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Prologue 



Iria Bladesworn

The air was still.

Aspiring cadets shuffled nervously as the platform descended into the bowels of the Pride Enduring. Glass panels encased the side of the station, giving them a stunning view of the abyss of space. Light-years away, infinitesimal stars twinkled on their inky black canvas, indifferent to the haze of emotions filling the air.

As the Pride Enduring twisted lazily on its axis, Earth came into view. Iria’s breath caught as she took the planet in. It was a sight she had witnessed a thousand times, but this time, it was different. Her heart thumped heavily in her chest, adrenaline carving its way through her system. Even with the excitement bubbling within, she was careful to keep her outward expression impassive. She had no doubt that her stony-faced peers were doing just the same.

Many of them had spent countless nights dreaming of this very moment.

The start of a legend or tragedy.

They wouldn’t know until their history was written.

“You will never be the same again.”

A voice cut through the tense silence. The cadets on the descending platform collectively froze as it captured their attention. It was clear and bright, their hope in the unending abyss.

A single woman rose from the ground, lifting into the air above them. A blinding golden halo comprised of four concentric rings burned brightly over her head. Golden wings formed of innumerable crystals sprouted from her back. Each was like a glistening shard of solid sunlight. They moved with a grace that rivalled the fluidity of Derelict swarms on Earth.

Nanoarmour of white and gold covered her body, accentuating every curve and line. A barely perceptible glow of power emanated from her armour, one that most of Iria’s peers would have missed. While plenty of Blade Angels developed the ability to call forth their Nanoarmour, few possessed armour so refined. Fewer still had mothers who were Archangels who walked the highest tiers.

But as strong as her own mother was…

Even she was nothing compared to her.

The Blade Angel that stood above them all.

Archangel Lilith smiled down at them with gleaming, golden eyes.

“You will never be the same again, because this moment will define the rest of your lives.”

Lilith turned her head towards Earth in the distance.

“How can we come to care for something we’ve never truly known? All we’ve experienced are brief, bright glimpses of the past told through stories and records.”

Her red lips quirked into a wistful smile.

“We’ve forgotten our home. What Earth was like before the Machine Lords riddled its beautiful cities with hellfire rounds. Before the Machine Sages above them swept the world, flattening its rolling green hills and reducing them to ash and brimstone. Before they appeared.”

A visceral shiver ran down Iria’s spine, a prickling sensation spreading across her skin. A lump the size of a tennis ball was lodged in her throat, making it difficult to breathe as she hung onto the Archangel’s every word.

“The Infernal Engines. The gods of the Derelict. The terrors that drove us to the brink of extinction.”

A line of Blade Angels stood beneath Lilith in single file, hands clasped behind their back at parade rest. Their faces were blank, eyes impassive, as they stared dispassionately into the crowd of prospective cadets. They were graduates from Blade Academy. Each of whom had attained their own HALO through luck, persistence, privilege or some combination of the qualities.

“We are the last of humanity, and we fight a hopeless war. So, tell me…”

Archangel Lilith’s voice fell. The only sound that dared compete with her presence was the gentle whirring of the engines propelling the platform towards the station’s hangars.

“Should we concede?”

“NO ARCHANGEL!”

Silence ended with the deafening cries of the hopeful. Iria’s throat was raw as she shouted the words.

Archangel Lilith’s smile widened, eyes burning a brilliant gold.

“Some of you will return broken. Many will not return at all. Either way, you will not be the same again.”

The platform ground to a halt, emanating a heavy clunk as its brakes engaged. A pair of vast gunmetal grey hangar doors gradually began to open with a hiss.

“For those who wish to remain aboard the Pride Enduring, step forwards,” Lilith continued softly. “There is no shame in it. Carve out your slice of happiness. Live a good life. Entry into the Blade Academy is not your only path forwards.”

Not a single soul moved in response to her words.

The edges of Lilith’s lips quirked upwards.

“Then allow me to congratulate you on your admission, cadets of Blade Academy.”

A murmur of surprise shifted through the crowd. Iria exchanged glances with some of the others around her. Even the expressions of the recent graduates softened a touch, some even breaking out into small smiles. After all, the prospective cadets had been led to believe that their admission would be conditional on a successful mission. It was the Academy’s best-kept secret.

Archangel Lilith raised her hand, and the murmurs diminished.

“Peace. Joy. Happiness. Comfort. Luxuries that died with our forefathers, buried deep beneath the soil along with them. Lies that we seek in vain to recreate for ourselves, despite the impossibility of the goal we pursue.”

The Archangel smiled.

“We have done well to build our slice of paradise. But let me be clear. Defeat and annihilation hang over our heads like an executioner’s blade. Our arrogance is all that stands between us and despair. Our pride.”

The high-pitched drone of ship engines filled the air. Pilots scrambled to board their aircraft, engines warming for take-off. The afterburners christened them with a wash of heat that slammed into them like a physical wall.

“But it is not a pride devoid of substance. We may have been born in the void, but we will not die in it, will we, cadets?”

“NO ARCHANGEL!”

The roar of their voices reverberated through the elevator column, a deafening wave.

Archangel Lilith stretched out her hand, the air around it shimmering. Golden particles blinked into existence, their gleam intensifying before coalescing into her blade. An elegant, curving sword so long as to be unwieldy in the hands of anyone but her.

“Pride enduring.”

“PRIDE ENDURING!”

The Blade Angels below summoned their weapons, wings blinking into existence behind them, before they surged over the heads of the newly minted cadets, heading for the transports.

Blade Academy’s newest cadets followed suit.

***

Iria Bladesworn

“HELLO EVERYONE!”

The transport banked as a swarm of aerial Type-4 units slammed into the side of its chassis. Iria felt her stomach lurch as the aircraft banked in response. The hissing sound of tracer rounds narrowly missing their transport cut through the din.

Their instructor was a short freckled girl with a small brown ponytail who looked to be in her late twenties. A small, brown halo hovered over her head, and she held a datapad in her right hand. An adorable spherical robot with a glowing smiley face hovered in the air above her right shoulder. She greeted them with a beaming smile, heedless of the fact that her introduction had been interrupted by a Derelict swarm.

“Alriiiiighty then, we’re getting close now, cadets. Don’t mind the feisty buggers outside, attention-seeking little cunts. My name is Sergeant Rosy. That’s R-O-S-Y, like the flower. CADET WILKINS!”

“Y-y-yes, sir?

A boy seated just opposite her with messy black hair and a trembling bottom lip jolted at Sergeant Rosy’s yell.

“Just checking if you were listening, Cadet. Say… you ever seen a rose before?”

“N-n-no, sir!”

Sergeant Rosy grinned as she peered down at Cadet Wilkins, who looked to have wet his pants.

“Don’t get too excited now, Cadet. I’m no ‘sir’, but if you survive this, I might even let you verify that yourself,” she said with an overt wink to the trembling young man whose face was deathly pale and slick with sweat.

He seemed to be actively running a cost-benefit analysis of surviving the initiation or ending it prematurely by leaping out of the transport. Iria had a hunch he was leaning towards the latter.

“Now then! Your mission is easy. Avoid the oily bastards trying to tear you limb from limb and try to find the enclave. Get me on comms if one of them sneaks up on you while you’re searching. Our surface scans picked up a teeeeny bit of Derelict activity. The enclave must be secluded away in some bumfuck nowhere cave system—”

The deafening sound of an explosion ripped through the air, momentarily muting Iria’s hearing. She watched as other cadets screamed, hands darting to cover their ears. All the while, Sergeant Rosy smiled on, taking a deep breath and smacking her lips as she sighed in satisfaction.

“Ahhhh, do you feel those vibrations? Nothing gets close,” Rosy exclaimed with a lascivious sigh. “Think you can give them a run for their money, Wilkins?”

“N-n-no, sir.”

“Humility is hot, Cadet. Keep it up and there might be hope for you yet. But call me ‘sir’ again, and you might never have the chance to prove me right.”

“Psst.”

Iria turned to her right upon feeling someone poke her arm. A familiar girl with sandy-blonde hair in a bob cut gave her a wary smile. She had faded yellow eyes to match, and puffy, round cheeks covered in a thin sheen of sweat.

“I’m Elsy. I think we’re partners for the mission. Figured I’d introduce myself. Y’know… just in case… we die.”

“I know who you are,” Iria replied, watching the other girl blush.

“R-right, you’re friends with Sis… I mean Selphy… or used to be… n-never mind,” Elsy cleared her throat, nervously glancing at her partner. Iria gave her a blank stare. Elsy’s cheeks flushed red. “S-say, we’ve got an interesting instructor, don’t w—”

“READY UP CADETS!” Sergeant Rosy barked. “Let’s give the Derelict a warm welcome – HOORAH!”

The motion of the transport was abruptly arrested, and the whine of its VTOL systems grew deafening as the door at the rear of the vehicle began to hiss open. They were greeted to a vast cliff-face bordering the sea. The beaches below were filled with debris and the remains of defunct Derelict machines. They soared over the cliffs, hurtling at low altitude right over the ground to the landing zone. Before long, the transport arrived at the LZ, twisting through the air as it poised itself to make a landing.

“MOVE MOVE MOVE!” Sergeant Rosy yelled.

Iria fumbled with her buckle to undo it as the door covering the rear of the transport retracted. Quicker than she could register, she was out in the open air, her feet making contact with grass underfoot.

The sky above her was filled with the glowing lines of tracer rounds. Blade Angels scythed through the air, killing and intercepting any winged Derelict that dared venture close to their landing zone. The Blade Angels had set up a wide perimeter around the territory where their intelligence had suggested the enclave was based.

“This way!”

Iria tugged Elsy’s arm when she realised that the girl was staring open-mouthed at the sky. Snapping her out of her stupor, the pair ran towards their designated search area. While she itched to catch a good glimpse of a Derelict unit in the flesh, even the weakest of the weak — a Type-5— Iria knew that she had bigger things to worry about.

There was too much riding on this mission for her to pursue idle distractions.

She would get that commendation if it killed her.

“Keep close,” Iria said, pulling the stunned girl along. “Our search area is this way.”

Iria inclined her head towards the path ahead. There would be time for socialising later. Now, they needed to find the humans hiding out in the caves. Casting a quick glance around, she could see that the other search teams had fanned out in different directions, but none had headed in theirs.

Together, they traversed between piles of junk and metal. The remains of Derelict machines were amalgamated with the ruins of buildings. Thankfully, the presence of the Angels meant that the machines were giving them a wide berth. But with every passing minute, Iria didn’t doubt that they would only get bolder.

“Iria, over there!”

A distance away from the piles of metal was a tree line. Iria traced the trajectory of Elsy’s finger, making out a small clearing. The pair of them rushed towards the gap, brushing aside the plants in their way.

“Elsy… something’s off,” Iria whispered under her breath.

Together, they scanned the clearing around them.

It was filled with Derelict machines.

Type-5 Derelict units were at the very bottom of the food chain and came in a couple of different forms. The Derelict often iterated and changed the forms they produced, which meant that Blade Angels always had to be prepared for new iterations. The Type-5s lying in the clearing were the ones that she was familiar with – they had crab-like forms with four legs protruding out at diagonal angles. They were equipped with blade-like protrusions at the end of their appendages, which could lash out with devastating consequences.

Clawrend units.

Iria’s attention shifted to another Derelict variant, this one a rank above the Type-5s. The bipedal Type-4 resembled the Blade Angels’ aerial combat mechs. Two sleek guns protruded from each arm, and its wings were folded behind it.

All the Derelict in the area had been cleaved in twain. It was as if someone had cut through their armour plating as smoothly and easily as one would butter. More than that, there was not an iota of blood to be found on the ground.

“Whoever did this must have been a powerful Blade Angel,” Iria said softly, turning to Elsy. “Do you think it could be…”

“A defector?” Elsy completed, her faded yellow eyes wide. “It looked like they headed off the Derelict’s advance.”

“Send a message to Sergeant Rosy. Let’s proceed carefully.”

As Elsy extracted her datapad to send an update to Sergeant Rosy, Iria unhooked her torch and shone it in the cave mouth beyond the Derelict remains. Exchanging a nod with her partner, they pushed forward into the dark tunnel, finding it devoid of Derelict. The narrow tunnel gradually widened the further they continued, eventually opening into a large cave.

The beams of their flashlights cut through the darkness, roving around the interior.

Elsy gasped.

“Elsy? Is something wrong?”

Following the trajectory of her beam, Iria located what had captured her partner’s attention.

A single body lying on the cave floor.


Chapter 1



Ren Soros

“Wha…”

Ren blinked the bright spots out of his vision. He could hear high-pitched, muffled voices at the edge of his consciousness. The temptation to slip right back into blissful sleep was overwhelming.

“Should we try slapping it?” a calm, feminine voice echoed.

“Iria! He’s not an it, he’s human! Something must have bumped him around… but there aren’t any Derelict to be seen in here. Don’t slap him!” A much more animated and high-pitched voice protested, coming to his defence.

“A pinch then?”

“Let’s settle for a poke,” the other girl replied.

“Hmmm… alright.”

Ren vaguely felt the sensation of a pair of soft fingers fixing themselves on the flesh of his right cheek before squeezing in what was most definitely a pinch.

“OW!”

A prickling heat blossomed across the surface of his cheek, jolting his eyes wide open. Ren stared in shock at the two beautiful young women standing an arm’s length away from him. They were lit dimly by their torch beams that were fixed at their feet.

His eyes were immediately drawn to the girl closest to him, the culprit of the pinch.

