was needed. The girl had refused to budge, and Kazekiri eventually capitulated. To be fair, her nightmares were a lot easier to handle with Gabrielle present.

      “Come on! Let’s go take a bath!”

      “Yeah… sure…”

      Like their sleeping arrangements, Kazekiri no longer argued with Gabrielle about bathing together.

      They both ended up in the bathing room, naked as the day they were born. Kazekiri sat on a stool and allowed the happily humming angelisian to scrub her back. The girl was quite good at it. Even Kazekiri, who’d been wary of letting this girl do something so personal, could not stop herself from relaxing under the other girl’s ministrations.

      “All done! Now let’s clean your front!”

      “I still don’t see why you have to do this—mmm!”

      Kazekiri bit back a moan as Gabrielle took a sponge to her breasts. The feeling of the spongy material rubbing against her nipples was stimulating. It felt like an electric current was traveling through her chest.

      “What do you mean? Of course I need to wash all of you! That’s what friends do!”

      While Gabrielle spoke like what she said was obvious, Kazekiri could not say she agreed, but she was unable to really say anything else as her friend lifted her right boob and began cleaning off her underboob sweat.

      “Haaah…. Mmm… hhhhrrrrnn…”

      Kazekiri would never admit to Gabrielle how hot and bothered her actions made her. The other girl was soon done and they switched places. As she scrubbed the angelisian’s back, Kazekiri decided to get her revenge.

      “I should clean these wings.”

      “Ah. Just be gentle. Those are—aaaahn! Oooooh!”

      Gabrielle bent forward as Kazekiri scrubbed her wings. She didn’t want to pull any out, so she was gentle. The feathers were very soft and fluffy. As she brushed her fingers through the wings, Kazekiri marveled at how something growing from a person’s back could feel so delicate.

      “Hhmmm… aaaahh… oooh… Kaze… Kazekiri… something’s coming!”

      “What?”

      Kazekiri blinked at the strange phrase, but then Gabrielle arched backward until her back was touching Kazekiri’s chest and released a loud moan. Liquid dripped from Gabrielle’s leg. It was with a shock that Kazekiri had realized what she’d done.

      “W-w-w-wha—Gabrielle! I-I am so sorry!”

      “Haaah. Haaaah. Mmmm. It’s okay.” Gabrielle looked at her with a half-lidded smile. “That felt really good.”

      Kazekiri was unable to think of anything to say for several long seconds—not that it mattered since the door slid open a moment later and someone walked in. It was their other resident. Nyx. Kazekiri only knew that she was an assassin who had fallen in love with Alex and now lived with him as something of a freeloader.

      She froze upon seeing the other girl gaze upon them with cold eyes. Nyx took one look at the position they were in, then turned around.

      “I’m sorry. It seems I was interrupting something.”

      “Ah?! Wait! No, you have the wrong idea! Don’t leave! Nyyyyyyx!!!”

      Several minutes later, an ashamed Kazekiri found herself sitting down for breakfast with a cheerful Gabrielle and a deadpan Nyx. She found herself unable to look at the tiny assassin. Whether Nyx was embarrassed by what she had stepped into was not something Kazekiri could figure out, but she felt embarrassed enough for the both of them.

      “I prefer to eat Alex’s cooking fresh, but you know—munch munch—these leftovers aren’t bad,” Gabrielle said as she jabbed her fork into a pile of pancakes and shoved them into her mouth.

      “Please chew with your mouth closed,” Kazekiri muttered.

      “Alex’s cooking is always better fresh, but this is tasty,” Nyx agreed with Gabrielle.

      “Would you two listen to me?!”

      Even without Alex, Jasmine, Michelle, Ariel, and Alice around, breakfast was a lively affair. Gabrielle chattered enough for everyone. She told Kazekiri all about her latest inventions, things she wanted to do, and constantly asked her if she’d be willing to test them out with her. Of course Kazekiri refused each time. This girl’s inventions were dangerous.

      As she went to take a drink of caffa, a cracking sound issued from her cup. Kazekiri lifted the mug and stared at the ominous-looking crack running from the top all the way to the bottom.

      “Awwww. That was Alex’s favorite mug,” Gabrielle mumbled.

      “I’m sure you can fix it, Princess Gabrielle,” Nyx said.

      “Oh! You’re right! I’ll just use Mr. Fixer upper! It’ll be good as new!”

      While Gabrielle and Nyx spoke, Kazekiri set the mug back down and tried to ignore the ball of anxiety welling up in the pit of her stomach. She suddenly had a bad feeling, though she didn’t know why.
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          Fierce Confrontations

        

      

    

    
      Fear raced through her body as she heard the name “Yahweh.” That was not a name she had ever wanted to hear again. Yahweh, the name of the man her father had promised her and Michelle to before Alex came along and told her father off, the name of the man who only wanted her because she was defective, and not because he loved her.

      “I’m not going with you,” Ariel said, backing away several steps. “I won’t go with you. I have no desire to ever meet that man again.”

      Ariel had only met Yahweh once. It was a meeting she would never forget.

      She had only been a child at the time, barely nine years old, but Yahweh, who had been around twenty when they met, had looked at her with lust. He had gazed at her with beastly eyes. Ariel remembered feeling like her clothes were being stripped away from her, like she was being tainted, violated. She had been too young to truly understand what that look meant, but she would never forget how awful it had felt.

      It was not a feeling that she ever wanted to experience again.

      “Won’t? You won’t go? You’re not coming with me?” Leto tilted her head. It wasn’t cute like when Ariel’s big sister did it. The deranged smile on this woman’s face kept her from being anything but ghastly. “I’m sorry, but that does not compute. Compute. Won’t go? Fine. If you won’t come with me willingly, then I will just have to make you come with me.”

      Ariel didn’t scream as Leto leaped off the bed and lunged at her, but her mind did race as the knife in the woman’s hand sailed straight for her face. She twisted around, hair whipping about her, and somehow managed to dodge the knife thrust, which came in so fast it was nothing but a flash of steel. In the process, however, her feet became tangled with each other. Yelping, she tumbled to the floor.

      “Aha! Hahahahaha! So pathetic!” Leto cackled as she tried to attack again. The knife in her hand came down. Ariel rolled. The blade impaled the floor. “I don’t know what my husband sees in you. All I see is a normal girl. You’re not special like the rest of us!”

      While she didn’t know what this woman meant by “special,” such things hardly mattered when it was obvious that this lady was off her rocker.

      Still cackling, Leto yanked the knife from the floor and slashed at Ariel again. She leaped backward, but the blade, to her shock, suddenly extended. Ariel winced as a sharp, stinging pain ran through her chest. She looked down. Her shirt had been cut apart near the top of her chest just below the collarbone, and a thin line of blood ran along her skin.

      Despite her fear, Ariel still looked up and glared at this woman. “I thought you were supposed to bring me to Yahweh, so why are you trying to kill me?!”

      “Kill? Kill? I’m not trying to kill you.” Leto took a step forward, head tilting left and then right, eyes wide as the deranged smile on her lips split her face in half. “You are misunderstanding something here. If you will not come with me, then I have to take you by force. Yes, yes. Take you by force. That means I need to hurt you. Oh, but don’t worry. I’ll avoid all of your vitals. You might lose an eye or two or three, but that won’t be a problem. We can regrow your eyes.”

      Ariel didn’t know anything about this woman. She had not been a part of Yahweh’s harem back then. It didn’t matter now. This lady was clearly crazy, and she was trying to make her go see the one man in the entire universe that Ariel was deathly afraid of.

      It wasn’t happening.

      She swiped her finger through the air.

      The D-space was something that had been designed by her big sister. It used technology that relied on dimensional theory to create separate dimensions otherwise known as pocket dimensions, which allowed people to store items that would otherwise be impossible to carry around. Ariel didn’t understand anything about that. She only knew what her big sister told her.

      Since their kidnapping at the hands of King MacArt, her big sister had worked hard on upgrading their D-space, her reason being that they couldn’t open it if their crisis suits were destroyed. This had resulted in a new invention called the D-Device. It was a small, microscopic chip that had been implanted inside of Ariel’s index finger. The chip activated the D-space, and no one who wasn’t already in the know would be able to stop it.

      “Come out, Kong!”

      A large gash appeared in front of her, like a tear being opened in this reality. It looked like a black slash mark hovering in the air. From within the tear came a hand. It was large, about twice the size of Arial herself, and covered in fur. Then came another hand. Both hands grasped the torn space and pried it open before, from deep within the darkness, a black face surrounded by fur emerged. Sharp teeth revealed themselves as the creature roared and pulled itself out of the tear.

      One hand slammed onto the floor. The floorboards shattered. They were on the second floor, so that meant when the floor beneath them cracked, the flooring collapsed to the next floor down, taking Leto with it. Ariel did not fall, for the second hand came underneath her, allowing her to land on her feet.

      When the creature she had summoned completely emerged, it stood to its full height, the roof and ceiling cracking apart like an egg. The other hand that Ariel was not standing on came over her, protecting her from falling debris. When Kong stood to his full height, he loomed over the tallest building within Mars Beach Resort.

      Known as the Ape King, Kong came from a now destroyed planet that had been desecrated by one of the many insurrections against her father. Having known about her love for animals, her father subdued Kong and presented him as a present for her tenth birthday. He was her favorite pet among all the animals she possessed.

      Kong raised his hand and let Ariel step onto his shoulder. She looked around, trying to find the one known as Leto, but instead, she found a giant plant standing next to Kong. It was a tree. The kind was unknown to her since she didn’t know trees very well, but it was about as tall as Kong, and its many branches looked more like hands. Its trunk, which was about as thick as one of Kong’s legs, possessed a snarling face reminiscent of a beast.

      So Michelle also summoned one of her plants. That must mean she’s under attack, too.

      Yahweh wanted both her and Michelle, so it made sense that her sister was also the victim of a surprise attack. That made her wonder, though, just how many women had Yahweh married?

      Ariel couldn’t see who Michelle was fighting. There was a figure darting between the hand-shaped branches as they slammed into the ground. Several of the branches were severed. They fell off, which caused the tree to scream. Next to the tree monsters, Michelle stood and bit her lip.

      “Whew!!”

      Ariel peered down as loud whistling came from below, at the woman who stood on what remained of the resort building that she and Michelle had been staying in. It was Leto. Her red hair swayed ominously as she looked up at Kong, the same slasher’s grin that she'd been wearing from the very beginning still plastered on her face.

      “I’ve heard that you were able to summon and control animals, but I hadn’t realized they could get so big. Now I see why Yahweh wants you. Hahaha! This is great! Not only did I get to see something interesting, but you’ve brought me a friend to play with too.”

      “Kong isn’t going to play with you!” Ariel snapped. “Kong! Send this lady packing!”

      Kong roared, beat his fists against his chest, and then slammed them against the remainder of the building. A loud crash echoed up to her as the building collapsed. His attack didn’t hit Leto, though, who leaped into the air and landed on his left arm.