The girl named ‘Iria’.

A pair of almond-shaped ruby eyes glittered back at him in the dim light, framed by bangs that dropped to her eyebrows. She had an innocent and sincere look about her, and a slight blush coloured her pale cheeks close to her cheekbones. He could make out long brown hair bordering on black that fell to her hips.

She was wearing a black bodysuit which clung to her frame, reflecting the light from her flashlight. Even in his state of half-cognisance, Ren couldn’t help but notice how the girl’s narrow waist tapered out into wide hips that her bodysuit’s tight fit only served to emphasise. It didn’t help that she was leaning forwards, giving him an excellent view of her large bust that strained against the black fabric.

“He’s staring at your boobs. I think the pinch did the trick,” the bubbly voice whispered.

Ren tore his eyes away from Iria, whose lips were now thoughtfully pursed as she examined him like one would an alien specimen.

The girl by her side had a sandy blonde bob cut. Wide eyes of a washed-out golden tone stared into his own with open curiosity. She was wearing similar clothing to Iria’s – a body-hugging black bodysuit, but with markedly smaller curves and a far more petite frame. She was also wearing a warmer and more open smile as she waved at him.

They were the most beautiful girls that Ren had ever laid eyes upon, with flawless skin and features that belonged to one of those aged catalogues of the years long past that old man Reetrick had somehow preserved.

Remembering himself, Ren’s eyes immediately snapped to the space above their heads, finding it vacant.

Cadets, then. Not fully-fledged Blade Angels. Not that that’s any better.

“G-get the hell away from me,” Ren mustered, wincing as he attempted to put distance between him and the pair of women.

“We aren’t going to hurt you—”

“STAY BACK!”

Ren felt a tinge of guilt at the flash of hurt that flickered across the blonde girl’s expression, her outstretched hand visibly retracting backwards at the bite of his shout. His minute wave of guilt was washed away by an overwhelming sensation of hatred and disgust.

“You’re not humans. You’re androids,” he gritted out. “No better than the Derelict, no matter how you might look.”

The girls glanced at one another in confusion.

“Is this… that ‘racism’ Sis was telling me about?” the blonde girl whispered in excitement.

“Fascinating,” Iria muttered back, her ruby eyes glittering with open curiosity. From the way she was examining him, Ren felt like she was stripping him down with her eyes.

“Don’t look at me like that,” he gritted out.

“You didn’t seem to have any problem doing the same to me just a minute ago?”

Ren felt his cheeks heat at Iria’s words. Before he could reply, the blonde girl stepped forwards with a bright smile.

“I’m Elsy! And this is Iria. I think we’ve gotten off on the wrong foot. We aren’t androids, silly—”

“You’re lying. You’re androids. We don’t want anything to do with you. Go away.”

“Who told you that?” Elsy perked up with curiosity. “I know that they said that we might expect a frosty reception from the enclavers, but—”

A large rumble reverberated throughout the cave. Pebbles and small rocks were dislodged from the ceiling, pattering to the ground around them.

“We can’t waste time on him,” Iria said to Elsy. “At this rate, the others will beat us to it,” she said, her voice dropping but still just barely perceptible to Ren.

“What does it matter if the others find the enclave first,” Elsy protested, “as long as they’re safe—”

“Can you take us to your enclave?”

Iria smiled sweetly at him, ignoring her partner’s response. Against his will, Ren felt his heartbeat stutter. The edges of her gorgeous, luscious lips curved upwards, and her almond eyes softened as her smile took hold.

Ren stumbled backwards, clutching his head.

She’s exerting her powers on me… the chemicals. If I’m not careful, she’ll—

“If he isn’t going to help us, we can’t waste any more time. Let’s go,” Iria stated, her warm tone all but evaporating.

Before Ren could react, Iria grabbed Elsy and pulled her past him, heading deeper into the tunnels.

“Wait!”

Another piercing flash of pain filled his skull, causing him to wince and stumble. By the time he had steadied himself, the girls had disappeared down the tunnel to the enclave.

Ren hesitated, turning back to look at the tunnel leading to the surface. His fingers curled into a tight fist, his nails digging into the soft flesh of his palms as he eyed the exit.

Ren shook his head, breaking out into a run towards the enclave.

***

“Ren, buddy! We were looking all over for you! Where the hell did you go?”

Ren breathlessly came to a halt, his hands resting on his knees. His friend Zhou ran over to his side. The rest of the enclave was gathered in the central rocky platform. The sound of waves crashing against the rocky pillars echoed around the cavernous inlet.

Their home had served them well for all of the twenty-one years he had been alive. The water was deep, even close to land, which allowed the fishing boats to trawl within the confines of the vast cave inlet. During the day, they even got to enjoy a bit of natural sunlight. From what his mother told him, that was a luxury that most other enclaves were deprived of.

“Ren?”

Zhou grabbed his shoulder, his dark eyes wide with concern.

His friend had straight black hair and a pair of dark black eyes that were all too often filled with mirth and mischief. A bead of sweat traced down his cheek, passing over the pathetic excuse for ‘stubble’ that Zhou had been cultivating for what had to have been years now.

Ren grinned, waving away Zhou’s concern and setting his friend at ease.

“I’m alright, man. Was just out scavenging… you know how it is. Say… what’s the commotion over there?”

“DUDE. You’re not going to believe it. Blade Angels. They’re here to evacuate us! We’ll finally get to head to the Pride Enduring… I’ve heard all sorts of rumours,” Zhou whispered, his eyes alight in excitement.

Zhou seemed to remember who he was speaking to and cleared his throat.

“I-I mean,” Zhou’s eyes darted to Ren’s stony expression and away. “It’s… a shame we’re having to leave this place. Bloody androids… and all that. But Ren, it’s been a long time coming. You have to admit it’s a miracle we’ve stayed undetected for so long. I guess we have the chief and your mum to thank for that… speaking of which, where is—”

“C’mon.”

Ren cut his friend off, striding forwards towards the gathering of people. Their enclave was comprised of a few tall and wide stone pillars connected by wooden rope bridges. The crowd had gathered in the enclave’s ‘square’, which was the largest, central stone pillar of the bunch. The pair of familiar women he had encountered in the cave were standing next to the enclave’s chief, who was addressing the crowd.

“—the elderly and the children first. The rest of us will follow after them. Leave everything but the absolute essentials behind. We won’t have room for luggage on the fishing boats. We’ll use them to funnel us past the cave entrance, where the Blade Angels will be waiting for pickup. We’ll have to do a couple of round-trips. If the Derelict get wise on us, we’ve designated a few scouts to take you through the tunnels. Follow the instructions of the wardens, make your way to the boats.”

Ren gritted his teeth as he stared at the girls. Iria had noticed his glare, and her frustratingly lush lips curved into a familiar slight smile, her eyes dancing with mirth.

“She’s so fucking ho—”

Zhou, who was staring at Elsy, froze mid-syllable when he noticed the look on Ren’s face. His friend cleared his throat, forcing the edges of his lips downward in an exaggerated scowl.

“Horrible. Look at them, and their shiny bodysuits and scented hair. Who the hell do they think they are? Oh, h-hey!”

Zhou immediately broke off from his tirade as Elsy and Iria approached. Ren stared flatly at his friend as Zhou dramatically swept back his hair, painting a charismatic smile across his face.

“Ladies.”

Elsy giggled at his friend’s antics, and Ren felt a dull headache coming on.

“There. We didn’t massacre your enclave. Still think we’re android servants of the Derelict?” Iria remarked with a smirk.

Not missing a beat, Zhou draped an arm across Ren’s shoulders. His friend didn’t seem to care that Ren was still glaring at Iria, his eyes drilling into her ruby irises.

“You’ll have to excuse my friend over here… his mother fills his head with all sorts of interesting ideas. That you cut up enclavers on your space station and eat us to fuel your abilities… yada yada. Besides, can you blame us?”

Zhou fell into a deep bow, taking the opportunity to sidle up to Elsy. He gingerly reached for her hand and planted a kiss on her fingers, making the girl gape at him and blush.

“We are mere mortals in the presence of the divine. Might I know your name, star of my sun? I’m Zhou, and this is… Ren? Buddy? Where are you going?”

Ren broke away from Zhou and the girls.

“I don’t have time for this,” he gritted out under his breath.

His eyes traced over a line of elderly residents and children filtering their way down to the water’s edge, where the boats were awaiting them. The rest of the residents were making their way into their homes, gathering what meagre belongings they were permitted.

Ren kicked open the door to his home, chest heaving with a cocktail of contradictory emotions. He pushed them down, walking past the intricate gadgets that covered the shelves.

“They’ve all lost their collective minds, just like you told me they would,” Ren gritted out under his breath as he rushed up the stairs. He burst into his room, grabbing the pack of essentials he had prepped in the case of this very eventuality.

Every enclaver lived in anticipation of the day their haven was breached. It was not a matter of whether it would happen, but a matter of when.

Ren threw open the doors of his wardrobe, retrieving his spare waveblade. It had a dark grey sheen and matched the waveblades worn by Elsy and Iria at their hips. Waveblades offered some meagre defence against the weaker Derelict machines, but paled in comparison to a Blade Angel’s Weapon. Still, beggars couldn’t be choosers.

“You told me they would charm me. Whisper sweet words and bury their way into my affection, attempting to lure me into that trap of theirs. The Pride Enduring. That they were never to be trusted.”

Ren hesitated, hand hovering over a different pack that he had sworn not to resort to unless the worst came to pass. His eyes narrowed, and he seized the satchel, clipping it to his hip and checking whether he had easy access to what was stored within.

Ren ran down the staircase, pausing at the front door, his eyes locked onto a small picture frame covered in cracked glass sitting on a dresser beside the entrance. It depicted a woman with long grey hair and a youthful face, along with a young boy with hair of the same sheen. They were smiling and holding warming lights in their hands, gadgets they had assembled together.

Ren extended his arm towards it, his fingers curling around the edges of the wooden frame.

He could feel the prickle of tears in his eyes.

The world around him exploded.


Chapter 2



Ren emerged to screams and hellfire.

A Type-3 Derelict hovered in the air high above the stone pillars where the enclave was perched. The low thrum of its engines sent goosebumps erupting across the surface of Ren’s forearms. The machine monstrosity casually pivoted in mid-air, turning to regard the damage that it had wrought.

Just like the inferior Type-4s and 5s, Type-3 Derelict units came in various sizes and forms. Ren was only able to identify it on sight because of the hours he had spent combing the scrapyards, studying the various Derelict machines while in hiding.

This one was an Aerondight – a Type-3 capable of flight. It had a bipedal structure, held aloft by twin afterburners that were attached to the rear of its central column or torso. It had a boxy look to it, and was a lot less intimidating than its Type-2 counterparts, which were all sleek and menacing in their design. However, its weight meant that it had a considerable amount of hexagonal, matte-black armour plating covering its exterior. The twin gatling guns at the ends of each of its arms were still smoking from the barrage it had unleashed.

The scars of its bullets were carved across the houses and buildings occupying the very top of the stone pillars. Some houses were aflame, the hellfire rounds either setting the wood alight outright or igniting something flammable from within.

But the houses were the least of their concerns.

Ren felt nausea well in his gut as he looked down at the handful of ships that remained afloat. Many of the fishing ships outfitted for the evacuation were now nothing more than splintered wood and rusted steel. The Aerondight’s hellfire rounds had cleaved through them like butter. Still, a couple of the other ships had made it closer to the cave entrance.

The holographic projection and shield covering the cove entrance must have failed.

His eyes locked onto the Derelict hovering in the air above him, which had fixed its attention on the escaping ships. Ren’s right hand plunged into his satchel, his hand curling around one of the many objects placed delicately inside.

Ren wound his arm back, drawing his muscles taut, before unwinding and letting it fly.

The object sailed in a smooth arc, honed by years of practice out in the Wastes. Only now, he was finally breaking out the genuine article.

The charge exploded. The sounds of gunfire and screams around him turned muted as the blast filled the air. He could vaguely hear shouts angled in his direction. From out of the corner of his eye, he could see the chief and some of the wardens waving at him, no doubt trying to convince him to escape into the tunnels with the rest of the enclavers.

Ren shot them a wan smile before turning on his heel and sprinting over a wooden rope bridge, bringing himself closer to the Type-3. He felt his heart stutter as the voluminous cloud of dark smoke parted to reveal the Derelict hurtling through the aftermath of the explosion.

He felt a strange sense of calm settle across his shoulders, as if a weight that had been weighing him down had been lifted. He calmly scanned the black metallic armour covering the machine.

It was entirely unscathed.

But Ren’s aim had never been to kill it. Only Blade Angels or very heavily armed enclavers could meet Derelict head-on and live to tell the tale. That was, unless you knew their weaknesses.

“That’s right. Eyes on me.”

Each of Ren’s thumbs depressed the buttons on the charges in his grip. Sprinting along the rope bridge, accustomed to its erratic movements, he flung the charges in the direction of the Type-3. But unlike its Type-4 and 5 Derelicts, the Type-3s had a level of intelligence that far surpassed their inferior brethren.

The Aerondight’s propulsive jets reoriented themselves, blasting the machine out of the arc of the pair of explosives. Ren grinned as the dud charges plunged towards the water, watching as a third charge that he had lobbed in anticipation of the Type-3’s evasion intersected with its trajectory.

A second explosion rocked the chamber.