      A roar of pain escaped Kong’s throat. Ariel wondered why for a moment, but then she saw it, Leto running up the arm. That wasn’t what had likely hurt Kong. Blood was gushing from the areas where Leto ran, as though she had impaled her knife into the giant ape’s arm and was ripping through his flesh as she moved up it. Kong raised his other hand and tried to smash the woman, but Leto surprised them again by leaping into the air. She spun her body like a torque. The knife in her hand suddenly grew to nearly five meters in length. It sliced straight into Kong’s wrist.

      “No, Kong!” Ariel screamed in horror as Kong’s hand was severed from his wrist. The hand fell to the ground with a loud crash. Kong screamed, not the fierce roar of anger and rage that she knew him for, but an agonized wail that sent pain shooting through her chest.

      “Hahahahaha!!” Leto’s cackle echoed all around her, loud and obnoxious, as the woman herself landed on the arm with the now severed wrist. “This is so fun! I’ve never fought something so big before!! More! Let me have more fun!”

      Ariel gnashed her teeth together as her mind. Kong couldn’t remain here. He was injured, more injured than he’d ever been, and he would continue to grow worse the longer he remained in this dimension. She had to de-summon him and summon someone else. The problem was, she didn’t know who.

      “HAHAHAHAHAHA!”

      The sound of mad laughter snapped Ariel back to reality, just in time to see Leto with her now several meter-long knife coming toward Kong’s chest. She was going to impale him through the heart!

      Ariel de-summoned Kong, sending him back to his dimensional space. She prayed that he wouldn’t bleed out. So long as he didn’t die from blood loss, she could reattach the hand.

      I’m sorry, Kong. You got hurt because of me.

      “What did you do that for?!” Leto screamed as Ariel landed on the ground in a crouch. The woman pointed the knife she held at her. “Bring him back! Bring him back now!”

      It was like Leto had already forgotten her purpose. Bloodlust leaked from her body; the intent to cause harm was stronger in this woman than anyone Ariel had ever met. It was terrifying. Just looking at this woman with her eyes radiating her intent to kill made Ariel’s knees involuntarily shake. Even though there had been several assassins who tried to kill her before, none of them had ever gotten this close.

      Ariel was on the verge of panicking. To make matters worse, several meters from where her battle had taken place, Michelle was lying on the ground. Her tree monster had already been destroyed. Unlike Kong, it looked like Michelle hadn’t been able to return her friend to his dimensional space.

      Blood trailed down her mouth as another woman, this one a blonde with a lithe frame and dressed in a white gown, appeared next to Leto. She held a staff in her hands, but unlike most staff weapons, this one was flexible. It moved and writhed within her grip. Ariel realized what it was. A bioweapon. It was a plant-based sentient weapon that could change shape according to the wielder’s desire.

      “If you won’t bring him back,” Leto ground out as she marched toward Ariel, “then I’ll just make you bring him back!”

      “Leto! What do you think you are doing?!” a voice suddenly shouted. Both Leto and the woman who must have fought Michelle froze.

      The person who had spoken was another woman. Pale-skinned, with a generous bosom, the woman strolled toward them with an authority that made both Leto and the other woman straighten. As Ariel watched, wondering what was happening, the woman who’d spoken tucked a strand of her long, dark hair behind her left ear, showing off how disfigured it was. The other ear was long and pointy, similar to an Angelisian’s, but this woman didn’t have wings.

      “Sister Alva?” Leto knelt before the woman like a knight kneeling before their king. “What are you doing here? I thought you were going to leave this to us.”

      “I was,” the one known as Alva said. “However, it looked like you were getting out of hand, so I had no choice but to step in.”

      “I’m sorry,” Leto apologized. “I let my excitement get the best of me.”

      While they were talking, Ariel ran over to her sister. Michelle had clambered onto her hands and knees, but she was holding her side, where blood leaked between her fingers.

      “You okay?” Ariel asked.

      “N-not really.” Michelle gave her a pained grimace. “But don't worry. I'm not ready to throw in the towel just yet.”

      As Ariel checked on her sister, Alva continued speaking to Leto. “It’s fine. Just remember what you came here for. Yahweh wants both girls unharmed.”

      “Yes.”

      Alva stepped forward and took a look at both her and Michelle. While Ariel was uninjured, save the small cut on her chest, Michelle had obvious internal bleeding, evidenced by the blood running from her mouth. She also had a nasty wound on her side.

      “I apologize for the violence reaped upon you,” Alva said, bowing to them both. “Come with me, and I will take you both to a healing tank. I will, of course, also heal your creatures. Your ape’s injuries shouldn’t be hard for Father to heal, and plants of this nature can be returned to life, provided they get aid within time.”

      Michelle bit her lip, no doubt trying to figure out what they should do; Ariel felt the same way. She didn’t want to go with these three. Not only was the woman she fought violent, but she didn’t want to see Yahweh. Not again. Never again.

      “No…” Ariel took a step back.

      Alva frowned. “There is no need to be frightened, young one. Father is a merciful and benevolent man.” She stretched out her hand. “If you just take my hand, you will see that he is the kind of man who can accept you regardless of your imperfections.”

      “No!” Ariel screamed even more loudly as Michelle slowly climbed to her feet. “I don’t want to marry that man! I won’t!”

      “Neither will I,” Michelle said.

      The frown that had appeared on Alva’s face continued to grow. “We were told not to harm you, if at all possible. However, we were also told that if you did not come with us willingly, we were free to use force. I’m sure you’ve already realized this, but you cannot defeat us. Now come. Once you meet Yahweh in person, you will understand that all of your fears are unfounded.”

      Ariel had no desire to ever meet that man again, and no matter what these people said, she would never believe that he was anything more than a lecherous beast. That look in his eyes when he first met her was not the look of a man controlled by reason.

      “No…” Ariel shook her head as she continued to back away.

      Alva sighed. “Fine. In that case, you leave me no choice.”

      Ariel wasn’t sure what happened, just that one second she and Michelle were standing on the ground, and the next she was floating inside a bubble of water. She opened her mouth out of instinct. Water filled her lungs. Her eyes bulged as her hands flew to her throat. Her body thrashed as though it had a mind of its own. She was choking! She couldn’t breathe!

      “Do not worry,” Alva said as Ariel looked at her sister. Michelle was in the same situation, floating in a bubble and choking. “This won’t kill you. It’ll just put you to sleep. When you wake up, you’ll be able to meet our father, your new husband.”

      No…

      Ariel struggled, clawing at her throat. Maybe she somehow hoped that doing so would let her breathe, but nothing of the sort happened. Her body still couldn’t take in oxygen.

      I don’t want this…

      Her mind was growing hazy. Darkness clouded her vision. Everything was getting fuzzy.

      Please… someone…

      She could barely think. Dim. Dim. The world was growing dim. In desperation, Ariel called upon a vision, the image of a person, of the one who had stood up to her father for the sake of Ariel and her sister. Alex’s grinning face appeared within her mind, though soon even that faded.

      Alex…

      Ariel wanted to be with Alex. She hadn’t said anything, but she couldn’t deny that she wanted to be with him. Regret filled her. Why hadn’t she told him about how she felt? If she had, he would have accepted her, and perhaps she wouldn’t have been in this situation, trapped within a bubble with her body growing slack and her mind shutting down.

      At the very least… I would have… liked to see him… one… last… time…

      “GET AWAY FROM THEM!!!”

      Ariel’s eyes snapped open at the voice. Before her eyes, something large and blue, like a massive beam or a sword, slammed into the ground where Alva and the other women who attacked them were standing. The women leaped back. The sword split the ground, tearing it asunder, ripping to shreds everything in its path.

      As if that had somehow been the trigger needed, the bubble that she and Michelle were in dispersed. Ariel and Michelle fell to the ground. She coughed and sputtered, hacking up the fluids that she had inhaled and sucking in deep, grateful lungfuls of air. With her hair plastered to her face, on her hands and knees, Ariel looked up at the person now standing between her and her sister and the people who had attacked them.

      It was Alex, and he looked angry.
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      Jasmine had been in plenty of fights before. Indeed, ever since Alex had begun teaching her self-defense, she had used her newfound skills to defend the weak, just like he did. While she knew that she had a long way to go before she became the Queen of Fighters, her talents were nothing to scoff at. Even when outnumbered five to one by a group of thugs, she was skilled enough to win, provided she had her staff.

      This woman was nothing like the thugs she had fought before.

      Thugs couldn’t use their own blood as a weapon.

      Jasmine leapt backward, spinning her staff and activating its electric properties. The blood, which had turned into a hundred bullets, sought to penetrate her body, but instead, they crashed against a blue shield of electricity. It was not an actual shield, of course. Jasmine was simply spinning her staff so quickly that it created what looked like a large buckler, a circular shield that covered her entire body.

      When the blood storm died down, Jasmine rushed toward her foe, the cloaked woman who had dared to attack her future husband. She sadly never got close. The blood that she had blocked returned and attacked her again, forcing her to back away.

      “That blood of yours is quite annoying,” Jasmine said.

      “And I find your tenacity annoying,” said Isis as she gestured with her hands. The blood moved in accordance with her will, surrounding Jasmine in a circle. “Why don’t you just give up? Unlike Ariel and Michelle, I am under no obligation to spare your life.”

      Jasmine eyed the blood as it circled her, wary of any surprise attacks. She didn’t know much about these supernatural powers. So far, this woman had created spears, tendrils, bullets, and needles, but without knowing what else she could do with her blood, Jasmine was at a loss as to how she should proceed. Did she attack? Defend? Wait for an opening?

      

      “Knowing your enemy’s strengths and weaknesses is the key to creating a good strategy.”

      

      Alex’s words came back to her. It was something he had said when he was training her in the basics of combat. The best way to defeat your opponent was to find out their weakness and exploit it.

      Of course, Alex rarely followed his own advice. More often than not, he plowed through all of his problems with his destructive inventions, but he could afford to do that. When someone had overwhelming firepower like that, they didn’t need to rely as much on strategy. The idea of finding out and exploiting the weakness of an enemy was something that Alex had created for her.

      I must find out this woman’s weakness…

      Twirling her staff around, she slammed the butt end against the ground and spread her feet shoulder-width apart. “Oh ho ho ho ho! If you think that I, the Queen of Combat, will give up when my future husband requires help, then you are sadly mistaken.”

      Isis’s expression became dark, ominous, promising violence and death.

      “In that case, you can die.”

      The blood that had been circling her suddenly closed in. Jasmine had seen this blood cut through cement, so it left no doubts in her mind that this woman was trying to cut her in half. She wouldn’t let that happen. Leaping into the air, Jasmine activated her staff, thrust it into the ground, and released the stud on the handle.

      An intense electrical discharge was released from the staff's tip. It exploded against the ground, which created a strong detonation. The ground broke apart. Chunks flew into the air and struck the blood, providing a makeshift shield that she could hide behind. But it was not foolproof. Jasmine felt something sting her cheek—a rock perhaps—and warm blood ran down her skin. She ignored it, landed on the ground, and spun the staff again.

      “Now what are you going to do?” asked Jasmine. “You might be able to control your blood, but I doubt you can control it after it’s been tainted like that, and I do not think you have enough blood to spare that you can injure yourself anymore.”

      “You seem to have misunderstood something,” Isis said. “I do not cut myself every time I need to use blood. I have numerous capsules that I’ve stored up in the event that I need more blood. However, I do not need it now. You’ve already lost.”

      “What are you trying to—Uuugh!”

      Jasmine choked back a scream as an indescribable burning sensation struck her body; an intense pain spread through her, as if her veins had been lit on fire and her insides were turning to mush. The profundity of this pain was impossible to describe with words. She barely felt it when she fell to her hands and knees, though she did see the ground close in on her as she fell onto her stomach. The burning grew more intense. Jasmine jerked and kicked. Her muscles spasmed. It hurt. It hurt so much. She’d never felt like this before. Everything was hurting.

      Gritting her teeth, she rolled onto her back, stretched out a hand, and looked at Isis, who stood several meters from her.

      “W-what did you… do?!”

      Isis pointed to her cheek, the same cheek that Jasmine had gotten her cut on. “My blood has entered your bloodstream. It is very special. Not only can I control it like a weapon, but I can control its properties too. The blood inside of you is acting as an acid. First, it will turn your internal organs into liquid, and then it will melt down your bones before gushing from your pores and melting your muscles and skin. You will die in agony. This is nothing less than you deserve for getting in my way.”

      Through the pain, Jasmine did her best to think about what she could do. This woman had turned her blood into acid and it was melting her insides. Surely, if it was inside of her, there was some way she could negate its effects.

      Negate?

      The word made her pause. How was it that this woman could control her blood when it was outside of her body? It must have somehow been connected to her, a metaphysical connection of some kind. There could be no other way to control blood after it left the body. In which case, if she severed the connection…

      Jasmine was still gripping her staff, which she had not let go of because her muscles had become locked when the pain struck her. That was good. She could use this.

      “I’ll leave you to your fate,” Isis said. “I hope you have better luck in your next life.”

      Isis turned away from her and began walking toward where Alex had disappeared to, toward where the giant ape and tree had been seconds ago. Jasmine struggled through her muscle’s stiffness to bring her staff toward her. She flopped around to inch her body just a little closer to her weapon. The domed ceiling overhead showed off the night now. It was filled with stars. She wanted to admire this view but instead pressed the end of her staff to her chest, took a deep breath, and activated it.

      BBBZZZTT!

      Jasmine would have screamed if she could, but her throat had closed as she electrocuted herself. She could feel it running through her body. It hurt even worse than the blood melting her insides. No, it was merely compounding her pain. She struggled to think, to hold onto her sanity. She fought and fought and fought and—the pain disappeared.

      Gasping, Jasmine took several deep breaths. The pain hadn’t really disappeared. She still felt the phantom pain from having acidic blood melting her body and the electricity coursing through her. However, she couldn’t afford to lie there. Get up. She had to get up. As the Queen of Combat, as Alexander’s future wife, as the owner of Madison, and as the proud woman who was all of these things, Jasmine refused to let herself be defeated by a little pain.

      “Oh… ho.” Jasmine ignored the way her shoulders heaved, the way her legs shook, as she forced herself to her feet. Isis was getting further away, but she had no intention of letting this woman go. “Do not think you can afford to… underestimate me.”

      Feeling the ring on her hand twist as she reared her arm back, Jasmine took a moment to make sure her fingers were properly curled around her staff, and then she activated it again and sent it hurtling toward Isis.

      To her credit, the woman reacted admirably. She spun around and leapt to the left. This allowed her to avoid the staff. However, Jasmine wasn’t done. The woman hadn’t seen the invisible thread that connected the staff to her ring.

      Jasmine yanked her hand back and toward her other side. The staff suddenly curved around and came back. But there was someone between Jasmine and the staff.

      Isis.

      “GYAAAAAA!!!!!”

      Watching the woman who’d caused her so much pain fall to the ground and writhe in agony as she was electrocuted wasn’t as satisfying as Jasmine thought it would be. She wasn’t interested in causing others pain. Even though this woman had hurt her, she didn’t take pleasure in hurting back.

      That changed nothing. She would not let this woman hurt Alexander.

      Her staff soon ran out of power, but that hardly mattered. Isis was lying on the ground, on her back, her sightless eyes staring at the domed ceiling, drool leaking from her mouth. Her chest heaved, but she made no other movements save the occasional muscle spasm. She was done.

      “Hmph!” Jasmine reached up and flipped one of her large, drill-like curls behind her shoulder. “That is what you get for daring to turn your back on the Queen of Combat! Oh ho ho ho… ho…  ho…”

      Now that the battle was over, Jasmine’s strength fled her, the adrenaline left, and the pain that she’d been able to push away came back. She resisted the urge to cry as she slumped to the ground. A grimace was all she could manage as her body, unwilling to work anymore, became limp. She soon fell onto her back once more, and this time, she was unable to get up.

      Alexander, I am pinning my hopes on you. Please rescue Ariel and Michelle.

      Unable to resist the exhaustion and pain any longer, Jasmine closed her eyes and let unconsciousness claim her.
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      Alex wished he could say the anger chilling his bones like ice flooding his veins was the result of Asmodeus’s influence, but he knew better. Anger influenced by her ran red hot and was mixed with lust. He wanted to screw as much as he wanted to murder. This was different. Cold, calculating, frozen over like a tundra. Alex had never felt this sort of anger before, but when he saw Ariel and Michelle trapped in those strange water spheres, this feeling had overtaken him.

      He stood protectively before the two girls as they sat on the ground. The three women who had attacked Ariel and Michelle were in front of him. A dark-haired beauty stood at the front, her frown evident, her scarred left ear visible. Standing to her left and slightly behind her, a redhead with an ugly leer twirled a knife between her fingers. The other, a blonde woman in a white gown stood with calm poise, but the staff in her hand writhed as though it had a mind of its own.

      “I’m not gonna bother asking who you three are.” There was no need to know their names. Alex clenched his fingers, listening to the satisfying pops that echoed from his joints. “Leave now and I’ll forget this happened. Keep fighting and I will kick your asses so hard, you won’t know what hit you.”

      “What was that?!” the redhead snapped. “Listen here, you fucking turd! We’re not going to—”

      The leader raised her hand, stopping the redhead in her tracks. She had yet to take her eyes off him. Alex stared at her with a stern, uncompromising frown.

      “Alexander S. Ryker, the current suitor who is favored by Princess Gabrielle. You and I need not fight. You already have one Angelisian princess, and the perfect one at that. There is no need for you to defend these defective products. Hand them over to me. I will give them to a man who will appreciate their flaws.”

      As he listened to the words, the chill seeping into his bones further froze him over. Flaws? Already had a princess? The perfect one? The more this woman spoke, the angrier he became. Ice was already flooding his veins, but now it was beginning to freeze the rest of him as well.

      “You don’t know anything,” Alex muttered. “I’m not protecting these two because I want to have a trio of Angelisian princesses at my beck and call. I’m protecting them because these two deserve to find love instead of having an unwanted marriage forced on them.”

      The woman’s frown grew ever more prominent. “That does indeed sound like a noble aspiration, but don’t you think you are being a little full of yourself? You want them to find love on their own, but you don’t seem to understand that such a desire is nothing more than a dream. These two are just like us. They are flawed, broken, defective. No man except our husband would ever marry such despicable creatures.”

      Alex didn’t know what was worse, that this woman thought these two were despicable, or that she thought the same of herself. No. He took that back. He hated how this woman thought Ariel and Michelle could ever be considered despicable, how she could so easily call them defective. It was unforgivable.

      “I see that you are confused,” the woman said. “Allow me to explain so that you might understand why those two will never find love.”

      “No…” Ariel muttered. She tried to stand up, but her arms and legs shook too much. She fell back onto the ground. “Don’t… don’t tell him.”

      Michelle had yet to say anything, but Alex had looked back when he heard Ariel’s voice and noticed the way she shivered. It wasn’t a shiver of fear or anxiety. It was anger. What’s more, her eyes did not look the same as they usually did. Her irises were yellow, and her pupils had become black slits instead of rounded ones. They reminded him of a cat.

      “Ariel has a rare Angelisian disease called Parvulus Synopsia. It’s a disease that halts cellular growth, which is the reason her body has not matured at all in the last several years.”

      “Stop it!” Ariel shouted.

      “What’s more,” the woman added.

      “Don’t!”

      “She can’t bear children.” As Ariel broke down into sobs, the woman, her expression the same as it had been before breaking this news to him, continued. “Because her cells have all but stopped growing, she will forever look like that, and because her body will always be physically the same age it is now, attempting to bear a child would be life-threatening to both her and the child.”

      Alex looked back at Ariel, who had buried her face into her arms and was sobbing uncontrollably. The sight made him even angrier. It caused his blood to run even colder. He looked back at the woman. He still didn’t know her name. Her name didn’t matter. She wasn’t going to get away with this.

      But before Alex could do anything, Michelle suddenly howled. It was not the sound that a human, or rather, an Angelisian, could make. It was violent and vicious and altogether inhuman. As he looked back, Alex realized that not only did she no longer sound like an Angelisian, she no longer looked like an Angelisian.

      Fur covered her face. Whiskers had appeared alongside her nose, three on each side, making for six in total. Even as he looked at her, her body continued to change. Hands turned into clawed paws, fur sprouted from her back, arms, and legs, which had elongated and become more canine-like. As her transformation ended, Michelle appeared nothing like a human or Angelisian. She looked like a giant wolf.

      Huh… so the girl who can converse with plants changes into an animal?

      The odd dichotomy was all he could think about as Michelle, now a giant wolf, pounced on the woman who’d been talking. A loud shriek echoed from the woman in question. The two who were with her also panicked.

      “ALVA!!”

      Alex didn’t know what was happening, but he didn’t care. This was the perfect chance. He would go on the attack.

      Calling upon his Aura of Creation, Alex created a massive beam of energy that blasted from his palms. The two other women, the redhead and the blonde, were forced to leap back as the beam tore through the air between them. A large trench about two meters wide separated the two women from the one called Alva.

      Alex had no intention of letting them give her backup.

      He called upon more of his aura, felt it coursing through him, and held up his palm. Several spheres of energy shot from his hands. The two women moved, but he tracked them, creating more beams of energy with his right hand and firing them at the duo. As they dodged, he created a whip in his other hand and lashed at them. He wrapped his whip around the redhead and yanked, pulling her legs out from under her.

      “Leto!” the blonde woman shouted.

      Alex didn’t give her a chance to help her friend. He fired off a really large beam of energy from his palm, a blue cylinder of destruction that forced her to leap even further away. With her too far away to be of any help, Alex used the seconds it would take her to reach Leto to create a large sword in his now free hand, which he brought down on the woman.