As horrific as the Type-3s were, they were also predictable in their learning patterns. If, for example, you had a satchel full of high-powered compact explosives and hundreds of hours invested into observing their patterns and behaviour, one could theoretically bait it into a manoeuvre which exposed its vulnerable thruster column.

Ren grinned as he watched the smoking Derelict tumble towards the waves beneath it, no longer held upright by its thrusters. The Aerondight slowly sank beneath the surface into the deep waters of the cove.

“REN!”

A figure slammed into him, arms drawing him into a tight embrace.

Zhou was covered in burns. His friend’s skin was pale and red, the young man clearly having delved into some of the houses the Type-3 had laid waste to in order to search for survivors.

Ren embraced him back, letting out a slow breath. He pushed his friend away, holding him at arm's length.

“You idiot, what’re you still doing here?”

Zhou returned a tired grin.

“You really thought I was going to hit on hot girls in space paradise all alone? I’m offended.”

“Zhou…” Ren’s eyes darkened. “From the way you were looking at that android… you know what my mother said. They seduce you, bring you aboard that station… the things they do to you,” Ren shuddered. “You’ll never live to see the light of day.”

Zhou smirked, punching him in the shoulder.

“Don’t threaten me with a good time. And her name is Elsy,” Zhou enunciated. “Keep my future girlfriend’s name out of that fucking mouth of yours. Consider yourself warned, buddy.”

For a second, they stared at each other before their lips wobbled and they broke out into laughter. They lost themselves in the relief and absurdity of the moment, even as the gunfire around them continued. More and more Derelict were filtering into the sheltered cove by the minute. The sounds of a raging battle outside continued; the Blade Angels no doubt locked in a deadly stalemate with the Derelict as they attempted to buy time to evacuate the enclave.

It’s… it’s just an act to lure us to their base. They aren’t in any real danger. They’re undercover Derelict units; this is what they’re trained to do.

A glance in the direction of the tunnels revealed that the wardens had begun funnelling residents towards the surface, abandoning their plan of using the boats.

“C’mon,” Ren said, gripping his friend’s arm. “They’ve secured the tunnels. Let’s get the hell—”

Ren paused, frowning as he parsed the expression that had suddenly covered his friend’s features.

Zhou was staring ahead in blank puzzlement.

Incomprehension.

“Zhou?”

His friend’s eyes were locked onto something behind him. Something that had cast a vast shadow over the stone pillar they were situated on. Over the houses that bordered them, and the waters beneath them. Something that turned the deep blue of the cove’s waters into a dark and sickly red.

Ren felt the hair on his neck rise. Every fibre in his body was instinctively screaming for him to run, as if something in a deep, primal part of him knew that to remain would mean certain death.

Ren turned around.

Floating above the roiling waves was a Derelict machine unlike any he had ever glimpsed before. It dwarfed the Aerondight, and every curve and edge of its form screamed finality and violence. It had carved through the cove entrance, leaving a gaping hole in the cliffside. But in place of the warm rays of the sun, dark thunderclouds sealed off the heavens.

Much like the Aerondight, this machine had a bipedal form, but to compare it to what was effectively a Derelict foot soldier was to vastly understate its presence. It towered above Ren, at least ten times his height. An angular head with a triangular tip shaded gleaming, blood red lights which resembled eyes. Sleek armoured plating of a dark maroon hue covered its body.

Two ‘wings’ emerged from the back of its torso. Unlike the feathered appendages of birds or even the wings of Blade Angels, its ‘wings’ were two angular metallic columns housing vast afterburners. They effortlessly held it aloft in the air, trivialising the obstacle posed by its considerable mass. Even as the vast vents expelled layered jets of blood-red flame, it was entirely silent where it hung in the air. Two long abyssal black blades extended downwards from each of its arms, each bearing the promise of death.

It looked like a mech rendered in proportions resembling that of a human, but designed with the very intention of extinguishing human life with unparalleled efficiency. However, its choice of weapon suggested something far more sinister. Ren knew it could have easily sported large guns capable of tearing them to shreds, but it didn’t.

It was a being that didn’t dole out death out of instinct or programming.

This was a being that relished in it.

“Machine Lord.”

Ren forced his lips into compliance. He strained against the numbness and cold, fighting against the helplessness paralysing him like he was trapped in the jaws of a vice. A low, thrumming drone emitted from the machine where it hung suspended, echoing outwards and rippling across the surface of his skin, shaking Ren to his very core.

The Machine Lord inclined its head.

Fixing its attention on him.

“Zhou. Run.”


Chapter 3



The Machine Lord moved as if bound to different laws of physics. Time seemed to slow around him as the Derelict horror’s black blades flashed, descending to deliver their promise. Ren could only watch helplessly as they fell towards him, rooted to the spot.

Something slammed into him from behind, thrusting him over the edge. He could vaguely make out long, brown-black hair whipping rapidly about in the wind as they descended towards the water. Warm skin was pressed up against his neck, and he could feel the puffs of harried breath as his saviour clung to him.

“ZHOU!”

Ren’s eyes were fixed on the rope bridge. It had been severed in twain by the Machine Lord’s strike, but in his rapid fall, he couldn’t make out his friend.

“Hold on tight,” a familiar feminine voice said from behind him. “You’re going to ruin my track record if you die, enclaver.”

Ren’s fall was abruptly arrested at the click and hiss of Iria’s rope gun. It buried itself in the stony cliffside, and its motor whirred as it pulled them towards the heights of the stone pillars at rapid speed.

Ren desperately scanned the waters below for his friend, but he was nowhere to be seen.

“Zhou—”

“He’s alright, look.”

A gloved finger extended beside his cheek, pointing towards the heights of the cove. A familiar girl with sandy-blonde hair cut into a bob had his friend in a bridal carry. Only this time, a faint golden halo was visible above her head, and a pair of flickering glowing wings extended outwards from her back.

“She’s entering the Academy with her wings…” Iria breathed from behind him.

Before Ren could reply, another low thrumming sound echoed outwards from the Machine Lord. The Derelict commander was clearly incensed that its prey had been stolen from it. Its angular head tilted upwards, locking Elsy and Zhou in its sights.

Its afterburners, housed in its two giant wings, glowed a bright red, and in an instant, the silencing technology that it was using to conceal its presence deactivated. The deafening roar of its thrusters slammed into him like a tangible wall of sound.

He heard a muted gasp from behind him as Iria reacted to the sound. The only saving grace was that they had reached the side of the stone pillar. Iria and Ren began to climb to the surface, their eyes fixed on the Machine Lord.

No.

They’re dead in the air.

The Machine Lord drew back its blades before ascending upwards with the speed of a falling star.

“NO!”

A blinding flash of blue carved through his vision, cutting through the red hue emanated by the Machine Lord’s thrusters.

The deafening scream of steel against steel echoed outwards as the woman’s blade met the Machine Lord’s. A wave of bright blue electric energy emanated outwards from the clash, washing over his skin and making his hair stand on end.

Ren’s eyes were wide as he stared at the Blade Angel.

Her electric blue halo cast away the darkness and sickly red hue that the Machine Lord had heralded. Regal eyes and lips were drawn into a frown of distaste as she regarded her opponent, looking down upon one of the Derelict’s foremost horrors. Blinding blue wings extended outwards from her upper back, suspending her effortlessly in the air.

Ren felt a warmth spread through his chest. A feeling that warred with the reflexive distaste that burbled up alongside it.

He could see why people worshipped them.

Seeing her up in the air, facing off against the Derelict commander…

The Blade Angel was like hope made manifest.

Why are they defending us? Mother… what you told me doesn’t make any sense—

“Archangel Ramora,” Iria whispered beside him.

Archangel Ramora raised her blade, and swirling, neon blue energy began to coalesce around it like waves crashing into a vast whirlpool. The Blade Angel swung her Weapon down, sending the wave of energy crashing down upon the Machine Lord.

“GET DOWN!”

Iria pulled him to the ground as the air above them exploded. She angled herself over him, shielding him from the debris that scythed through the air, propelled by the force of their exchange. For a brief moment, he came face-to-face with Iria for the second time that day. Her soft, flawless skin was now marred with dirt and ash, and a thin line of blood trailed from the edge of her lip down to her chin.

Her almond eyes were framed by dark eyelashes, and her lips quirked into the slightest smile, as if finding something amusing about their current predicament.

Another crash of the Machine Lord and Archangel meeting snapped them out of their momentary reverie. The Blade Angel was zipping into and out of the Derelict commander’s reach, narrowly escaping the passage of its blades. Her blue blade scored the side of the Machine Lord’s hull, carving scars into its unmarked surface.

They twisted together in a hypnotising dance of death. Each strike that wasn’t just a passing blow resulted in an outburst of electricity that made his skin prickle and hair stand on end.

“We need to get out of here. Come on,” Iria called out to him, standing to her feet. Ren felt a surge of relief when he noticed Zhou a distance away with Elsy, both of them having escaped narrowly from certain death.

Ren didn’t protest, following in Iria’s wake. But even as he trailed her towards the tunnel entrance where the last of the enclavers were making their escape, his eyes were drawn once more to the battle.

He felt the slightest seed of despair germinate within him when his eyes passed over the Archangel. As powerful as she was, she was clutching her side and panting. While she had fended off the worst of the Machine Lord’s blows, it seemed like she was still worse for wear.

She was losing.

Her appearance – her HALO and Nanoarmour – conjured a deep, instinctive revulsion in him. A hatred that burned in his chest, drowning out his other emotions as his eyes fixed on the Blade Angel.

Damnit Soros…

Keep running.

You don’t owe her anything.

You don’t owe them anything.

Not after the suffering they’ve caused you.

This is all an elaborate scheme to abduct us to their station… where they’ll…

They’ll what, Ren?

Ren could hear his heart thumping heavily in his chest with every step he took.

He slowed from his run into a jog, coming to a halt.

Iria charged ahead, linking up with Elsy and Zhou, who were waiting for her. Zhou and Elsy started shouting in his direction, waving their arms desperately. Iria twisted about, frowning when she noticed that Ren was no longer following her. Her eyes dropped to the satchel at his side before darting to his other hand, which now held the rope gun that had previously been in her possession. Her ruby eyes went wide as she read his intentions.

He turned, crossing a rope bridge towards one of the stone pillars closer to the battle. With each step he took, the revulsion grew.

The thought of helping an enemy.

What if she was the Archangel that ordered his death?

Stop, Ren. Stop and turn back.

No one will blame you.

Ren gritted his teeth, shaking his head as he ran towards the stone pillar closest to the battle. The deadly dance between the Machine Lord and the Blade Angel had only accelerated. Now that he was up close, he noticed the way that Archangel Ramora was lagging as she struggled to match the speed of the Machine Lord.

His heart dropped as a black blade cleaved through the Archangel’s left arm at the elbow.

Her HALO flickered along with her wings, and she fell a few feet before catching herself. Ren’s head swivelled, his eyes darting to the tunnel. The line of enclavers was still visible. The Blade Angels were still funnelling them towards the surface.

She’s not going to last much longer.

That thing is going to finish her, then come after the transports.

If we don’t drive it off…

Ren’s fists tightened around the charges in his grip.

Something smacked into the back of his head, causing him to stumble forwards.

“What the—”

“The hell do you think you’re doing?” Zhou yelled.

Ren frowned, gaping at his friend.

“Z-zhou? What are you doing here? You were meant to—”

“Get the hell away from them! Have you seen them fight? There’s nothing you can do!”

Listen to him, Ren, you idiot. Why help the enemy? Run, and leave her to the fate she deserves.

Ren gritted his teeth, shaking his head.

“I’m not doing it for her. If the Machine Lord kills her, then the enclavers are as good as dead. I’m doing it for them,” he grunted under his breath as he tried to sell the lie to himself.

“Something’s happening!”

Elsy’s face was pale. Her arm was outstretched, pointing towards the Machine Lord.

Archangel Ramora was lying in a small crater. The Machine Lord had slammed her into the side of the cavern, and Ren could just barely make out the rise and fall of her chest. His breath caught when he noticed what Elsy had been pointing to.

A small thread of blood emanating from the stub of Archangel Ramora’s hand was trailing through the air towards the centre mass of the Machine Lord. Its interlocking armour plating began to recede. The dark red panels began to withdraw into an underlying skeleton, disappearing into its metallic ‘bones’. Archangel Ramora’s blood was gathering in a small orb that hung suspended within the Derelict’s skeleton.

If it were human… the core was forming where its heart would otherwise be.

“What the hell…”

David saw a spark.

A single red thread of electricity blossomed into existence across its surface. Then another, and another. The pulsating blood at its core was now a writhing mass with a mind of its own. But rather than finish the Archangel like Ren suspected it would, the Machine Lord turned.

Fixing its blood red gaze on him.

“We have to—”

“GET DOWN!”

Projectiles burst outwards from the roiling orb of blood, hurtling towards their position. Time seemed to slow as Elsy lunged forwards, slamming into Zhou and pushing him aside. He stared wide-eyed as shards of solidified and electrified blood bore through Elsy’s thighs. Her shrill scream erupted into the air, shattering the silence around them. Ren could feel the whistle of a shard as it hissed through his hair. The only reason he hadn’t been speared through was because Iria had pulled him towards the ground.

“No, no, no,” Zhou whispered, tears falling, and his hands slick with Elsy’s blood. The girl’s eyes were closed, but Ren could see the faintest rise and fall of her chest. Iria crouched on the other side of Elsy, her eyes hardening when she took in her wounds. But to Ren’s surprise, she unbuckled the rope gun at her side, tossing it towards him.

“Zhou, take her to the transports. There’s a tourniquet in her pack. We’ll—”

They were interrupted by a shadow that swept over the stone pillar they were perched on.

The Machine Lord was upon them.

“CHALLENGER.”

The robotic voice was deafening as it washed over them. To Ren’s surprise, it hadn’t called forth another wave of blood projectiles. It was hovering in the air, its gleaming blood red ‘eyes’ drilling into his own.

“Get them out of here,” Ren whispered.

He burst into a sprint. The wooden panels of the rope bridge clattered beneath his feet, and he came to a skidding halt. He reached into the trusty satchel at his side, extracting a charge. Briefly fiddling with its timer, Ren depressed the trigger mechanism with a click before stowing it back in the satchel.

There was no going back now.

The Machine Lord broke away from Zhou and the girls, trailing after him.

Ren took in a deep breath.

He jumped.

He depressed the trigger on the rope gun, the grappling hook hurtling towards its exposed skeleton, wrapping around it. The Machine Lord barely paid any attention to the contact, its blood core writhing and sparking with red electricity. Even as Ren hurtled towards the machine, pulled along by his rope gun, he could see more blood shards forming in the air around him.

Ren slammed into the central column of the Machine Lord, his sweaty fingers just barely finding purchase around a length of its skeleton. Intense flashes of pain radiated upwards from his knees and shins that impacted the solid metal. He pushed everything out of his head as he clung for dear life, heaving his satchel upwards and attempting to lodge it between the Machine Lord’s armour plating.

“Shit—”

Ren leaned to the right, narrowly avoiding a handful of blood shards that shattered against the machine’s skeleton. Ren cursed when his attempts to lodge the satchel were frustrated by the machine’s erratic movements. No matter how hard he tried, it was impossible to find a place to wedge it into, especially now that its metallic armour plating had retracted.

He stilled, feeling a familiar calm wash over him.

He abandoned his efforts, instead choosing to cling to the Derelict as tightly as he could. It didn’t matter how many shards the creature drove into his body; if he let the satchel fall, the entire enclave would suffer for it.

Before the Derelict could attempt to crush him against the side of one of the rocky walls of the cavern, Ren’s eyes widened as he watched a grappling hook wedge itself in one of the machine’s joints. He heard a loud metallic thump as Iria slammed into the machine from above, perched on its clavicular metal strut, right next to the Machine Lord’s head.

“How soon till it blows!” she screamed over the warbling drone of fury that the Machine Lord emitted.

“Ten seconds!” Ren yelled back. “Get away!”

The Derelict had been driven into a frenzy now, and Ren’s eyes widened as he watched blood shards blink into existence a short distance away from them.

“You’re crazy, you know that?” Iria yelled back.

She reversed the waveblade in her offhand before plunging it into the cloth of the satchel, pinning it to the Machine Lord’s exoskeleton.

Ren barely had time to blink before she kicked him in the face.


Chapter 4



Ten years ago

“Ma… why do you hate the Angels?”

Ren, all of eleven years of age, watched with curiosity as his mother fiddled with a warming light in her hands. When night fell, the temperature could drop to freezing. Many an enclaver had died to exposure before the Derelict reached them. The object was invaluable for expeditions out into the Wastes, but notoriously unreliable. If you didn’t have a steady supply of backups on hand, they required regular servicing to remain operational.

His mother had long, ash-grey hair which stood out starkly against her youthful appearance. Ren winced internally at the way her eyes darkened at his question. He had been careful to wait until she had returned from a successful scavenging hunt. He knew that he’d have the best chance of getting an answer out of her when she was in a good mood.

“Come on up.”

Nairith Soros patted the seat next to her, and Ren eagerly joined her. His eyes were round and wide when she handed him her tools.

“It’s about time you learned. Remember to ground yourself before you handle sensitive electronic components. Here, like this.” His mother touched her hand to a metal strut on the ground beside her, discharging any built-up static electricity before continuing to tinker.

“The filament here. It often gets burnt out. When you go out scavenging—”

“You’re letting me go out scavenging?” Ren’s jaw dropped, almost entirely forgetting his initial question. His mother ran her fingers through her ash grey hair with a sigh.

“In a few years… maybe. Under my supervision.”

“Can Zhou come along—”

“No.”

Ren was almost hopping on the spot, biting his lower lip as he waited eagerly for his mother to pass him the tools. The moment she did, Ren swiftly grounded himself, immediately undoing the screws and bolts holding the warming light together and revealing its internal components. He expertly used a pair of tweezers to gingerly pluck out the burnt-out filament from within, replacing it with another.

“The Angels are our enemies, Ren. The enemies of humanity.”

“But why? Zhou says they fight the machines?”

Nairith watched her son expertly tinker with the warming light. Every so often, his wide brown eyes would fall on her with open curiosity.

“Do you know how an Angel awakens their powers?”

Ren paused in his tinkering, rapidly shaking his head.

“They kill powerful Derelict. They pull out their cores and insert them into themselves. They are more machine than human, no matter how they act. They are soulless killing machines. And if anyone gets in their way, human or Derelict, they will be removed.”

Nairith’s eyes darkened as they hovered on her son.

“They emit chemical signals designed to twist your mind. To make you worship them and love them. That doesn’t change who they are at their very core. Rotten androids.”

“But Zhou says—”

“Worst of all.”

Ren's eyes went wide, rapt with attention.

Nairith squeezed her eyes shut. She ran her hand through her long, ashen hair, letting out a sigh.

“They’re liars.”

Ren was silent, waiting for her to elaborate. Instead, she just returned a tired smile.

“O-ok. Here.”

Ren beamed up at his mother, proudly extending the device towards her.

“Son…”

Her son’s eyes went wide when he seemed to register what he had just done. He bit his lip, averting his eyes, and did everything he could to avoid making eye contact with her.

“Ren Soros. Do you have something to say to me?”

“I may have watched you fix it. A few times.”

Her son bit his lip as he fidgeted, his expression growing more pale as his mother’s face turned stormy.

“I may have snuck into your workshop… three times. No four times. I’m… I’m sorry.”

Nairith’s eyes lingered on her little boy. She pinched her temples, shaking her head.

“What am I going to do with you?”

“Teach me how to fix the guns!”

Ren, who still hadn’t quite grasped the concept of rhetorical questions, learned a very important lesson that day as his mother’s visage darkened. He swallowed, his tiny Adam’s apple bobbing.

“It’s… it’s just a suggestion,” he said, shifting his feet awkwardly. Her lips twitched, and she turned away, hiding her smile. It was clear that the boy had a talent for tinkering, one that went far beyond anything a boy his age should have been capable of. But if she gave away the game and revealed that she was impressed with his abilities… she dreaded the headache that that would cause.

Her smile faded as her lips drew into a line.

“How would you feel if one day… your mama didn’t return to you?”

“Huh?”

“How would you feel?”

“I’d feel… sad. Why mama? Are you going somewhere?”

She ruffled her son’s hair.

“No. But… that’s why I hate the Angels, Ren.”

Nairith Soros smiled sadly down at her son. She crouched, placing a kiss on the top of his head and drawing him into a hug.

“Above all… I hate them because they’re the reason your father won’t be coming back to us.”

***

Present day

Ren could hear the sound of waves washing up against the shore. His eyelids had been glued together with dried blood and tears. He winced as he exerted some effort to pry them apart. He coughed, tasting iron on his tongue, the motion sending a newfound wave of pain radiating through his body.

“Urgh… my head.”

It hurt to move, so Ren simply stared up at the grey sky above him. He attempted to gingerly shift to his right, and he could feel the soft prickle of sand underneath him. He groaned, placing weight onto his elbow to push himself onto his side.

As his eyes adjusted to the light, he stared at the girl lying on her side a short distance away from him. He made out a familiar black body-hugging suit, and long brown hair that bordered on black.

Iria was facing away from him and lying motionless.

The familiar feeling of reflexive anger bubbled up at the sight of the Blade Angel cadet.

She saved my life. Twice.

Ren forced the emotion down. He groaned as he attempted to rise to his feet. He pushed through the lightheadedness and the pain, leaving deep trails in the wet sand as he stumbled over to Iria.

“Iria? Iria?”

Gently turning her onto her back, Ren felt a glimmer of relief when he noticed her chest rising and falling. Her bodysuit had insulated her from the worst of the explosion, and her face was stained with ash and sand.

The girl’s dark brown eyebrows drew together in a frown as she coughed.

“Ugh, my head.”

Iria blinked up at him. It was then that Ren realised that he could clearly make out the details of her almond eyes. All of a sudden, he was keenly aware of the ruby red hue of her irises and her dark lashes, which had attracted some stray particles of sand.

His eyes widened, realising that he had been crouching right over her, his face drawn close to her own as he scrutinised her form for signs of injury. He quickly drew backwards, immediately wincing from the sudden motion.

“So…”

Iria winced as she sat up, looking out at crystal clear waters as a wave drew towards them, frothing as it reached the sand.

“You’re a bigot and a pervert? Just my luck.”

Iria shakily rose to her feet and gingerly ran a hand over the left side of her chest.

“Damnit. I’m never getting a commendation at this rate,” she muttered under her breath. “Hey, perv. Any idea where we are?”

“A commendation? You’re thinking about a fucking commendation right now?” Ren snapped in anger. “Zhou might be dead. Your partner Elsy might be dead as well. Along with all of the enclavers.”

Iria didn’t reply. She averted her gaze from his, looking out at the waters.

Ren glared at her, but when she didn’t respond, he simply let out a sigh. He swept his head around, attempting to make out any familiar landmarks. The current must have pulled them into the open sea, depositing them some distance away from the inlet.

Wherever they were stranded, the beachfront was utterly unfamiliar to him. Skeletal remains of skyscrapers bordered the beach, and he watched as large birds alighted in their heights, returning to their nests. A distance away, the remains of an enormous Derelict machine lay motionless on the beach, the metal carcass of what must have once been a Type-1 or Type-2 Derelict monstrosity. A light breeze tugged at his hair, and he warded off sand with a raised palm.

“I don’t know where we are.”

“Great,” Iria sighed, “just great.”

She winced before beginning to stride towards the high-rises in the distance.

Ren frowned but fell into step behind her.

By the time night fell, they had walked the length of the beach, finally reaching the skyscrapers. Luckily for them, they hadn’t detected any Derelict in the area. The beach and the skyscrapers next to it were relatively deserted, but it wasn’t the machines that he was worried about.

Ren could practically feel the sensation of Iria’s eyes drilling into him.

“What,” he snapped, scowling at her.

“Oh, it’s nothing. You just had to go and play the hero, didn’t you? Right now, I should be back on the Pride Enduring, getting ready to enter Class A at the very top of Blade Academy,” Iria muttered. Her ruby eyes darkened, and she let out a puff, sending bangs that had wandered too close to her eyes out of the way. “Bloody enclavers.”

“Oh?” Ren said, standing to his feet, his voice rising. “I thought you said that I was the bigot. Is that how you see us? As burdens? As points to be scored to help you win a commendation so that you can enter the top class in some fancy school?”

He walked towards the girl who was seated on a piece of concrete debris a short distance away. He could feel a vein throbbing in his temple as he gritted his teeth.

“In case you’ve forgotten, that ‘Archangel’ of yours was about to be sliced to bits. The only reason she had any chance of survival was because I tried to be a ‘hero’.”

Iria let out an incredulous laugh, but it rang hollow in the empty room.

“Oh, thank you, our brave, brave hero. If you haven’t forgotten, you and all of your friends would all be dead if it wasn’t for Archangel Ramora intervening in the first place. I don’t know why I bothered at all, because now it was all for nothing. URGH!”

Iria let out a yell, which she seemed to instantly regret when she doubled over with a wince and a whimper.

Ren felt a pang of guilt flare up in his chest.

No, Ren. Snap out of it.

It’s just those bloody chemicals trying to make you worship her.

Don’t forget what she is.

To his surprise, the girl rose to her feet, seizing the zip to her bodysuit at the base of her neck.

“Hey, what are you—”

Iria unzipped her bodysuit.

She pulled the zipper down between her breasts, the suit coming undone. Ren’s eyes widened as he caught a glimpse of her large, pale chest slick with beads of her sweat. She was wearing a black bra that just barely concealed her nipples.

She didn’t even spare him a second glance as she unzipped her suit.

Ren turned his gaze away, settling down on the cold, concrete floor.

She doesn’t see me as a man. To her, we’re less than human.

The howl of the night wind buffeted the walls of their makeshift shelter. But despite the shelter that the remains of the skyscraper offered, a sliver of icy-cold night wind still made its way into the room.

After a few minutes, Ren began to shiver.

A light warmth touched his back, and a soft golden glow emanated from behind him. Turning to his other side, Ren noticed that Iria had set up a warming light. He could see her shivering and curled into herself, attempting to retain whatever warmth that she could.

His eyes shifted back towards the warming light…

Placed at an even distance between them.

The pangs of guilt in his chest continued to worsen.


Chapter 5



“Achoo!”

Ren rose to the sound of a sneeze. He let out a groan of his own as he sat upright, his body still aching from the overnight exposure to freezing night winds. The warming light still glowed brightly between them. They were notorious for breaking at the worst of times, and Ren hadn’t expected it to make it through the night.

But despite its perseverance, it hadn’t fended off all of the cold.

Iria sneezed again. Her face was pale and clammy, and the bangs of her dark brown-black hair were sticking to her forehead. She was breathing audibly, chest rising and falling. Her ruby red eyes were dim and blank, and her exhaustion was evident from the dark circles under her eyelids.