      That was his intention, at least.

      The one called Leto sliced into his energy whip with her knife, which technically shouldn’t have been possible, but her knife was surrounded with some kind of energy of its own. It was a black aura. Not the Aura of Creation. This was something else. In either event, the woman sliced through his whip, rushed over to the blonde, and pierced his sword with her knife—a knife which suddenly grew to an incredible length. A crack appeared on his sword. It widened. It spread. Then it multiplied.

      The sword shattered.

      “Let’s go, Enide! We can’t help Sister Alva unless we go through him,” Leto said.

      “I know,” Enide replied.

      As the two rushed him, Alex held out his hands and created a shield… which did absolutely nothing. Leto cut through his shield like a scythe through wheat. Alex clicked his tongue as the blonde one, Enide, thrust her staff forward. He was normally confident in his ability to dodge, but then the staff came to life and wrapped around him. The other one, the redhead known as Leto, lunged forward and thrust out her dagger.

      Pain flared in his arm as he moved to the left. Blood ran down his skin as he thrust out his palm, which caught Leto in the chest. Unfortunately, despite the attack sending Leto back, it did nothing against the staff that Enide attacked him with, which constricted around him. It felt like his organs were being squeezed through a tube.

      Leto stood to her feet and rushed at him again, thrusting out her dagger once more. Alex tried to dodge, to move, but even with the enhanced strength of his crisis suit, all he was capable of doing was breaking free from the staff's hold. He didn’t have enough time to move out of the way.

      Alex blinked when pain erupted in his chest. The knife that Leto had been wielding was impaled through him all the way up to the hilt. Warm, wet liquid dripped down his chest.

      “Heh… looks like you were all talk,” Leto said, grinning. She cackled as she twisted the knife. Alex bit his lip and tried not to scream.

      “ALEX!!” the scream of Ariel reached him, but even though it was loud, it felt like it was coming from a vast distance.

      Leto yanked the knife from his chest. With nothing left to hold him in place, Alex fell backward, landing on his back with a thump. Funnily enough, he didn’t feel the back of his head cracking against the ground. A strange numbness had spread through his body.

      “Alex!!”

      A face appeared above him, Ariel, who was sobbing. Tears streamed down her face. His vision shifted for a moment, and he wondered why everything suddenly looked elevated; then he realized that Ariel had placed his head on her lap.

      “Hey,” he muttered, “why the long face?”

      “Are you an idiot?” Ariel sobbed. “Look at you, all beaten up and bloody and stabbed, and you’re asking me, ‘Why the long face?’ What kind of idiot are you?”

      “Sorry.”

      “Don’t apologize.” Ariel sobbed again. She had placed her hands on his chest, putting pressure on the wound as though trying to halt the flow of blood. It wasn’t working. “Why are you doing this? Why are you protecting me and Michelle? We aren’t worth it. We aren’t worth getting yourself hurt over.”

      “That’s not…” Alex coughed up blood. He could feel it welling up inside of his lungs. “That’s not for you to decide. The people who get to decide whether you’re worth it or not are the ones who matter to you. I’ve decided that you and Michelle are worth protecting. That’s all there is to it.”

      Those words just made her cry even harder.

      The one called Alva had finished dealing with Michelle. Alex couldn’t see much, but when he looked at where they had been, he could see that Michelle had reverted to her original form. It didn’t look like she was hurt badly, but he could see blood on her face. She was injured. She had probably been knocked unconscious.

      Alva was now standing with Leto and Enide. Alex couldn’t see their expressions very well. He actually couldn’t see much of anything, now that he thought about it. His vision was dimming. He couldn’t… couldn’t…

      What couldn’t he do?
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      “Alex? Alex!” Ariel was very close to panicking as Alex’s eyes dimmed. He was still breathing, but it was like his mind had shut down. Had the blood loss gotten to him? Why wouldn’t he respond to her?! “Alex! Please, you have to get up!”

      Ariel continued to shake him, over and over, calling his name as she tried to make him respond—except he wasn’t responding. His head would jerk back and forth. His body would shake. However, Alex’s eyes remained dull and lifeless. It was like she was shaking a corpse.

      “Alex! Please! You have to get up!”

      No matter how hard she shook him or how loudly she shouted his name, he didn’t respond.

      “No…”

      All of the energy drained from Ariel’s face as the realization set in. Alex wasn’t getting up. She didn’t know if he was just unconscious or on death’s doorstep, but the knowledge that he wasn’t even responding to her sent her mind into a spiral of self-loathing and despair. If only she had never come to Mars, if only they had never met. If only if only if only. He would have never gone against her father if she hadn't been around, and he would have never gotten hurt like this.

      Ariel pressed her face to his chest and sobbed. This was her fault. It was all her fault. Damn it. Damn it, damn it, damn it, damn it!

      “Enide, grab Michelle. Leto, get Ariel. We’ll be taking them with us now,” a voice said from behind her.

      Ariel barely heard the words, as if they had come from a vast distance, as if they didn’t apply to her. She, of course, understood what would happen. She knew that she should move, that she should run. However, she couldn’t bring herself to think with logic like that. Alex was injured and possibly dying because of her. Every thought running through her head was one of blame and self-recrimination.

      Someone grabbed her arm and yanked Ariel to her feet. She tried to put up a fight, tried to struggle against the person pulling her away from Alex, and she even did a decent job. Physically speaking, she was incredibly strong, and this person, clearly not possessing that same strength, could not get her to budge.

      “No!” Ariel shouted. “Alex! Alex!”

      “Damn brat!” Leto snarled as her grip on Ariel’s arm tightened to the point where it felt like the bones inside were being slowly ground into a fine powder. Ariel's strength began to leave her. She was not used to pain, and it distracted her.

      “ALEX! HELP ME!” Ariel was crying as, finally, her strength disappeared and she was pried off Alex's chest. “YOU PROMISED ME! YOU TOLD DAD YOU WOULD PROTECT ME AND MICHELLE!! TAKE RESPONSIBILITY!”

      “Fucking bitch! This guy isn’t going to help you! He’s de—”

      It happened almost too fast for Ariel to see. There was a soft, almost gentle gust of wind, and then a fist suddenly plowed into Leto’s cheek. Time seemed to slow as the cheek that had been hit distorted, caving in and taking the shape of the fist; before time reasserted itself, and the woman was sent sailing backward.

      Ariel stared in shock as the woman slammed into the ground several meters away, broke the pathway, and tumbled like a ragdoll until she came to a stop next to the destroyed ruins of the resort building.

      W-what the heck just happened?

      After a moment of utter surprise coursed through her, Ariel realized that the person who had hit the woman was standing next to her. She turned her head. It was Alex. He stood next to her, his fist still outstretched from when he had hit Leto. For a moment, Ariel felt joy. Her lips blossomed into a smile, and she opened her mouth to say his name.

      She stopped.

      Something was wrong.

      Alex’s body was covered in a bright red aura. Crimson flames flickered along his body as though he was on fire—no, wait. Those weren't flames. It was heat mixed with blood. Blood leaked from his pores and created what appeared to be an aura similar to but very different from an Angelisian’s Aura of Creation.

      If that was the only thing different about him, Ariel might not have felt the chill that ran down her spine, but on top of being covered in this new aura, his eyes had changed. The irises were dark red and an inky blackness had spread through the whites of his eyes.

      What is this?

      “Leto!!” Enide screamed as she looked at the unconscious body of her comrade.

      That was a mistake.

      Ariel didn’t see when Alex moved, but the space in front of her suddenly became empty as his body vanished like a ghost. She turned her head around to search for him. It took several seconds, and she didn’t find him because of luck.

      She found him because of the scream.

      A shrill, high-pitched wail of agony made her head snap toward where Michelle lay. Alex was standing over Enide, who was now kneeling on the ground, shrieking at the top of her lungs as she held her left arm—her arm which had been snapped at the elbow. The forearm was now dangling uselessly as though all the nerves and muscles had been destroyed. She screamed and screamed and screamed, until Alex kicked her in the face and sent her sailing.

      “Leto! Enide!” Alva shouted, though unlike her comrade, she dared not take her eyes off Alex. “Damn you!”

      Alva pointed at Alex. Water gathered around him, congealing into a single bubble, the same kind of bubble that had captured her and Michelle. Ariel realized almost absently that it wasn’t a bubble at all. It was a water sphere—perhaps a water prison would be more accurate.

      She might as well have not bothered creating it.

      Alex roared, an inhuman sound that shattered the eardrums, and the water prison exploded. He then opened his mouth and roared again. What at first glance appeared to be a massive beam of energy erupted from his mouth, but it was not actually a beam. As the heat from the “beam” seared her skin, she understood what it really was.

      He compressed his roar into a sonic wave that moves so fast it burns the atmosphere!

      Body Manipulation. It was the ability to manipulate the body in various ways. The most obvious method was strengthening, but that didn’t mean it was the only thing that could be done. Some people could create poisons from their sweat or saliva, others could control the flow of their blood, and some were even said to be capable of changing the density of their body.

      This was like that, but the power was cranked up to 9,000.

      The woman before them, Alva, was a lot more cunning than her comrades. Before the beam struck, her body dispersed into mist. That did not mean the beam stopped. The compressed sonic wave of superheated sound continued and struck another building, which detonated in a blaze of hellish fire.

      Alex growled as he looked around. The snarl on his face was frightening. Even though Ariel wanted to do something, to stop him, she couldn’t. Her legs wouldn’t move. She tried to make them move, screamed at her body to get up and do something, but it was like her fear had overridden her mental commands.

      “What is wrong with Alex?” she asked herself. She didn’t expect an answer, but she received one anyway.

      “Alex’s power is out of control.” Michelle was awake and sitting next to her. She must have dragged herself over to Ariel, for there was a trail of blood leading to where she had been lying. “Our honorable sister told me something similar happened when Alex had been kidnapped by the Jāhilīyahn Queen.”

      “B-but that isn’t an Angelisian power!” Ariel shouted. “The Aura of Creation is an energy-based power. It’s the ability to manipulate every type of energy in the galaxy. What he’s using right now is Body Manipulation!”

      “Yes, it is.” Michelle looked at Alex as he released intense blasts of superheated air. Explosions rang out all over. Trees blew up and buildings were destroyed. Alex was likely trying to find Alva, but she was probably long gone already. Retreat was her only choice if she wanted to survive. “We already know that Alex isn’t human. Those seals on his core have currently blocked his true blood. Half of him is definitely Angelisian, but what about the other half?”

      “I... I thought his other half was human.” Ariel worried her lower lip, and then, her voice came back with a hesitant question. “What... do you know what his other half is?”

      Michelle shook her head. “No, but our honorable sister has a theory.” She took a deep breath, and then said, “She thinks Alex might be half-daemon.”

      “That’s… not possible, is it?” asked Ariel. “Daemons are genetically incompatible with Angelisians. It shouldn’t be possible for an Angelisian and a Daemon to conceive a child.”