Her bodysuit was still partially unzipped, but thanks to the effect of the warming light and the cold wind, much of the moisture had been sapped from the synthetic fabric. Ren gingerly zipped up the front of her suit, ensuring that she was properly covered up.

“Shit,” Ren whispered under his breath.

He crouched beside the prone cadet, placing a palm softly against her forehead.

She was burning up.

Ren was reminded of his mother’s words. A sickness that was trivial in the confines of an enclave could spell your end in the Wastes. They had made their way relatively high up into one of the skyscrapers, finding a room as guarded from the elements as they could find.

“Android, you in there?”

Iria smiled blankly up at him.

Ren gritted his teeth.

“Iria. Are you with me?”

“Sushi,” she mumbled. She shifted in her spot, turning away. She was barely registering his presence, trapped in mental fog.

What the hell is sushi?

“This is bad,” Ren whispered, his mind whirling as he attempted to recite his mother’s words back to himself. “Medication to bring down her fever. The speed of the recovery is just as important as the recovery itself. We’ll be sitting ducks for the Derelict otherwise.”

You could always leave her. She’s a burden. An android. An enemy of humanity.

Ren shoved away the whispers of his errant thoughts. He buried the feelings of resentment and rage that accompanied them. He rose to his feet. Picking up the warming light, he shifted it closer to her. He removed the tattered remains of the cloak he was wearing, draping it over her torso. It was a small mercy that the arrival of the sun had returned the warmth of the day to them. It would have to do until he returned.

Ren rose, slipping out of the room and heading down a collapsed pillar that acted as a makeshift bridge down into the complex below. The skyscrapers by the beach had once been an extensive luxury apartment complex. Developments like these were bound to have a clinic of some sort to cater to the sheer number of residents they housed.

One thing that pre-Desolation humans had been versed in was ensuring that their medication was well-preserved. After the advent of the Derelict, supply issues and scarcity plagued mankind. Humanity learned to be a lot more careful with guarding its valuable supplies.

Post-Desolation, manufacturers had taken drastic steps to dramatically increase the shelf-life of their products. That single seemingly inconsequential concession of money-hungry corporations had allowed the remnants of humanity to persist in the enclaves. Without the ability to scavenge for those relics of the past, enclaves would collapse altogether. An enclave’s well-being was dependent on salvaging tech and supplies that survived the Desolation.

“Find a clinic. Food and water. Water from the beach, and as for food…” Ren turned to eye one of the large nests that occupied the heights of the apartment complex. He continued down the collapsed pillar, looking at the skeletal remains of the vast skyscrapers around him.

A large central courtyard occupied the area between the five tall skyscrapers. Ren guessed that it could have once been a park where residents could congregate and socialise. To walk their dogs and pets, and to enjoy a bit of greenery. Without regular maintenance and cleaning, the ground was now covered with a layer of sand from the nearby beachfront, which was shifting idly in the wind.

Ren cautiously kept a lookout for Derelict units, but there weren’t any to be found. His mother told him that they usually congregated in areas where there was a high density of technology, steel or other types of metal that they could bring to their Superfactories to churn out more units. These skyscrapers had long been stripped of any valuable materials.

Abandon her.

The thought rose again, and Ren quickly squashed it down.

“Ren, get it together,” he mumbled to himself.

Abandon her.

The thought persisted, and Ren gritted his teeth.

“Tracking Mother is going to be impossible without their help,” he snapped, audibly warring with his thoughts. “Trying to find her out in the Wastes is going to be impossible without Blade Angel tech. We help the android return to the Pride Enduring, and then we ask for their help in exchange. Then you can be done with her for good. Simple. That’s all it is.”

Ren waited for the persistent thoughts to return, but it seemed like his attempt at justification had done the trick.

“That’s all it is,” he mumbled under his breath.

It didn’t take long for him to find a clinic. Ren yanked open a pair of metal doors. The glass panels had long since shattered and blown away with the wind. Ren immediately advanced to the back of the store, climbing over fallen shelves and rubble. The lack of skeletal remains was a good sign. It suggested that the residents had evacuated the luxury development before the Derelict had arrived. The fact that there were still boxes lingering around also indicated that the shop was unlikely to have been plundered.

Either way, Ren felt a glimmer of hope when he entered the storage area.

“Bingo.”

***

“Iria? Hey, Iria?”

Ren’s eyes widened in alarm when he heard the sound of sobbing. He rushed into the room, setting down his canteen, now filled to the brink, along with some eggs and the medication he scavenged.

“Evie… I’m sorry. I’m sorry,” Iria wept. “It should have been me instead,” Iria’s voice trembled, barely perceptible. “I’m sorry, I’m sorry.”

Tears were trailing from Iria’s half-closed eyes, dripping down to wet the cold concrete floor beneath her. The Blade Angel cadet was shivering and trembling, and in a half-delirious state as she continued to whisper her apologies endlessly. The sadness and regret in her voice were clear, even if her words were not.

Ren stared at the cadet, feeling conflicting emotions surface within him.

Remember what Mother told you. They are the enemies of humanity. Derelict with a human visage, who have mastered the art of mimicking us. This… this is just further evidence of that.

But… if they truly are Derelict impersonators… why did they risk their lives to save us?

Why did she risk hers to save yours?

Ren stared at the weeping girl, feeling an ache of sympathy surface within him. He shook his head free of his thoughts, feeling a brief flash of frustration directed at himself. Ren crouched next to her, gently tugging down Iria’s chin and opening her mouth. He placed a pill inside and brought the canteen to Iria’s lips.

“Drink,” he said softly.

At the familiar sensation of water, Iria instinctively knew what to do to sate her thirst. Ren couldn’t help but feel a glimmer of relief when the girl drank, swallowing down the pill, her sobs gradually dissipating. He proceeded to set out the portable cooker he salvaged from one of the marts and lit a couple of solid fuel tablets.

As the eggs cooked, Ren kept a keen eye on Iria. The medication had acted quickly, but the Blade Angel cadet was still out of sorts. Her weeping had stopped, and some colour had returned to her cheeks. Iria had regained a bit of her vitality, even if she hadn’t completely regained her lucidity.

But even those positive developments came with other obstacles.

“I don’t want it.”

Ren could feel a vein pulsing in his forehead when he offered Iria some of the scrambled eggs he had prepared.

“I want sushi, Reevy.”

Who the hell is Reevy? A boyfriend? And I still don’t know what sushi is.

“You need to eat,’ Ren gritted out, the cadet’s stubbornness testing the limits of his patience.

“I don’t want it. You’re not Reevy. You’re cute though. But I don’t want it,” Iria huffed.

The good news was that her fever had broken if the beads of sweat across her forehead was anything to go by. The bad news was that some of the girl’s attitude was returning.

“This is… a new form of sushi,” Ren ground out, feeling his eyebrow twitch.

Iria’s ruby red eyes widened at his words.

“Really?”

“Really. It’s susho.”

“Susho?”

“Better sushi,” Ren attempted.

Iria opened her mouth expectantly. The clump of egg at the end of the spoon wobbled as Ren manoeuvred it towards her mouth. He physically resisted the overwhelming urge to chuck the spoon off the edge of the skyscraper. Forcing his muscles into compliance, Ren gingerly inserted his newfound delicacy of ‘susho’ into Iria’s mouth.

She munched down on it, making a face after swallowing it.

“Yuck.”

Despite her unwarranted feedback, Iria’s hunger prevailed. She opened her mouth once more, expecting Ren to continue feeding her.

“You need the intel, Ren,” he gritted out to himself, gingerly inserting another spoonful of eggs into Iria’s open mouth. “She’ll be better by tomorrow. Just a little longer.”

Ren deliberately avoided the prospect of what would happen if Iria wasn’t better by the next day. The thought of enduring another day of this threatened to bring tears to his eyes.

The moment that Iria finished the remainder of the eggs, she flopped down onto the floor next to him, her eyes drooping.

“Commendation,” she whispered under her breath before her steady breathing returned.

Something felt wrong about seeing this side to her. She was clearly delirious, fighting back against the bug in her system. But Ren almost preferred the version of Iria that he had encountered before. The girl who had seen him as a means to an end. A tool to obtain something she wanted to achieve, and nothing more.

That girl was easier to hate.

“We can’t afford to waste anymore time,” he grunted to himself, adjusting the remains of his tattered cloak around the exposed portion of Iria’s neck. “Can’t afford a resurgence of the sickness. Every hour we waste here is another hour we give the Derelict to find us,” he justified to himself, carefully checking that her skin would not be exposed to the cold night winds as the sun set.

Ren left the warming light in Iria’s proximity, walking a distance away and settling down in his original spot.

“She’s a soulless killing machine, Soros. An Android,” Ren repeated to himself like a mantra as he settled down for the night.

“A soulless killing machine and an android… who feels sad, hungry and gets sick… who has cravings for ‘sushi’, whatever the fuck that is,” Ren whispered, shutting his eyes. He felt his anger and resentment war with other, unfamiliar emotions that had arisen throughout the course of the day.

“You’ve got a lot of explaining to do, Mother,” he whispered, closing his eyes.


Chapter 6



“Enclaver.”

Ren blearily blinked at Iria’s voice. When he opened his eyes, he found a more familiar version of the Blade Angel cadet standing over him. No longer was she helpless, in a half-delirious state. Iria had a hand on her hip, a single eyebrow arched as she looked at him with mild annoyance.

“Watch where you put your rags,” Iria said with disgust, tossing the remains of his cloak into his lap. “Found it wrapped around my throat this morning.”

Ren’s eyes widened.

She doesn’t remember what happened yesterday.

The relief at that discovery completely overwhelmed any potential anger her verbal barbs would have otherwise provoked. If Iria ever found out that he had been coaxing scrambled eggs into her mouth and gaslighting her as to their true nature… he was sure that she would turn him into ‘susho’.

“I’m surprised you didn’t sneak off without me,” he glared back, standing to his feet.

“Don’t tempt me,” she said, rolling her eyes.

“So, what’s the plan? Do you have any way to contact the Angels?” Ren replied as he rubbed at his eyes.

“No. If we want to get their attention, we’re going to have to find a beacon. They leave those around in landmarks just in case an Angel gets stranded during a mission.”

Ren raised an eyebrow.

“And how exactly are we going to find that? I imagine they’d be hidden away out of sight to prevent the Derelict from finding them. Unless you Angels have powers of echolocation as well,” Ren snorted.

“Oh? ‘As well’?” Iria’s ruby eyes glinted. Ren felt a sneaking sense of dread settle in his gut.

Uh oh.

“What other powers do you think we have, hmm?”

Iria sauntered up to him with a smug grin. After a day of seeing her out of sorts, entirely vulnerable, with her innocent face and sweet smile, Ren had momentarily forgotten that he was dealing with a menace.

‘Innocent face’ and ‘sweet smile’? Wait… the chemicals are working on me again—

Ren flinched back, which only made Iria’s grin widen.

“G-get away from me. The chemicals—”

“The chemicals?” Iria gaped incredulously before erupting into a bright laugh. Her giggles turned into outright guffaws, and it wasn’t long before she was wiping a tear from her eye.

“You think we emit chemicals? To do what? Seduce you? Control you with our minds?”

Iria’s smile turned devilish, edges curving upwards.

She stuck up her arm, exposing her armpit.

Then she began to stride towards him.

“What the fuck— get away from me, you crazy android!” Ren exclaimed, taking a hasty step back as Iria continued to advance.

“Sorry, just trying to dose you with my chemicals. I need to administer them every day, otherwise they’ll wear off,” she said, lips wobbling as she tried to keep a straight face. Ren could feel the warmth in his cheeks as he retreated from the advancing cadet.

“You’ve lost your damned mind,” he whispered, “you’re demons, all of you.”

“There’s my favourite bigot. Although you should learn to be consistent. We’re either androids or demons, we can’t be both,” Iria smirked. “Alright. Get to work, enclaver. By the power of my chemicals, I order you to find a PodBot.”

“You can take that order and shove it up your ass,” Ren grumbled.

Iria’s ruby eyes sparkled.

“Careful now. You don’t want to get anywhere near my ass. The chemicals from there would overpower you in an instant,” Iria smirked.

Ren glowered at her before striding out of the room.

***

Ren and Iria pressed further away from the beach, and the cadet had mercifully ceased in her teasing once they were out in the open. The skyscrapers by the beach were part of a larger city. Before the Derelict had arrived on Earth, sprawling megacities had peppered the landscape.

The thought of a world untouched by machines was one that always stirred odd feelings in Ren. He could barely comprehend what it must have been like, not having to worry about whether your life would be extinguished by a stray Type-5.

I suppose… that must be what it’s like up in the Pride Enduring. Maybe you could even live some semblance of a normal life up there provided the Angels don’t tear you to pieces. There were plenty of enclavers who were desperate to be rescued by them, after all.

Zhou… I hope you’re ok.

Ren shook his head, his eyes lingering on Iria walking in front of him. As much as he wanted to fall back on his mother’s familiar words and to see her as a Derelict infiltrator… he was struggling.

Is this how they do it? Lulling you into a false sense of security? Deliberately showing vulnerability, getting sick?

No… it just doesn’t make sense. It’s way too involved, and for what? If killing me was her objective, she could have let me die at the hands of that Machine Lord.

Ren gritted his teeth, wrestling with his thoughts. Iria paused a distance ahead of him, looking back in his direction.

“Let’s get up somewhere high. I’ve got an idea.”

“I’m the one with experience navigating the Wastes.”

“Of course,” Iria replied with a frustratingly sweet smile. “I wouldn’t have wasted my chemicals on you otherwise. Lead the way!”

They held each other’s gazes for a moment before Ren eventually relented, motioning for her to take the lead. He could feel a budding headache coming on at the thought of being stranded with Iria for an indeterminate number of days.

His eyes lingered on Iria’s form in front of him. Her long brown hair was slightly tangled, but it somehow managed to retain some of its glossy sheen he had noticed when first encountering her. It fell to the base of her back, where her small waist widened into a supple ass that was wedged firmly against her bodysuit.

“Perv.”

Ren started, his eyes darting upwards. Iria hadn’t turned around.

Do they have eyes on the back of their heads as well?

“Do you think it survived? The Machine Lord.”

Something about her tone was different. It was still arrogant, but there was a sliver of something else running beneath it.

“It shed its armour to use those… strange powers. My bet is that we did do some damage, even if we didn’t manage to kill it.”

“Right.”

Ren’s eyes hovered on her back.

“Are you worried about them? Elsy and the Archangel?”

“Worried?” Iria scoffed. “Do you think I’d be so weak?”

“Why would worrying about someone make you weak?”

Iria stuttered in the step that she took, but quickly smoothed over the motion. Her pace increased, and Ren had to break out into small jog-steps just to keep up with her.

“I suppose you were only here for a commendation.”

Iria abruptly halted, and Ren only narrowly avoided a collision with her.

“You think you know me so well, don’t you?” she said in a low voice. “From the very beginning, you were convinced that you knew us better than we knew ourselves. You thought we were ‘androids’. Betrayers of humanity. You don’t know anything about me,” Iria said, her voice dripping with acidity. “What right do you have to judge us when you enclavers hide away in your little holes, doing nothing of substance to reclaim Earth? While we slave away trying to grow stronger to fight and die against those Derelict bastards,” her voice hiked higher into a borderline shout.

“You want to judge me? Do you know how much we sacrifice? How much of our lives we dedicate—”

Ren stepped forward, clamping a hand over her mouth and pulling her to the ground. The sound of a low whirring gradually began to grow louder, and after a few seconds, a small group of Type-4s could be seen flying through the air over their location. His heart was thundering in his chest as the patrol flew over them. Gradually, the drone of their passing dissipated into nothingness as they headed for the ruined city a distance away.

Ren felt something prick his palm.

“What the—”

Ren stared at the Blade Angel cadet’s innocent smile.

“You bit me!”

“Just needed to administer my chemicals for the day. You know how it is. Come on, follow me,” she glowered.

As Iria charged ahead, Ren’s mind drifted to her words.

Why… what reason would Mother have to lie to me about them? About all of them? Hating the Blade Angel that killed father is one thing… but despising them as a whole?

They eventually arrived at their destination. An old service centre at the edges of the city that was somehow still standing. There was a rusted ladder leading up the side of it, presumably to allow maintenance workers access to the roof.

Iria began to climb it, and Ren followed suit.

He felt his cheeks warm when he unconsciously glanced upwards, realising that the motion of her climbing and her tight bodysuit perfectly outlined Iria’s ass, as well as the gentle curve between her legs. He immediately averted his gaze and completed his climb.

“What now?” Ren cleared his throat.

“Now we try to find a Blade Angel’s ship.”

“That’s…” Ren trailed off as Iria glared at him.

Smart idea. If we do manage to find a crash site, that would be the best place to find a PodBot.

They took turns climbing the ladder to the top of the water tower perched on the service station’s roof. Iria’s arm brushed up against his as they scanned the outskirts of the ruined city. The large steel frames of skyscrapers rose from the inner city. Nature had reclaimed its dominance, and trees and plants were visible, sprouting from within the ruined buildings. Derelict patrols were also visible in the air, taking the form of small black dots circling the buildings in the distance.

Ren directed his attention to the outskirts, ignoring the sweet scent emanating from the girl next to him. He felt a surge of adrenaline when his eyes latched onto a black ship that had crashed into a building in the city outskirts. It was a sleek, black vessel, and a sigil had been painted on its side in the form of a shining red blade.

“Over there. Do you see—”

Ren broke off, realising that the cadet was already staring at the ship. Her face had drained of blood, and her eyes were wide.

She was trembling.

Ren’s eyes shifted to the shoulder of her bodysuit. He made out the same symbol of a red blade that he had overlooked before. When Iria realised that he was looking at her, she coerced her lips into something resembling one of her smug grins.

Only, this smile didn’t reach her eyes.

“Looks like my hunch was right. Where better to find a PodBot? Let’s go.”

Ren nodded, climbing down the rickety ladder. He noticed the way Iria’s shoulders shrank the moment his attention wasn’t overtly fixed on her, and the way her artificial smile slipped from her lips as her eyes lingered on the ship.

***

They waited for the next patrol of Type-4s to fly overhead, arcing back into the city. When the patrol disappeared, they emerged from their hiding places, slowly creeping towards their destination. They were both unarmed, and encountering any Derelict meant certain death for either of them.

They snuck through a broken window, climbing into the building one after another. Ren trailed Iria as they strode through the hallway towards the part of the building where the vessel had landed. After navigating around rubble and debris scattered in the hallway, they finally reached their destination.

Iria hesitated at the doorway. She looked like she was physically struggling to take a step into the room.

“Stay here,” Ren said.

Her eyebrows shot upwards in surprise as she turned to him.

“Someone needs to keep watch,” Ren said, his eyes fixed ahead on the room before them. “Besides, I doubt you’d be able to tell a transistor from a capacitor if your life was on the line.”

“Taking the lead? I guess you’ve finally had your fill of staring at my ass,” Iria retorted.

“Your silicon cheeks don’t turn me on, android,” Ren replied, all too keenly aware of how his cheeks had heated at the girl’s words.

“Those glances you were stealing on the ladder say otherwise,” she snorted.

When Iria stepped back from the doorway, Ren could practically see the wave of relief that washed over her. He was convinced that she was too caught up in her thoughts to notice that he had picked up on her tension.

Seeing her act this way brought another unwelcome pang of guilt. Even if it wasn’t a care reserved for enclavers, it was clear that she did care about the fate of this pilot. Enough that she was afraid of confronting it altogether.

He pushed his thoughts aside and advanced into the room. The crash must have occurred a while ago, because the entire area was caked in dust and debris. His heart was thumping heavily in his chest as he approached the cockpit. He crouched, leaning in.

A headless skeleton was seated in the cockpit. A skull clad in a helmet had fallen to the ground beside it, and it was clad in a familiar black bodysuit.

A distinctly human skeleton.

The skeleton of a Blade Angel.

Ren stared at the remains of human bones, his heart beating like a sledgehammer in his chest. He could feel sweat prickling along the surface of his skin, his breathing growing shallow.

No… no it’s just a trick. They can’t be human. Mother wouldn’t lie to me.

“Did you find something? Is the pilot still in the ship? Do you want me to come help?” Iria called out from behind him.

“There’s no one here. Stay there, I’ll be out in a second,” he replied, eyeing the skeleton a hair’s breadth in front of him. Ren crouched into the cockpit and rapidly searched the area around the seated skeleton. A waveblade was sheathed at the Angel’s side, which he unclipped from their belt.

His eyes fell on a small, rectangular object with two components. A horizontal rectangular housing with a metallic sheen was perched on top of a circular base. A pair of small claws extended outwards from the circular component. A smiley face cast from translucent glass stared back at him from the top plane of the rectangular housing.

They’d finally found it.

A PodBot.


Chapter 7



“So… you’re sure the cockpit was empty? You didn’t find anyone in there?”

“Yep.”

“You’re sure?”

Iria trailed off as she watched him tinker with the PodBot. They had picked a new base in the outskirts. An abandoned house with a large, overgrown garden a distance away from the crash site. Its roof was largely intact, allowing them to stay well out of sight of the aerial Derelict patrols.

“Yep. The Angel inside must have survived. She probably walked it off after it crashed and went to find a beacon. You androids are tough, aren’t you?” Ren replied evenly, deliberately fixing his gaze on the PodBot in his hands.

He heard Iris heave a sigh of relief. It was the very first crack in the cadet’s façade that she had dignified Ren with. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Iria look at him, her lips drawing into a small, genuine smile, her eyes softening.

“We are tough. It’s the chemicals. And the silicone cheeks. You should try them sometime.”

Ren’s lips quirked upwards involuntarily.

“Which? The chemicals or the cheeks?” he retorted almost by instinct.

“Perv. Still…” Iria continued, frowning, “I wonder why she left her PodBot behind. Her waveblade I would understand…” she lifted up the standard-issue grey blade. “They’re what they issue trainees. Some Blade Angels carry them around as spares in case they run out of juice mid-fight. But her bot?”

Ren noticed worry seep into her expression, and he felt the sharp pang of guilt return. He promptly shook his head, keeping his expression impassive and casual.

“She probably pinpointed a beacon nearby and didn’t have any need for it once she did,” Ren lied, his eyes averted. “From what I can see, it looks pretty badly damaged. Maybe she didn’t know how to fix it.”

“True,” Iria said with another smile of relief. “Blade Angels have different specialities. Not everyone is a tech nerd like you are.”

“Don’t forget that this ‘tech nerd’ is your only ticket out of here,” Ren retorted. He continued with his work, focusing on disassembling the PodBot to examine its internal components. Errant thoughts were entering his mind, but he pushed them to the side as he examined the supplies he had scavenged from the cockpit. Mercifully, they included the replacement parts for the little robot.

“Hey… you’re actually pretty good at this.”

Ren’s eyebrow twitched, and he shot her a flat stare.

“Do you really think that all enclavers are good for nothing?”

Iria averted her eyes. She crossed her arms, rubbing at the sleeves of her bodysuit. He tried not to take her silence personally, but it brought him some measure of satisfaction when the slightest hint of red blossomed across her cheeks.

“Who taught you how to tinker like this?” she asked.

“My mother.”

“Right,” Iria nodded.

The silence between them was awkward. It was like they were both struggling to reach for the right words to exchange. He knew that they had formed a temporary truce out of necessity. With the enclave gone, his only options were finding another human settlement on his own or obtaining some intel from the Angels… provided they didn’t bring him to the Pride Enduring against his will. His chances of finding another enclave on his own accord were slim. Enclaves like his that were located close to the surface were relatively rare.

But… what are the chances that I find her in another enclave?

Knowing Mother, she’d be able to bunker down wherever she wanted. It would be like trying to find a needle in an Earth-sized haystack.

Then... there’s Zhou. He must be up in the Pride Enduring. Leaving him alone up there with them...

Ren pushed aside his thoughts, casting a brief glance at Iria beside him. She was leaning in, her ruby red eyes wide with curiosity and her lips parted as she watched his hands wander over the PodBot. He pried apart faulty components and replaced them with operational ones.

He felt the familiar reflexive sensation of disgust rise when he contemplated replying to Iria. In the end, he pushed the feeling away and met her eyes. His mind returned to the words she had whispered when she had been in her half-conscious state when recovering from her illness.

“So, what’s the deal with this ‘commendation’ anyway?”

Iria’s ruby red eyes lit up. She leaned forwards, and Ren could catch a hint of her scent as she entered his personal space. She was oblivious of how close she was standing to him. Her chest was an inch away from his arm as he worked on the PodBot.

“A cadet’s performance during their induction mission carries a lot of weight. If your actions were central to fulfilling the objective, they bump you up to the top class – Class A. You get the best resources, the best instructors and the best teammates.”

“Right,” Ren replied, swapping out some faulty wiring.

“But that’s not the only reason… cadets from Class A get assigned the best missions. The most dangerous ones. It means that they have almost a hundred per cent chance of gaining a HALO. That’s—”

“A Heuristic Adaptive Logic Override device. I know,” Ren replied. “You get it from integrating a machine core,” he completed. “Only a few Archangels have managed to get cores from Machine Sages, let alone Infernal Engines, and the ones that do go down in legend. Like Archangel Lilith.”

Iria paused, tapping her finger against her forearm as she smiled playfully at him.

“I’m impressed! Do you have a fetish for us or somethi—”

All of a sudden, the rage and disgust he had been shoving down overflowed. His lips twisted into a scowl as the words wedged against the edge of his tongue, primed with vitriol. His grip on the PodBot tightened. The small robot threatened to shoot from his fingers at velocity from the vice-like force he was subjecting it to.

“No. I hate you,” Ren snapped.

Iria froze.

The unguarded smile on her face melted away as her ruby eyes hardened. Ren watched her return a stiff nod, stepping away from him.

“Right. Thanks for reminding me of that,” Iria said, her body tensing. “You have no right to judge me for wanting a commendation if you hate us. You’re a hypocrite.”

“And so are you,” Ren gritted out, “for thinking that our lives are only valuable because of what you can gain from saving us.”

Iria turned away, stomping out of the room. With her departure, the silence returned, and the sweet scent that had been present a moment before dissipated.

Ren continued to attend to the PodBot in his hands, tuning out the cocktail of rage and guilt that was churning within him. Saying the words made the pressure of his emotions dissipate, providing him with a temporary relief.

It felt right, saying those things to her. But for some strange reason, the pang of guilt had grown to a painful degree in his chest. His thoughts were momentarily interrupted by a blinking yellow light on the table in front of him.

“Initiating… PodBot C23 now online.”

***

Iria Bladesworn

Iria was seated in the overgrown garden behind their base. It was shaded by a few trees, and the odds of any aerial Derelict patrol finding her were slim. She listened to the sound of the breeze shifting through the foliage.