      “It’s not impossible, just highly unlikely.” Michelle tried to stand up, only to wince and fall back down. Ariel noticed that her sister had a hole, a puncture mark, in her left thigh that went all the way through her. “Anyway, we need to find some way to stop Alex from destroying anything else. The situation is only going to get worse if this keeps up.”

      “But… what can we do?” asked Ariel.

      “I don’t know.” Michelle wore a glum smile. “Our honorable sister stopped him with a hug, but she had to use her powers just to get close to him. I don’t even know if a hug from us would stop him.”

      Ariel looked back at Alex. He had stopped mindlessly unleashing superheated air, but it looked like he was now poking at the woman called Enide, who remained unconscious. While she didn’t like that woman because of what she’d done, Ariel didn’t want to see Enide die before her eyes either.

      “Can… can you distract him?” asked Ariel.

      “You have a plan?” Michelle frowned.

      “I think… I’m going to try something, but I need you to summon a plant that can keep him bound for at least ten seconds.”

      Michelle bit her lip. She had a lot of plants, many of which Ariel didn’t even know the names of. Surely, out of all that flora, there would be one that could at least restrain Alex for ten seconds. She only needed that little bit of time.

      “I… might,” Michelle admitted with great reluctance. “There’s a plant called Vida Fuerte. It’s a root-based plant found on the planet Calatia. It uses its massive roots to find and strangle prey and then eats it. It’s a carnivorous plant.”

      “Can it restrain him, though?”

      “Well, it’s supposed to be capable of crushing up to fifteen tons with its roots…” She bit her lip. “As to whether or not it can restrain Alex… that depends entirely on how strong he is.”

      “Whatever. Just use it.” Ariel stood up. “Summon your plant.”

      “Right.”

      As Michelle swiped her finger through the air, Ariel tried to stop her legs from shaking. She was scared. This Alex was frightening, nothing at all like the one she was used to. She didn’t like this Alex, who could so easily hurt others, who didn’t even seem conscious of what he was doing. Ariel wanted the normal Alex back. The man she loved, that was the person she wanted to see standing before her.

      Ariel was snapped from her stupor when the ground beneath her feet suddenly cracked. A massive root several stories high broke through the surface. It shot toward Alex, who saw the root coming and shouted at it. The superheated blast of air slammed into the root, which turned bright red as the friction burned it, but it held strong and kept descending. The ground broke apart as it slammed into the soft loam.

      Alex had already moved.

      More roots appeared from the ground. They tried to grab Alex, who ducked and dodged and wove around. He leaped onto one root and used it as a springboard. While in mid-air, he fired off several condensed bullets of wind from his fists, all of which crashed into a root and sent it to the ground. Then, still in mid-air, he spun around and slammed his fist into a root that had tried sneaking up behind him. His strength was such that the root went flying backward.

      For a moment, it looked like Alex had the upper hand. For a second, it seemed as if he would emerge victoriously.

      Then a single root wrapped around his left arm and, as if that was the cue, all the other roots shot up and wrapped around him as well. They coiled around his arms, his legs, his chest. Everything. Alex roared and struggled against the roots, which were slowly pushed back. Cracks appeared on the plant’s skin as though being torn apart.

      “H-he’s even tearing apart the Vida Fuerte?!” Michelle sounded shocked, but she looked at Ariel. “Now’s your chance. Whatever you plan on doing, do it now!”

      “Y-yes!”

      Ariel scrambled forward, tripping and falling and sometimes even crawling on all fours. She moved as fast as her legs could carry her, against her better judgment, and tried to reach Alex. The distance between them seemed so long, though. It felt like she would never reach him in time.

      However, reach him she did. After scrambling over the roots that covered Alex, that were already being torn apart by him, Ariel made it to him. She knew that she couldn’t hesitate. Her plan was already in motion. Hesitation meant death.

      “You are so lucky I love you!” she shouted as she lunged forward and kissed him.

      Alex’s mouth felt hot. Not warm. Hot. It was like her lips were touching an inferno. That burning heat only lasted for a second, however, and then it was replaced by gentle warmth and indescribable pleasure.

      It was with great shock that Ariel realized Alex was kissing her back—not just that, his tongue had penetrated her mouth and was caressing her tongue, teeth, and the roof of her mouth. This was her first kiss. The feeling of Alex’s tongue, which felt so sinful it was like heaven, drove her mind into a delirious state. It was thanks to this deliriousness that she barely even felt the cold ground on her back as Alex laid her down.

      As the hungry kiss continued, Alex began rubbing her chest through her clothes. Ariel squeaked. She’d always been self-conscious about her chest and didn’t want anyone touching it. She tried to push him away, but it seemed his body was still being enhanced by the body manipulation power. At that moment, he was stronger than her. It wasn’t until Alex’s hand had slipped into her panties that she found the strength to push him off.
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      “WHERE THE HELL DO YOU THINK YOU’RE TOUCHING?!”

      Ariel placed her feet against Alex and mule-kicked him in the chest. As he soared high into the air, she scrambled to her feet, and, as Alex descended, she leaped into the air herself and whacked him in the face with a hard heel kick. Alex spun out of control as he soared through the skies before striking the ground hard enough to dent it.

      Ariel landed back on her feet, her breathing heavy as she covered her chest, which still tingled pleasantly from Alex’s touch. She didn’t know how she felt about being touched there. Honestly, she didn’t think she’d have minded as much if Alex had been in his right mind, but that was the problem; he wasn’t in his right mind.

      Michelle limped over to Alex, using a root as a crutch. She knelt and turned him onto his back, then peeled his eyelids open. His eyes were rolled up into the back of his head.

      “It looks like he’s unconscious,” she announced, looking at Ariel. “What should we do? Call our honorable sister?”

      Ariel thought for a moment before shaking her head. “No, let’s call the police. I think we should let that Kanzaki woman know about what happened here.”

      “They’ll probably have a faster response time.” Michelle showed her concurrence of Ariel’s idea with a nod. As her sister fiddled with Alex’s IDband, attempting to open a communication line to the police, Ariel looked at their surroundings, at the craters, trenches, destroyed buildings, and scorch marks that covered the ground. A small stream of sweat trickled down her scalp.

      One thing was for sure. No matter what happened from here on out, their field trip was officially over.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      A white ceiling greeted Alex when he first opened his eyes. He looked to his left. Medical equipment greeted him, beeping and booping in time to the beat of his heart. He turned his head to the right. Michelle was there, sitting on a chair right next to him with her hands in her lap. She was smiling at him. Sleeping beside her, leaning forward with her upper body resting against his bed, was Ariel.

      “I see you’re finally awake,” Michelle said.

      “Michelle.” Alex reached up and rubbed his face. “Where are we?”

      “We’re at Mother’s branch hospital,” Michelle said.

      “Mother?”

      “Ēostre,” Michelle said. “She’s my—well, I suppose you would call her my stepmother. She’s actually Ariel’s mother by birth.”

      “That so…”

      “You know, I had no idea that Mother was living here on Mars,” Michelle continued. “I was very surprised when we found her communication line in your IDband. Speaking of, just how do you know Mother?”

      Alex couldn’t keep up with what Michelle was saying. He heard the words, but his brain refused to process them. It was like his processor was fritzing out. Closing his eyes, he breathed in, then breathed out, hoping that it would somehow help him put this new knowledge together in a way that wouldn’t fry his brain.

      Ēostre is Ariel’s biological mom.

      He knew that her mother’s name was Ēostre, but he had discarded the idea of the woman working as a black market doctor for extraterrestrials being her mom. It had to be someone else. Those had been his thoughts until now. It seemed he thought wrong.

      “Where is your mom?” asked Alex.

      “I think she’s looking after the two women you nearly killed,” Michelle said, not even bothering to lessen the harshness of her words.

      Alex closed his eyes and grimaced. He remembered what had happened the previous day (just how much time had passed anyway?), how he had been injured and lost consciousness, how Asmodeus’s power had invaded his body, and how he attacked those women and nearly killed them. The knowledge that he had done all this made him sick to his stomach. He had nearly killed people again.

      He remembered what happened after he'd lost consciousness. He'd ended up in a dark cavern of some kind, and in the middle of the cavern, there had been a man and a woman. The woman had been beautiful but gave him chills, while the man had looked like him, except his hair had been silver and he had wings. The man was unconscious, and the woman had cackled as crimson energy invaded the man's body. He'd blacked out after that.

      Asmodeus? He called for the female voice in his mind, the one brimming with lust.

      The voice answered. “I already know what you are going to ask. The answer is yes, I did use your body as a medium for my power.”

      “I apologize, Alexander. I would have stopped her, but I lost consciousness when you did.”

      I see. Alex didn’t understand what that meant. Sachiel lost consciousness, but Asmodeus didn’t? Did that mean the second voice, the one that belonged to that man with the wings, was connected to him but Asmodeus was not? He dispelled the thought. Thank you.

      “This is different? What are you thanking me for, brat? Don’t you normally get angry when I force my power onto you?”

      It’s thanks to you that Ariel and Michelle are safe, right? I can’t complain about that.

      “Heh… it seems you’re finally beginning to grow up.”

      I guess…

      Alex didn’t think he was growing up, but he had decided that running away from this power wouldn’t help him. If he was going to become the Emperor of the Galaxy, then he needed to become stronger, to become so strong that he could protect Gabrielle from her suitors, protect Ariel and Michelle from people like Yahweh, and protect the life that Nyx was making for herself. He couldn’t do any of that if he kept running away.

      I’ll need to confront my past soon too.

      Alex knew he would need to eventually confront his past. He still needed some time, but he would ask Ariel to undo the seals on him when he was ready.

      “How are those women?” asked Alex.

      “I don’t know.” Michelle shrugged her shoulders. “Mom took them to her medical facility in Mars City. We’re still in Mars Beach Resort.”

      “Ah.”

      “Hey, Alex?”

      “Yes?”

      “Um… do you remember anything about what happened the other night?”

      Alex looked at Michelle, who was now gripping her skirt so hard that her knuckles had turned white, and whose face had become slightly pale. He frowned for a moment. The sudden change in her countenance startled him, but he answered anyway.

      “I do.”

      “Then… you remember what happened to me, right?”

      “You mean how you transformed into that really large creature?” Michelle nodded and looked away. “Is that part of the reason that lady called you a ‘defective product’?”

      “Y-yes.” Michelle looked at her lap and bit her lip. “I’m sure you’ve realized that Ariel and I aren’t full-blooded Angelisians. Ariel is half-Nordien, while I’m half-Yokian. Yokians are called beastmen because we have the ability to transform into an animal. However, unlike other Yokians, I can’t control my transformation. Not only that, but whenever I’m feeling strong emotions like anger or hatred, I become a berserker who lets her powers run wild. I transform into a wild beast and destroy everything in sight.”

      Michelle placed a hand on the center of her chest. She clutched the fabric of her shirt tightly.

      “Like you, I have a seal on my core. It’s supposed to keep me from transforming, but it never worked the way it was designed to. My powers are too strong. Because of this, I have been deemed defective by the rest of the galaxy.”

      “So that’s why King Lucifer called you and Ariel defective,” Alex murmured. “Because Ariel’s body will always be petite and you can’t control your transformation ability?” Michelle didn’t say anything, but she nodded once. “That’s really the reason? How dumb.”

      Michelle’s head snapped up to look at him. “W-what?”

      “I thought it was going to be something really bad like you two had a split personality, and the other personality was a mass murderer or something.” Alex grinned at Michelle. “I’m glad it was nothing major.”

      “Nothing… major…?” Michelle gawked at him. “Alexander, my sister and I have been shunned by the entire galaxy because of this problem!”

      “Then the entire galaxy is stupid,” Alex shrugged. “That’s their fault, not yours. I don’t think your problems are that big of a deal.”

      While their problems sounded weird, Alex wasn’t exactly sure how that made them defective. It seemed stupid. It was like calling a soldier with PTSD defective because he had nightmares. Besides, if they were defective, then what did that make him? He had voices inside of his head, could use two different types of power, and was easily aroused by the women around him. If anything, he was far more defective than Michelle and Ariel combined.

      After staring at him for what must have been a full minute, Michelle smiled. “I see now why my Honorable Sister and Ariel love you so much.”

      Alex blushed. “Erm… you do? Wait.” He blinked. “Ariel loves me?”

      Come to think of it, she had said that last night, hadn't she? He'd been so lost in Asmodeus’s power that he thought he might have heard wrong.

      “She does.” Michelle nodded as she leaned down. “And you know what? So do I.”

      Alex didn’t have a chance to respond before a pair of soft, warm lips pressed against his. He froze as Michelle kissed him. Should he kiss back? It would probably be appropriate, but he was so shocked that Alex couldn’t respond in time before Michelle pulled back.
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      “Hey, Alexander. If I said I wanted to marry you alongside my sister, what would you do?” asked Michelle, twirling a strand of hair between delicate fingers. “Would you accept me despite my flaws? Would you marry me even though it’ll mean being ridiculed by the entire galaxy?”

      Alex wanted to answer with “Of course I would,” and in fact, his mouth was even opening to say those words, but before they could come out, Ariel stirred awake with a groan. She sat up, smacked her lips, and rubbed her eyes. As she looked around, her eyes landed on Alex.

      She froze.

      “Ariel,” Alex greeted, “how are you feeling?”

      “H-how am I feeling? That’s such a stupid question to ask someone when you’re the one who’s lying in a hospital bed!” Ariel shouted, glaring at him with the intensity of a highly refined laser beam. After nearly ten full seconds of this, she looked away. “I’m the one who should be asking that question.”

      “That’s not what I meant.” Alex shook his head. “I touched you inappropriately.”

      “O-oh…” Ariel’s cheeks took on a color that could have probably been mistaken for the inside of an oven. She looked down and twiddled her fingers. “It… it’s okay. I didn’t mind it when you touched me. I mean, I was shocked, but since it was you… and I’m the one who kissed you anyway, so… it’s fine.”

      Months ago, Alex would have not believed anything Ariel said—not just her. Had someone told him what she just had, he would not have believed them. Alex promised himself that this was going to change. He was going to change himself. More than simply wanting to vindicate his actions, he wanted to trust in the words of the people who were important to him.

      Michelle suddenly stood up. He and Ariel looked at her, but she just smiled at them and said, “I’m going to leave you two alone for a moment. I’m sure you both have a lot to talk about.”

      Turning around and walking out the door on the far side of the room, the last thing he saw of Michelle was her smaller than normal angel wings flapping behind her. Then he and Ariel were alone.

      The girl with him was looking around the room. It was like she was trying her very best not to look at him.

      “Ariel,” Alex said in what he hoped was a serious tone.

      She turned to him and blushed. “W-what is it?”

      “I want you to know that I don’t care about what that woman said about you.” Ariel stiffened in fear, but this was too important to stay silent about. He wanted her to know that he didn’t care about how her body was wired. “I don’t think you are defective at all. I think you are perfect just the way you are.”

      Ariel didn’t say anything at first, but when she did, her voice was small and fragile, like she couldn’t believe what she was hearing. “Do you… really mean that?”

      “I do.”

      “You don’t think I’m… defective?”

      “I don’t.”

      “Then…” Ariel leaned forward and pierced him with a stare that would have been intense if her face wasn't so red. “Then… is it okay for me to be loved? Is it okay for me to love someone else?”

      “I don’t see why it wouldn’t be.”

      “And what if I loved you?”

      Michelle had told him that Ariel loved him, but it was different hearing those words from Ariel herself, and it was different still from last night when she had spoken them in the heat of the moment. Alex wondered, then, why he wasn’t surprised. He should have been. In either event, if she was going to confess her feelings, then he needed to respond to him.

      “If you think I’m worthy of being loved by you, then I don’t see anything wrong with it.” Alex gave her the sunniest grin he could muster, despite being so embarrassed. “Hearing you say that actually makes me happy, though I feel a little awkward because of how many people have confessed to me lately.”

      It was weird. Years before, Alex had been a loser that no girl would touch with a five hundred meter pole. Now he was engaged to Gabrielle, Jasmine, and Nyx, was pretty sure that Kazekiri liked him, and had been confessed to by Michelle not even a full minute ago. He wondered if this was really good karma or really bad karma. Surely, the universe had to be out of alignment for this to happen.

      Ariel teared up after he finished speaking, liquid leaking from her eyes and rolling down her cheeks. Alex felt a moment of panic. He was already prepared to say something, but then she lunged at him… and Alex soon realized that Gabrielle was not the strongest person, physically, among the three sisters.

      “M-my spine!!” he gasped as he felt his backbone slowly being crushed by Ariel’s arms. Her hug was unlike anything he'd ever felt. Painful didn't even begin to cover it. His bones were being turned into a fine powder!

      He eventually got used to her strength, or maybe he was just going numb. As Ariel cried into his chest, Alex laid back down, placed one hand on her head, and the other on her back. The sound of Ariel’s sobs was accompanied by the beeping of medical equipment.
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      After Ariel had finished crying, Alex asked her and Michelle, who had returned a few minutes earlier, about what happened after he fell unconscious.

      Ariel had called Karen Kanzaki as well as her mother and informed them about what had happened. The commander of the Mars Police Force was currently working on doing what she could to cover this incident up. Ariel’s mom, Ēostre, had then come here, fixed him up, and took the two women he almost killed back with her.

      Alex had also discovered that Jasmine had been found unconscious next to Isis. She had been sleeping in her wing of the hospital when he’d gone in to visit her, so he left after spending a few minutes holding her hand and stroking her hair. Unfortunately, Alex didn’t have any time to remain idle.

      The first thing that Alex needed to do was reach Ēostre’s other medical center in Mars City, which meant finding a way to circumvent the need to travel via shuttle. Fortunately, there was just such a way. Ēostre’s medical facility used alien technology. A far more advanced version of a warp pad called a teleportation pad was located in one of the rooms. He used that to reach the medical facility.

      “Why, if it isn’t Alex! (^-^)” Ēostre said with a “surprised” smile. She didn’t seem very surprised. Alex grimaced at the emote in her voice. “What can I do for you?”

      Ēostre was a woman with bright green hair, bright amethyst eyes, and an even brighter grin. Her smile almost reminded him of Gabrielle, except it lacked the naiveté that his fiancée’s smile had. Her russet-colored shirt stretched tightly across her chest. The dark skirt barely covering her thighs shifted as she moved. A lab coat had been thrown over the ensemble, billowing within the gentle breeze. Ēostre was also really short, around the same height as her daughter, which made her massive bust all the more prominent.

      She had a few unusual features, signs that showed she wasn’t human. Her eyes had no white in them. It was like the entire eye was just a iris. They were large and oddly attractive. Her nose was also a bit smaller than a normal person’s. Likewise, there were two large extensions from her head, which looked like hair at first, but were actually furry ears.

      “I came to check on those women who attacked us. How are they?” Alex asked.

      The room they were standing in was a hospital room. It possessed all of the equipment of a hospital, including a bed with a detachable vitals monitoring system. There was a lot of equipment more advanced than what he could currently make present, but he was at least knowledgeable enough to recognize most of it now.

      In the center of this room were three healing tanks; the women he’d fought were currently in those tanks. They were still unconscious.

      “Worried about your enemies? ¬‿¬” asked Ēostre.

      Alex frowned at her. “Is it wrong for me to worry about them?”

      “I guess not. (=_=)” Ēostre shrugged. “To answer your question, they are doing fine. All three of them have been roughed up quite a bit, but they are in better shape than that blonde girl you were with.”

      Jasmine had been incredibly injured during her fight against Isis. According to Ēostre, her insides had been almost destroyed. Several of her internal organs had to be replaced.

      “Thank you for healing Jasmine.” Alex bowed to the woman.

      “ヽ(＊ >∇<)ﾉ Whoa! Easy there! I’m a doctor, you know.” Ēostre raised her hands in a “calm down” gesture. “Healing people is what I do. Besides, that girl is going to be one of Gab-chan’s sister wives, right? I can't very well let her die on me.”

      “Erm…” Alex didn’t know why, but the term “sister wife” made him uncomfortable.

      “Anyway, what do you plan to do with these three?” Ēostre turned her head to study the three naked women in the healing tanks. They were just floating there, masks covering their faces to provide them with oxygen.

      “I’m going to use them to make that Yahweh guy promise he’ll never attempt to touch Ariel or Michelle again,” said Alex, his expression hardening.
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      The school field trip to Mars Beach Resort was canceled and the one hundred-something ninth-grade students boarded a shuttle and were sent home. No one complained. Apparently, several people had seen the giant ape and tree monster the previous night. Not only had they seen them, but they had recorded the fights and spread the video files all over the holonet. Not even the Mars Police could control the spread of information once it was released. All they could do was put out the fires as they appeared.

      Jasmine had recovered from her injuries within a day. She had been in a healing tank while Alex was unconscious, so her wounds had healed before he’d woken up. Her problem had been mental stress. That said, she had seemed to be in good spirits when they were boarding the shuttle. Her smile as she hugged his arm was happier than he'd seen it in awhile.

      Alex spent most of his time on the shuttle sleeping, which Ariel and Jasmine had also done. The three of them, along with Michelle and Alice, had taken up the backseat, which allowed up to five people. Alex had found himself being squashed between the four girls. Ariel had taken his left side, Jasmine had slept on his right side, and neither had given him a millimeter personal space—not that he could complain. He’d not only been exhausted, but they were very warm and comfortable.

      It was almost regrettable when he had woken up and was forced to disembark. He'd have liked to sleep a little longer.