It reminded her of her favourite place aboard the Pride Enduring. The forest habitat located at the fringes of the station, far away from the residential districts. One of the few places she could be free from her mother’s scrutiny. A place that had birthed many a warm memory.

“Why did I react like that?” she murmured under her breath. “I don’t care what he thinks of me, or of the Angels. He’s just a stupid, good-for-nothing enclaver,” she breathed out.

But it didn’t matter how firmly she said the words. They didn’t change the feelings that she knew to be roiling in her chest. She bit her lip, just as angry at herself as she was at.

“Mother was right. The enclavers are worthless. They aren’t worth worrying about, so get your head straight, Bladesworn,” Iria breathed out. “You’re going to get out of this shithole, then go claim your place at the head of the Academy. Focus.”

“Hey.”

She jolted at the sound of his voice, but rapidly mastered her expression. She doubted a clueless half-wit like him would have been perceptive enough to pick up on her reaction anyway.

Ren looked to be about her age. If it were anyone else aboard the Pride, Iria might have considered him handsome. He had ash-grey hair that made him stand out amongst the other enclavers, and, from what it appeared, some degree of talent with technology.

In other circumstances, she would have left him behind and gone out in search of a beacon on her own. But their cohort hadn’t received their PodBots prior to their induction. The whole operation had been rushed from the beginning. In the Archangels’ defence, the odds of a Machine Lord appearing were minuscule, and the risks were meant to be mitigated by the presence of Archangel Ramora.

No one could have expected a Machine Lord of that stature to appear.

Her eyes darted to the small rectangular PodBot hovering beside him.

She concealed her surprise. She half expected that the enclaver had just been boasting about his tinkering abilities to secure an alliance with her. It was Angel tech, and not something most enclaver tinkerers would be capable of fixing.

That’s the problem. He isn’t a useless half-wit, is he, Iria?

Evie wasn’t either.

Iria pushed the stray thoughts away in frustration. Neither did she verbalise her surprise or gratitude, she wouldn’t give him the satisfaction. Instead, she directed her attention to the small robot hovering over his right shoulder. The PodBot had a bright, glowing yellow smiley face illuminated by bright lights within its metallic housing.

“PodBot. Pair with me.”

“Assessing pairing eligibility… eligibility confirmed. Previous owner: Dereva Bladesworn – deceased. Killed in her landing in sector E356. Accessing database… New owner confirmed: Iria Bladesworn.”

Iria froze, her eyes immediately darting to Ren.

The shock was plain on his expression. He flinched, noticing her scrutiny and immediately smoothed over his expression. He averted his eyes, keeping his face impassive, but she noticed his Adam’s apple bob as he swallowed.

“Why did you lie to me about her,” Iria said quietly. “The pilot. You said that she wasn’t in the cockpit.”

Ren remained silent. Iria stared into his grey irises, searching for some semblance of an answer. All she was met with was his usual undecipherable expression.

Her anger that had been bubbling within her burst outwards as she snapped.

“You think I’m someone to be coddled? To be protected?” she laughed incredulously. “Did you really think you were doing me a kindness by keeping that from me?” her voice was shrill, and she could feel it threatening to crack as she tried to stuff down the emotions that were rising within her. “Did you think I’d get upset if I learned that a Blade Angel from my house had perished? We die all the time!” her voice rose to a yell.

“I—” Ren began, but was cut off by Iria as she stepped forward, jabbing him in the chest.

“I don’t need your pity, enclaver. You and all of your people, you’re wastes of space, not worth the air you breathe,” Iria whispered, a deadly edge to her tone. “I don’t care what you choose to do after we find the beacon. You will be a stranger to me from the moment we part. Do you understand me?”

Silence fell between them.

“I understand,” Ren eventually replied. His reply was stoic and level, giving nothing away. His eyes were fixed on a point in the wall, but for some reason, his reaction only served to fan Iria’s rage.

She twisted on her heel, striding straight back towards the house.

“Iria.”

Iria hesitated by the doorway, facing away from the enclaver.

“There really wasn’t a body in the cockpit. I must’ve missed it.”

Iria continued inside the house. She headed into a room the furthest away from where they had set up their momentary base. She sat heavily to the ground, gritting her teeth as she attempted to force her emotions down.

“ALERT. Lie detected,” the PodBot echoed beside her, having followed her into the house. “Physiological factors indicate fluctuations consistent with the utterance of a lie. Hypothesis: Mister Ren attempted a kindness by disguising the fate of the pilot. He is now doubling down on his lie to assuage your pride—”

“Shut it,” Iria said hoarsely. “He’s just a worthless enclaver. He’s not worth thinking about,” Iria whispered under her breath.

“ALERT. Lie detected,” the PodBot’s derpy yellow smile shone back at her.

Iria closed her eyes and tried to ignore the tears that spilt down her cheeks.


Chapter 8



Ren Soros

The next day, Ren ate alone in the living room. They had scavenged enough fruit and berries the day before to last them another day. With the PodBot repaired, today likely marked their final day of forced cooperation.

Ren kept his eyes fixed on the wall as Iria strode in. She leaned against a doorframe, crossing her arms, before issuing her command.

“PodBot. Identify the closest beacon to our location.”

“Yes, Miss Bladesworn. The nearest beacon is approximately one point four kilometres away, north-east of your direction. It is situated in the Alberstone Spaceport. You have yet to integrate a HALO, and I regret to inform you that I cannot provide a real-time marker to guide your travels. Request immediate reprioritisation of tasks – obtain a core from a Derelict opponent at Type-1 level or above. Risk of death: 98%, but I believe in you!”

The pair of them stared silently at the PodBot.

Their eyes met for a split second before they both glanced away. Ren rose to his feet.

“Let’s call a truce, just for today. We need to be able to cooperate if we’re to contact the Angels.”

“Alright,” Iria said curtly, turning on her heel.

“Let’s go.”

The trek to Alberstone Spaceport took them the better part of the morning. They took care to avoid any aerial patrols that they detected, ensuring that they took cover while travelling along the outskirts of the city. The Spaceport was situated a short distance away from the city limits, which meant that they were lucky to enjoy ample cover for the bulk of their journey there.

A single, large spire rose high into the air. It was grey, sleek and curved, and parts of it had been scored with bullets, while other sections had crumbled away altogether.

The central structure was likely the Spaceport’s command centre and base of operations. Large warehouses could be seen a distance away from the building. Ren supposed that they may have once contained transports and ships capable of sailing the stars.

The Derelict destroyed any ships capable of prolonged interstellar travel. Allowing them to remain meant giving humanity a means of escape. Even if Blade Angels could traverse the void of space with their Nanoarmour, without enhanced movement abilities or the ability to transport large groups of people, space travel remained unfeasible. The area around the spaceport was entirely deserted, but Ren knew that Derelict could fall on them in a matter of minutes if they were alerted.

Thankfully, the Blade Angels had anticipated that possibility. The beacon was located a distance away in a small warehouse abutting the central area and command centre. They needed to find a balance of placing it in an easily accessible location that was still concealed from the Derelict.

“The beacon is exactly ten metres north of your location, Miss Bladesworn,” the PodBot intoned.

The pair of them stood in silence, staring at the warehouse before them. This was it. Once they activated the beacon, the Blade Angels would make their way to them within an hour. Within two, Iria would be back on the Pride.

As for him?

Ren tightened his fists, the muscles in his jaw bunching as he ground his teeth. He was drawn out of his thoughts when Iria turned to him.

For the first time that day, he caught a proper glimpse of her. The whites of her eyes were a faint red hue, and there were dark circles under her eyelids. Still, there was steel in them and a definite look of resolve in her bearing.

“Ready?” Iria asked.

Ren nodded.

They entered through a gap in a chain link fence cordoning off the warehouse. The only personnel entrance they could find was a small pair of double doors at the edge of the warehouse. Upon arriving at the doors, they realised that they utilised an electronic locking mechanism. Before Ren could approach to take a look at it, Iria’s voice sounded out.

“PodBot, open the warehouse.”

The floating rectangular bot whirred forwards with a soft hum. The bot inserted one of its small claws into a slot in the panel, and he watched a green light flicker on. A loud click emanated outwards as the locking mechanism retracted. Ren followed Iria into the warehouse, and his eyes widened as he took in its contents.

All manner of vehicles ranging from civilian transports to more militaristic vehicles with armoured plating were housed in the warehouse. Both aerial and land vehicles were stored within, and it seemed like it could have once been a provisional repair depot established after the war with the Derelict had begun.

“Over here.”

They pushed further into the warehouse, and Ren’s eyes widened as they fell on the beacon. It was a black dodecahedron that rose up to his hip. It had a panel along its top plane, along with an input slot that allowed PodBots to interface with it.

“Activate it, PodBot.”

“Yes, Miss Bladesworn.”

The PodBot lowered itself to the beacon, inserting one of its claws into the input slots. The edges of the dodecahedron glowed a faint gold as the beacon activated. The crackle of static echoed outwards, before it sharpened into a discernible voice.

“This is Command. Identify yourselves,” an authoritative voice echoed out.

“Command, this is Cadet Iria Bladesworn. I was stranded on Earth following our induction,” Iria said, her dull eyes lighting up at the operative’s words. “A Machine Lord attacked the enclave that Cadet Elsy and I discovered. Archangel Ramora—”

“We’re aware of the events, Cadet Bladesworn. We will prioritise your extraction, a rescue team has been dispatched. We will notify your family of your whereabout—”

“ALERT. ALERT. ALERT.”

A piercing series of beeps echoed out from the PodBot.

“DERLICT COMMANDER DETECTED. RANK: MACHINE LORD. RECOMMEND IMMEDIATE EVACUATION.”

An intense chill washed over Ren as he met Iria’s wide eyes.

“Cadet?” the voice echoed out from the dodecahedron. “We received the alert from your PodBot. Our extraction team is making their way there as quickly as they can. Take cover immediately.”

“Command, do you have any resources—”

Ren stepped away from Iria as she bent over the dodecahedron, communicating fervently with Command. Ren motioned with his hand, beckoning PodBot over to him.

“Lock the warehouse once I’m out,” he whispered.

Creeping away from where Iria was anxiously communicating with Command, Ren retreated to the warehouse exit.

“Enclaver?” he heard a soft voice call out.

He ignored the emotions that were twisting in his gut and the intense pang of sadness that drove into him like a blade.

He shut the warehouse doors behind him.

“Locking doors,” the PodBot echoed.

“HEY!” Iria shouted. An instant later, the deafening sound of her fists banging against the warehouse doors rang out.

“It’s after me. It has to be the same Machine Lord,” he replied. “The one that attacked the enclave. Stay in there and don’t move. I’m going to lead it away. You should be safe as long as you don’t get in its way.”

“You idiot, you don’t have to do this alone. PodBot open the fucking door. NOW!”

“Negative, Miss Bladesworn. You possess insufficient administrative privileges to override Mister Ren’s directives—”

“YOU ASSHOLE!” Iria screamed, her voice cracking. “You… You—”

Ren smiled.

“I’m sorry… about the pilot. If she meant something to you.”

Iria quietened and Ren struggled to find the words to say.

What good would an apology do now?

His smile flickered and fell, and Ren ripped himself away from the warehouse door before he was tempted to recant his instructions to PodBot. He scanned the skies as he ran towards the Spaceport’s main facility. It was a small mercy that there weren’t any Derelict in the area yet, but he knew that the Machine Lord was capable of concealing the sound of its passage.

“Think, Ren,” he gritted. “How do you kill a Machine Lord?”

The answer was simple.

You don’t.

He ran past the reception area and further into the building. Many of the glass ‘walls’ dividing sections of the office area had been shattered into pieces. A low groaning thrum reverberated through his bones. The vibrations made the slivers of glass at his feet clatter and dance. The sound rattled the debris and remains of furniture within the building.

It’s here.

A deafening crash echoed out from behind him. The Machine Lord’s twin black blades carved through solid concrete. The light of the sun's rays illuminated the interior of the dark building. Ren watched with wide eyes as the entrance to the Spaceport was cleaved away. He was greeted once more to his old foe.

The Machine Lord adopted the same form it had morphed into after ‘absorbing’ the Blade Angel’s blood. Its skeleton remained, as well as the writhing core of blood within it. Its black skeletal frame had been coloured a dark maroon bordering on black. Ren’s eyes shifted to its right shoulder, and he felt a glimmer of pride when he saw it slightly scuffed and dented. It looked like they had inflicted some tiny measure of damage on the Derelict, though he was certain that the worst of it had already been healed.

“ChALLeNGER.”

The distorted voice of the Derelict Machine Lord rippled forth, and a wave of electricity danced across the roiling surface of its blood core. Physical shards of blood began to manifest in the air around the Machine Lord. Hundreds upon hundreds of electrified blood shards were threaded into existence as the blood filtered out from its core. The gentle rays of sunlight were coloured a menacing red as the shards hung still in the air, poised and ready to rip his body to shreds.

Ren stared at his end.

He felt an overwhelming desire to just lay down and concede that the sight of the Machine Lord instilled within him.

He crushed that sensation to pieces.

A strange sense of calm settled over him, washing away the desire to submit to the Machine Lord.

Ren turned on his heel and tore straight through the building.

If I’m going to die, it’s going to have to earn the kill.

The moment he moved, he heard the hiss of electrified blood shards cutting through the air and plunging into the Spaceport. He could hear them shattering against concrete debris behind him as he desperately ran forwards, drawing it away from the warehouse.