      It took about one hour to reach the Outer District. Walking home was difficult. It wasn’t because he was tired, which he was, but the problem was something else. He looked at the three girls with him. Ariel, Jasmine, and Michelle were all hanging on him. Jasmine had taken his left side, hugging his arm to her chest. Ariel was doing the same on his right. Meanwhile, a grinning Michelle had her arms around his waist and was holding him from behind.

      He felt awkward.

      It was hard to walk.

      “Do you three really have to hug me right now?” he asked.

      “Oh ho ho ho ho! Since this is the last bit of time that I will get to have you mostly to myself, I’m not letting you out of my sight!”

      “W-what? You got a problem with me hugging you?!” asked Ariel. “Didn’t you say it was okay? You said I was free to love you, or was that just a lie?!”

      “It wasn’t a lie,” Alex said with a sigh. “I just mean it’s hard to walk like this.”

      He craned his neck to look back at Michelle, who noticed him from where she was resting her chin against his shoulder. She giggled.

      “Don’t look at me. I’m not moving.”

      He sighed again. “I thought not.”

      His eyes strayed to Alice, who was walking alongside him with a bland expression. She seemed irritated. When she noticed him looking at her, all but pleading for help, she turned her head.

      “Don’t expect me to get you out of this situation. It’s too troublesome.”

      He groaned.

      Alex wondered if other people across the galaxy had this problem with their harems. Did other men and women with multiple spouses have to deal with overly-affectionate, clingy people like this? Surely he wasn’t the only person with this problem. Azazel had two wives, didn’t he? He must have had similar experiences… though with just two spouses, perhaps it was easier to deal with. How did King Uther deal with eleven wives?

      Even though it was hard to walk, they did eventually reach their home. As the door opened to admit them, Alex and the others stepped in… tried to step in. They had some problems because, well, Ariel, Jasmine, and Michelle refused to let go, and this doorway wasn’t large enough for all four of them to fit through at the same time.

      “Would you stop shoving!” Ariel snapped

      “Oh ho ho ho ho! The one who is pushing is you!”

      “This is quite funny.”

      “Be quiet, you perverted sister!”

      “You have no right to call a pervert anymore, considering the very adult kiss you shared with Alexander the other day.”

      “Oh ho?! What’s this about an adult kiss?”

      “S-s-s-s-shut up! I didn’t mean to!—I mean, I—”

      “Haaah… enough of this,” Alice said before she kicked Michelle in the butt, which forced Alex and the others through the door. With a loud squawk and tumble, the group fell to the floor.

      Alex felt something warm press into his face. He blinked several times as a strange scent filled his nose. His eyes had gone crossed, so the strange sight in front of him was blurry. It took him several seconds to realize that he was staring at someone’s panties. Judging from how racy they were and the fashionable skirt that his head was stuck in, these panties, which his mouth was currently rubbing against, were Jasmine’s.

      My face is in Jasmine’s crotch…huh?

      The realization hit him like one of Gabrielle’s inventions.

      “MMPHH!!”

      “OH HO! A-Alexander! Do not do that! I-I-I’m not mentally prepared for this kind of passionate aaaaact!”

      “Something’s poking my butt!” Ariel shouted.

      “Uhuhuhu, it looks like this is making Alexaander hard—ahn! For you to so forcefully squeeze my breasts like that! Alexander, you’re so naughty!”

      “All four of you are so troublesome.”

      It took nearly a full five minutes before the four of them could extricate themselves from each other. Alex’s head had been stuck between Jasmine’s thighs, and she had been squeezing him hard enough that his head felt like an egg being cracked. Ariel had been straddling his waist, while Michelle had been smashed underneath him. It was a tricky situation, but finally, with a lot of grunting, groaning, screaming, and moaning, the four of them were back on their feet, albeit their appearances were disheveled.

      Now that his face wasn’t shoved into a tiny slice of heaven, Alex was free to look around the house, curious to know why none of the other residents had come to greet them.

      The sight that greeted them was not one that he had expected. Strange white webs lined the entrance hall, covering the walls, floor, and ceiling. Alex reached out. His finger stuck to the strange substance. It wasn’t a web, but it was sticky and had the consistency of goo.

      “What is all this?” asked Ariel as she looked around the hall.

      Michelle twirled a strand of hair between her fingers. “This has all the makings of one of our Honorable Sister’s inventions.”

      “No doubt about it,” Alex agreed. “This is definitely from one of Gabby’s inventions.”

      Given how the goo-like substance was sticking to everything, Alex was betting that this was a variation of Mr. Goo—an invention with a name that was self-explanatory. It was a prank invention that shot goo from a long barrel. Gabrielle used to use it on her bodyguards back when she was making attempts to escape from the palace.

      “That reminds me, where is everybody else?” asked Alice.

      “Probably in the laboratory,” Alex said.

      That was the first and most logical choice as far as he was concerned, and so, creating some swords with his Aura of Creation, Alex slowly pressed toward the lab. He cut them all a path and had the girls follow him.

      Getting to the lab took more time than it should have, but his assumption that Gabrielle and the others were there was correct. Of course, like the house, the women who’d been left at home were in a sticky predicament.

      “Gabby,” Alex said, feeling exhaustion seep into his bones.

      “Oh, Alex!” Gabrielle, who was encased in goo as she hung upside down, smiled brightly at him, seemingly unbothered by the fact that she was dangling like a fly trapped in a spider’s web. “You’re back early. I didn’t expect to see any of you for another five days!”

      “Something happened that forced the school to cancel the trip,” Alex muttered as he looked around. The lab was, like the rest of the house, covered in white goo that looked like a spider’s threads. Kazekiri and Nyx were both in the lab. However, Nyx was stuck to a wall, her mouth and eyes covered, arms and legs pinned. For whatever reason, she seemed incapable of transmuting anything, or he was sure she'd have already turned her hair and hands into swords and slashed her way free.

      Meanwhile, Kazekiri was lying on the floor and pretty much completely covered in the stuff. Only her mouth and nose were visible. She was screaming.

      “Can someone get me out of here?!”

      “Well, I was working on upgrading Mr. Goo,” Gabrielle said, and Alex almost shook his head. “I wanted to upgrade it in case one of my suitors attacked while you were gone. I thought this would be a good way to defend myself against them. While I was working on Mr. Goo, Kazekiri accidentally activated another invention and stumbled into me. The two inventions broke and their power sources got crossed.”

      “What was the other invention?” asked Alex.

      “Mr. Amplifier.”

      “Of course.”

      Despite knowing that he was going to have his work cut out for him freeing everyone from Mr. Goo's grip and cleaning the house, Alex couldn’t help but smile.

      It was good to be home.
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          The Bargain

        

      

    

    
      They were in his room. No one else was present. Yahweh stood barefoot on the soft carpet as his first wife, Alva, knelt before him in not only subservience but apology. She had just come back from her mission. What she had to say disturbed him.

      “So the four of you failed to claim Ariel and Michelle,” he said. “That is… very disappointing.”

      “My deepest apologies, Father.” Alva lowered her head until it was pressing against the floor.

      Yahweh placed a hand on Alva’s head. Her hair was a touch coarse, a result of her defect, but that made her all the more beautiful in his eyes.

      “You have no need to apologize, Child. What happened last night was my fault. I had no idea Alexander was capable of such power. We have clearly underestimated him.”

      Alexander S. Ryker had, according to Alva, displayed a power that was not those of an Angelisian. This posed a problem. All the evidence they had pointed toward Alexander being half-Angelisian and half-human. If this information was incorrect, then even more issues would crop up. It either meant King Lucifer was withholding information about Alexander on purpose, or no one knew what species Alexander’s other half was.

      There were problems with each of these ideas.

      “If King Lucifer knew about Alexander and said nothing, then it means he had no intention of letting me marry his daughters. If he doesn’t know, then it means we have no method of discovering what Alexander’s weakness is.”

      Either one of those meant that most of his failsafe plans would fail. Of course, his other plans were pointless right now. He had sent four of his wives down to rescue Ariel and Michelle from Alexander and only one of them had made it back. What happened to the other three? Were they okay? Were they safe? Yahweh didn’t know if Alexander had killed them or kidnapped them.

      “What would you like me to do, Father?” asked Alva.

      Yahweh opened his mouth, but before he could say anything, a holographic screen appeared, and the image of one of his subordinates was displayed on it.

      “I asked not to be interrupted,” Yahweh said.

      “I understand, My Lord. I’m willing to accept any punishment you wish to give me, but we’ve received a communication from Mars City, and… well, I think you should see this.”

      The image changed from his subordinate to a brightly lit medical room. A young man stood before three healing tanks. His black hair was messy and silver bangs hung over his blue eyes. He wore a simple shirt with a jacket thrown over it. Yahweh knew who he was, even if he had never met this boy in person.

      He scowled. “Alexander S. Ryker, what do you want?”

      “Since it seems you don’t want to beat around the bush, I’ll do the same.” Alexander matched him scowl for scowl. “I’m guessing you’re Yahweh. I want you to make a formal, written agreement with me that says you’ll never go after Ariel or Michelle again.”

      “Not on your life!”

      “Really? That’s too bad.” Alex took a step to the left and gestured to the healing tanks behind him. “If you refuse to comply with my request, then I will make sure you never see your wives again.”

      Yahweh froze when he realized who was in those healing tanks. Leto, Isis, and Enide floated nude in the healing liquid. Their eyes were closed and their mouths were covered by facemasks.

      “You villainous scum!” he snarled.

      Alexander moved back in front of the tanks. His eyes were cold.

      “Villainous scum? Now there’s an ironic phrase to call someone else, considering you tried to kidnap Ariel and Michelle against their will. However, I’m not going to argue semantics with you. You and I will formalize an agreement between us, stating that you will never go after Ariel or Michelle again. If you do not, then you will not see your wives ever again. Do I make myself clear?”

      Yahweh shivered in anger. How dare this pretentious shit threaten him with his wives! Never in his entire life had he felt so humiliated, and by a brat less than half his age!

      Yet even though he was enraged, he knew that he couldn’t act out of anger. He didn’t have a choice in this matter. As much as he wanted Ariel and Michelle to become his, the wives married to him right now were still more important.

      “Father…” Alva muttered sympathetically.

      “Fine,” he ground out. “I’ll sign a contract with you, but you had better ensure the safety of my wives.”

      Alexander nodded. “Good. The signing will take place several days from now on the Dauntless. I’d say I'm looking forward to seeing you, but that would be a lie. Goodbye.”

      The holographic image of Alexander disappeared, and Yahweh, enraged beyond all belief, screamed out his frustrations for the entire ship to hear.
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          The Signing

        

      

    

    
      The meeting room inside of the Dauntless was currently occupied by numerous people. Angelisian soldiers, both men and women, stood in single file on either side of a lone table. Their silver armor gleamed brightly as lights from overhead reflected off their polished surfaces. No one moved. They stood with their backs straight, blaster rifles in hand, expressions stony and uncompromising.

      Another group of soldiers stood around three women, a redhead, a blonde, and a woman with dark hair. All three were in stun cuffs. From the miserable expressions on their faces, one could easily guess that they were not happy with their situation. The soldiers guarding them didn't care.

      The table, which was two times longer than it was wide, could have seated about a dozen people, but there were currently only six people near it.

      Alex stood before Yahweh with a cold look in his eyes. Between them was Azazel, decked out in his full commander armor and holding himself with the intimidating bearing of a military leader. This was not the man who got lost shopping for milk, but a commander of the Angelisian Army. Behind Yahweh was the woman who had escaped during the attempted kidnapping of Ariel and Michelle. Alex couldn't remember her name, but that hardly mattered since he didn't think her name was important.

      They would never see each other after this day.

      Ariel and Michelle were also present, though they stood behind Alex, and Ariel was even close enough to grab his arm. He didn't think she was scared. She was glaring at Yahweh. That said, maybe she wanted someone to comfort her when facing this man.

      Since this signing was for the agreement made between him and Yahweh in regards to Ariel and Michelle, Alex had invited the two of them to attend, as they were the two this contract affected the most.

      Nyx was also present. She was acting as his bodyguard and staring Alva down as if daring the woman to try something. Alex thought she was being too high-strung, but he still appreciated how protective she was of him.

      Yahweh was glaring at him. The hatred burning behind his eyes, like burnished steel, might have scared most people. Indeed, Alex thought they were quite frightening himself. However, this was the man who had tried to force Ariel and Michelle to marry him, and the anger surging through Alex's veins was such that no amount of vitriolic glaring would be enough to make him cower.

      Azazel held a sheet of parchment and coughed into his free hand. “The agreement between Yahweh and Alexander S. Ryker states that, as of this moment, Yahweh has hereby agreed to stop all attempts at forcing Ariel and Michelle to marry him. This includes attempting to contact them, using devices or people to spy on them, hiring people to come after them or Alex, and speaking to King Lucifer or anyone else about them...”

      As Azazel continued speaking, Yahweh's face grew an increasingly darker shade of red, a mixture of humiliation and rage.

      Alex had been speaking with Azazel for the past several days after arriving home from the field trip. With the Angelisian commander's help, he had written up a contractual agreement that he and Yahweh would sign, which stated that Yahweh would give up on marrying Ariel and Michelle. Azazel had helped close any and every loophole that Yahweh might use to try and reclaim the two that were now under Alex's care.

      “...This contract shall be signed in blood, and copies shall be made both digitally and in print so that the two who signed this contract have proof of its finalization,” Azazel finished. He was the witness to this contract. As an Angelisian commander, his witness of the signing would serve as proof to King Lucifer that this signing took place. From now on, any breach in contract would bring retaliation upon Yahweh, not from Alex, but from the Emperor of the Galaxy himself.

      With Azazel's speech finished, Alex and Yahweh were both asked to sign their names in blood using a calligraphy pen.

      Alex allowed Michelle to slit his wrist with a knife and bled into a small basin. Blood gushed from the wound, which had cut through his veins, pouring into the basin and filling it up. Once that was done, Ariel placed a healing patch over the cut. Known as a curatio patch, the healing patch was made from a medicinal plant that had been processed to create a powerful healing agent, which could restore damaged skin with ease. The healing tanks that were in Ēostre's medical facility were filled with this curatio liquid.

      Yahweh also finished bleeding into his basin. Alva did the same thing to him that Ariel and Michelle had done for Alex.

      “Will the two signees step forward?” Azazel requested.

      Alex and Yahweh stepped forward. Still staring at each other as though their eyes were daggers, they grabbed their calligraphy pens, dipped them into their own blood, and signed their names. Alex's scrawl was a lot messier than Yahweh's neat cursive, which made him scowl. Everything was done electronically these days, so he'd never needed to work on his signature before now.

      I'll practice this when I get home.

      As they stepped back, Azazel came forward and signed his name. Then he gestured for Ariel, Alva, and Michelle, who came up one by one to sign their names as witnesses to this event. A small argument broke out between Ariel and Michelle over who would sign first, but fortunately, they resolved it quickly. Fighting in the middle of such an important event would have ruined the solemnity of this moment.

      “The signing has been completed,” Azazel stated after looking at the document and confirming that no one had attempted to put a blaster bolt between his eyes. “As agreed, the three who have committed wrongdoings against Princesses Ariel and Michelle will now be released.”

      One of the Angelisian soldiers guarding Isis, Leto, and Enide turned around and undid the stun cuffs on each woman. Once they were free, the women ran over to Yahweh, who forgot about decorum and embraced them. If their circumstances had been different, if these people hadn't attempted to kidnap two people he cherished, Alex might have found this reunion touching.

      “Now that the signing is complete, I would like to ask that you and your entourage leave, Lord Yahweh,” Azazel said. “And remember, any attack on Alexander and the two princesses shall be dealt with by the Angelisian Space Forces.”

      “I am aware.” Yahweh scowled. “Come, my loves. Let us leave.”

      “But what about...” Leto began.

      Yahweh shook his head. “It's become clear that those two are a lost cause. I have no use for them.”

      The only reason you're saying that is because you couldn't kidnap and break them like you wanted, you fucking—

      “Calm yourself, Alexander,” a voice spoke inside of his mind. “I understand your anger, but right now, you should be comforting the two beside you.”

      ... You're right.

      Alex looked at Ariel and Michelle. They were watching Yahweh leave as well, and the sigh of relief they released when he was gone made Alex feel bad for only thinking about his own feelings. He needed to be more conscientious of their feelings from now on. They weren't just family anymore.

      “Are you two okay?” He reached out and grabbed their hands, startling the pair into look at him.

      “Yes, I am fine.” Michelle smiled at him. It was far more tender than her normal, amused smiles.

      “O-of course I'm okay!” Ariel scowled and looked away, though she didn't pull her hand from his. “W-who do you think you're talking to? Something like this isn't going to bother me.”

      “I'm glad to hear that.” Alex squeezed their hands one last time before turning to Azazel. “Thank you for the help. I appreciate it.”

      Azazel smiled and nodded at him. “You are quite welcome. While I personally think you did not exact enough retribution against Lord Yahweh for breaking the terms of his agreement with King Lucifer, I admire the poise you have displayed. I believe you will make a fine emperor.”

      “Er... thank you.” Alex didn't know how he felt about being called an emperor, but he couldn't let that bother him anymore.

      “I also think you will make a fine husband for Princesses Ariel and Michelle.”

      That, Alex couldn't take. His cheeks burned a fierce red.

      “I agree with Azazel,” Michelle said suddenly, making Alex's cheeks burn all the brighter. “I do believe you will make an excellent husband, and speaking of, I think your actions today deserve a reward.”

      “Oh, no,” Alex began, “I didn't do anything worthy of—mph!”

      Alex was too surprised to do anything as Michelle placed her hands on his chest, stood on her tiptoes, and claimed his mouth with a kiss. His entire body went rigid as Michelle nipped his lower lip, then pushed her tongue into his mouth. It was very quick, no more than a few seconds, and yet it felt like hours before she pulled back, licking her lips.

      “Huhu. You taste quite delicious,” Michelle said with a smile.

      “Erm... thank you?” Alex had no idea what to say.

      “Damn it, Michelle! Don't think I'm going to let you get ahead of me!” Ariel shouted... right before she pounced on Alex, sending them both to the floor.

      Alex landed on his back. The air was expelled from his lungs. He did not get time to recover, though, for Ariel, red-faced as she straddled his waist, had already lunged forward and kissed him with even more ferocity—and perhaps embarrassment—than Michelle had.

      “Oh, my,” Michelle said as Azazel, and the rest of the Angelisian soldiers inside of the meeting room, looked away.
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            Thank you for reading!

          

        

      

    

    
      Thank you for reading the ebook version of A Most Unlikely Hero volume 9! 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

          

        

      

    

    
      Thank you all for reading A Most Unlikely Hero volume 9. If you enjoyed it, I would like to ask that you please consider writing a review. Books live and die by their reviews. The more reviews a book has, the more readers it will reach. If you liked this story, I hope you will help it find more readers.

      The first thing I want to talk about in this afterword is Alice and her role in the story. Most harem anime have a little sister archetype. Sometimes she is the “it’s okay if you do sexual things to her because she’s not your real sister” archetype and other times she’s the “yes, that is your real sister, but you’re gonna do sexual things to her anyway because anime” archetype.

      Good examples of the first trope are Domestic Girlfriend and Date a Live. The second trope can be found in Aki Sora, Oreimo, Yosuga no Sora, and of course, To Love Ru. Yeah. Rito and his sister Mikan get into some crazy sexual situations.

      When I was writing Alice’s character, I wanted to go completely the other way. Alex and Alice are not related by blood, but neither of them has the slightest sexual attraction to the other. It’s a completely platonic relationship just like if they were real siblings. To be honest, it felt very refreshing to write a pair of “siblings” who didn’t want to do the nasty with each other.

      With that out of the way, I’d like to talk about about this volume.

      A Most Unlikely Hero 9 deals with something I’ve been building up for some time—Ariel and Michelle’s problem, which I mentioned several volumes ago. This volume goes into greater depth about these two problem children, explaining certain things about them that affected how they were raised and why they became the people they are today. I worked hard to make their problems feel like actual issues that could theoretically cause others to look at them like they are undesirable. I’m not sure I did the best job, but I did try my best.

      I think between the two, the character I felt the most sympathetic for was Ariel. I’m gonna be honest; being stuck as a lolita for the rest of time sounds a lot worse than turning into a furry with fangs and claws. At least to me. I’m sure some people might think otherwise. That said, this is also why Alex’s acceptance is so important to them. Unlike Yahweh, who wants them because they are “broken,” Alex just doesn’t think there’s anything wrong with them. Neither of them are broken. It’s that accepting nature that causes Ariel and Michelle to fall in love with him.

      Now that I’ve pontificated for a bit and probably bored everyone to tears, I would like to give some last minute thank yous to all the people who helped me make this series.

      I first want to thank XuaHanNin. She has been with me from the beginning of this series and I’ve loved her art ever since we began working together. Her artwork is probably some of the cutest I’ve ever seen. I feel like her artwork really brings all my characters to life.

      I also want to thank my editors and proofreaders. I’m sure fixing all the mistakes in my manuscripts are a pain, but they do a diligent job and I’m very grateful to them.

      Lastly, I want to thank you readers. Your continued support is what allows me to write and publish books. I could never have gotten where I am today without you. Thank you so much for coming with me on this journey. I hope you’ll all join me for volume 10 when it comes out!

      
        
        ~Brandon Varnell

      

      

    

  

  
    
      Did you know that I’m creating an American Kitsune manga?! Production will begin sometime in 2020 on Patreon. Here is a sneak peak!

      If you would like to support the creation of American Kitsune the manga, please head to and subscribe today!
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        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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        Follow me on Social Media for news on my writing, book releases, artwork, and sarcasm!

      

      

      
        
        Twitter

        Facebook

        Instagram

        Patreon

        My Website

        My newsletter
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