The loud thrum of the Machine Lord echoed outwards again, but now, Ren could detect an edge of fury in the sound. A deafening crash rang out as the Machine Lord attempted to cleave a passage through the building’s exterior to reach him.

Ren was not only fighting against the terrain to escape from the Derelict commander. The further he progressed from the building’s entrance, the darker the building’s interior became. Soon, he wouldn’t even be able to rely on the meagre sunlight that he had depended on to navigate around the debris.

All of a sudden, a ray of light cut through the darkness. Ren laughed incredulously as the Machine Lord continued to tear its way through the building to reach him, illuminating his surroundings.

If this keeps up…

Ren’s eyes widened.

That’s it.

“Come and get me, you oily bastard!”

The Machine Lord tore through the Spaceport's foundations, and Ren could hear the pillars around him creak with the additional load-bearing strain they were suddenly subjected to. His surroundings shifted as pillar after pillar was cleaved through by the Derelict’s passage.

Ren’s heart leapt when he made out an end to the office space a distance ahead. A deafening groan echoed outwards, shortly followed by the sound of glass shattering and concrete crumbling far above him.

It’s coming down.

I need to hurry.

Ren tore out of the office space, sprinting through a partially shattered glass panel, back into the clearing outside the Spaceport. He stared up at the towering grey structure, his eyes widening when he realised that the structure had tilted. With the Machine Lord having decimated the building’s internal supports, it looked to be precariously balanced on the brink of collapse. Even so, by some miracle of design, it was still standing.

But that also meant that the Machine Lord was still after him. At his back, the clearing around the Spaceport was fenced in with a high, sturdy fence. There was nowhere left for him to run.

Ren had reached the end of his rope.

It was a miracle that he had lasted this long without any weapons. What mattered, was that his ultimate objective had been achieved. It was well away from the warehouse. If he couldn’t muster an apology, he supposed this would have to suffice.

“Sacrificing yourself for an android… that’s how you’re going to go out?” Ren chuckled to himself as he watched the interior of the Spaceport glow a sickly red with the Derelict’s approach.

A deafening crash emanated from his right. Ren’s jaw dropped open as he watched a hovering tank smash out of the side of the warehouse. It sped across the clearing straight towards him, its cannon swivelling on its axis. As the tank rounded behind him, its barrel adjusted, sighting the Machine Lord, which was now a hair’s breadth away from emerging from the building.

The tank unleashed its payload.

Its long barrel flared with a deafening boom that kicked up the dust on the ground around him and momentarily wiped out his hearing. A glowing projectile surged straight into the Spaceport, slamming directly into the Machine Lord’s roiling blood core. The interior of the building was engulfed in black smoke and dust in an instant, obscuring the Derelict commander from their view.

Ren watched Iria’s lips move as the ringing began to gradually dissipate.

“JUMP ON!”

Ren grabbed onto some handles protruding from the side of the tank, clinging on. As the tank raced away from the base of the structure, his eyes widened.

The Spaceport finally began to crumble.

A deafening crack filled the air, and the leaning grey structure tumbled down. Tonnes and tonnes of rubble came crashing down right on top of the Derelict commander. A wave of dust and stray debris hurtled outwards, catching up to their vehicle and overtaking it. Ren rushed to cover his eyes to shield them from the oncoming wave of dust.

“Look!”

Iria pointed at a black transport that was descending from above. The vehicle banked in a smooth arc, coming to a halt a short distance in front of them. The rear door hissed open, descending to reveal two Blade Angels with glowing blue HALOs standing within.


Chapter 9



Ren shifted in his seat as the transport headed towards its destination. He could hear the muted sound of the dropship’s engines as it continued in its passage towards the Pride Enduring in orbit around the planet.

Ren’s gaze was fixed on the ground, and he could feel three pairs of eyes drilling into him. Iria was seated beside him and was glowering at him with an intensity that he hardly felt was justified. Their PodBot was faithfully hovering over her right shoulder, its yellow smile as bright as ever.

Then, there was the matter of the Blade Angels themselves. The pair of them had glowing blue HALOs similar to that of Archangel Ramora.

From the manner of their dress, Ren assumed that they had some relation to her. Recalling just what had happened to Archangel Ramora… this put him in a somewhat problematic position.

“You’ve certainly had an eventful few days,” the Blade Angel on the right spoke up. She had introduced herself as Maven. She had black hair and angular features, along with a dark blue body suit that fittingly matched her HALO.

“Blade Angel Maven…” Iria interjected to his right, finally giving him a reprieve from her glare. “The Machine Lord… shouldn’t we be retrieving its core?”

“That’s the spirit,” Blade Angel Serath laughed.

He was Maven’s partner, a man with a lean build who looked to be in his thirties, just like Maven herself. But compared to Maven, he had a slightly better sense of humour if his response was anything to go by.

“If killing Machine Lords was as easy as dropping buildings on them, we would have reclaimed the Earth by now,” he grinned, raising an eyebrow. “That said, I admire your ambition. An enclaver and a cadet wounding a Machine Lord and pulling down a building right on top of it. You’ll be the talk of the Pride for weeks to come, I’m sure.”

Iria’s cheeks were flushed from embarrassment, and Ren himself bristled in annoyance from the man’s tone.

“We’ve had reports of the Derelict recalling past encounters with our operatives and tracking them down in search of vengeance. The Machine Lord’s behaviour isn’t surprising given your shared history with it.”

Serath shrugged with a glance at Maven.

“You’ll just have to be careful for a while in your subsequent deployments. What is curious, however… is just why the Lord targeted you in the first place.” Serath’s eyes shifted to Ren, and he felt his pulse quicken. “Why it took it upon itself to fall on a small enclave that’s successfully evaded the Derelict’s notice for almost three decades. An impressive feat.”

Ren held the Blade Angel’s gaze, remaining silent.

“If you have any information… we will see to it that you’re compensated accordingly. If that information is significant enough, we might even see to it that you’re bumped up a couple of classes to set you up well for the Academy,” Maven continued, fixing Iria with her gaze.

So that’s what this is.

An interrogation.

He saw Iria shift in her seat out of the corner of his eye.

The single word the Machine Lord uttered to him echoed in his mind.

Challenger.

“I can’t imagine why it would have come to that enclave,” Iria replied to them, eyes narrowing into a glare. “I haven’t met a more infuriating or weak man in my life. I can’t imagine that an ant like him could infuriate a Machine Lord capable of squashing him in a millisecond.”

“ALERT. Miss Bladesworn is telling the truth,” their PodBot helpfully corroborated.

The Blade Angels turned to their own PodBots that were dormant on the seats beside them. They were each of a different, more modern design to Iria’s PodBot. They were cast from sleek black metal and neither Angel had elected to adopt a smiley face as part of their design.

“Truth,” the pair of PodBots echoed concisely, with none of the embellishments that Iria and Ren were accustomed to hearing from their PodBot. The Blade Angels exchanged a glance and nodded at them.

“PodBot analysis is by no means foolproof… but that is promising,” Blade Angel Serath nodded.

“In any case, shouldn’t your Archangel have taken it down? Why are you interrogating us, when we are the very reason she’s still alive today,” Iria announced haughtily with a glance at Ren.

Iria… she’s… She’s helping me. She’s misleading them.

The pair of Blade Angels bristled in their seats, but to Ren’s surprise, they didn’t admonish Iria for her comment. Serath was the first to recover, simply smiling in response.

“Sit tight,” he said placatingly. “We’ll be arriving shortly. You’ll be free to rejoin your cohort in the Academy,” Serath nodded to Iria. “And you’ll be able to join your enclave if you choose to stay aboard. They’ve been set up in Sector 3C. We’ll be sending you in for a medical check-up before that, of course. Although I’m sure that your family will be eager to handle yours,” Serath said to Iria.

By now, Ren liked to think that he had a fairly good grasp of the cadet’s facial expressions. So, when Iria smiled in response to Serath’s comment, Ren wasn’t fooled. His attention shifted to the way her shoulders fell and how she appeared to draw into herself.

She’s not looking forward to seeing her family? I guess… I never really spoke to her about them, did I? Not that she would want me to, after all that’s happened.

Ren recalled their agreement. That they would treat each other like they would be strangers to one another from the moment they parted.

Perhaps it's for the best.

“ALERT. Lie, Mister Ren.”

Ren’s eyes snapped upwards, latching on to the PodBot with an infuriating glowing yellow smile hovering in front of his face. The words it intoned were just barely perceptible, and he was confident that neither of the Blade Angels or Iria had picked up on it.

Since when could PodBots read thoughts? This one is clearly defective.

“A Lie,” PodBot announced with what Ren swore was a hint of smugness in its tone.

“Did you say something, enclaver?” Maven asked.

“N-no. It’s nothing,” Ren smiled back.

He stared at the PodBot as it flew back over to Iria. The cadet averted her eyes the moment he looked at her.

Ren sighed.

***

The sensation of leaving the atmosphere was strange. Gravity relinquished its hold over them, and Ren felt his stomach turn, the urge to puke rising in his gut. Iria and the other Blade Angels seemed to be accustomed to the sensation as their transport pulled into proximity of the Pride Enduring.

The station was concealed from view from the surface due to its cloaking technology. Rumour had it, than an Archangel was deployed to head off Derelict patrols. The Pride Enduring accommodated multiple modular habitats, which allowed the Blade Angels to steadily build and expand the station. Every so often, the Derelict would test their defences, but they would quickly be routed once an Archangel or their lieutenants took notice.

The walls of the transport were opaque, and Ren didn’t get to catch a glimpse of it during their approach, but his thoughts were elsewhere as they entered one of the station’s hangars.

“What the…”

Ren was subjected to the strange sensation of gravity reasserting itself. The ship’s engines gradually activated to counteract gravity imposing itself upon them.

They must have some pretty heavy-duty tech to simulate Earth’s gravitational field. I wonder if they’ve adapted it from Derelict tech. I’d also love to meet the person responsible for it.

With a light clunk, the ship completed its landing in the hangar bay. They were greeted to the hiss of the rear door opening, revealing a small entourage waiting for their return.

A collection of male and female Blade Angels with red HALOs and black bodysuits were waiting outside. Ren watched Iria tense up, steeling her expression as her eyes fell on the small group of people. Blade Angels Maven and Serath rose, heading to the exit and dismounting the ship.

Iria rose to follow them.

“Iria. Wait.”

She paused in her step, hesitating.

“I… I’m—” Ren began.

“Lady Bladesworn. We are relieved that you are alive and well. Your mother has been eagerly awaiting your arrival. This way, please.”

Before Ren could continue, one of the entourage stepped into the transport. He was a tall with a burly build that overshadowed Ren’s own. Muscle built from an overabundance of nutrition that the Pride Enduring’s greenhouses provided for. He had black hair cropped close to his skull, and his lips curled into an infuriating smile as he took Iria’s hand.

I wonder if this is ‘Reevy’?

Ren squashed the thought almost as quickly as it arose.

What do I care if it is?

“Iria. Thank the heavens that you’re safe—”

“Fuck off, Rob. Don’t touch me.”

Ren bit down a smile as Iria pushed the man away, leaving him gaping like a goldfish. She dismounted the transport, but before she could look back at him, she was pulled away by her retainers. ‘Rob’ shot Ren a glare, striding up to him.

“You will not go anywhere close to her, filthy enclaver. Is that understood?”

“Loud and clear, Rob.”

‘Thank the heavens’? ‘Filthy enclaver’?

What’s with the old English? Are these the type of people she’s been surrounded by?

Is she…

Ren gulped.

Some sort of Blade Angel royalty? The ‘Lady Bladesworn’ certainly seems to suggest that.

“Truth, Mister Ren,” a soft voice intoned behind him.

“PodBot.”

To his surprise, their trusty PodBot hovered by his side.

“Thanks… for what you did down there. If you didn’t send out that signal, we’d be as good as dead.”

The PodBot’s yellow smile winked brightly into existence, making Ren feel slightly less silly speaking to the tiny robot.

“Transfer all administrative privileges to Iria. Um… take care of her. And… you can always let me know if there’s something wrong. I guess,” Ren scratched his neck. “But only if she wants that.”

“Of course, Mister Ren. Good luck, we’ll see you soon.”

Ren stared at the Pod as it hovered out of the aircraft, trailing after Iria and her entourage. He felt strangely wistful as he watched the PodBot gradually disappear into the distance.

“Are all of the PodBots that intelligent? I’m going to miss that little guy,” Ren murmured to himself as he dismounted the transport. He sobered when he stared at the hangar bay and at all of the light aircraft within. Transports like the one he had occupied were taking off and landing, heading towards a series of airlocks situated at the side of the station.

“You must be the enclaver. Right this way, please. After completing a medical assessment, you’ll be free to rejoin your enclave.”

Ren turned towards an offworlder who approached him.

Ren followed her to the medical bay.

***

Iria Bladesworn

Iria bit her lip as she hesitated before knocking on the mahogany door before her. She was filled with contradictory, messy emotions. Frustration that Ren had locked her in that warehouse. Resentment for the fact that she had lost her spot in Class A. Fear at the prospect of entering the room beyond and facing the person within.

But most of all…

She felt regret.

“What’s there to feel regretful about, you idiot,” she breathed. “He hates you. He hated you from the very beginning. He said it himself. We’re strangers. Get it together,” Iria bit her lip. “He agreed. That’s what he wants too. Stick to the plan. Do what Mother tells you. Accept her help. Make it to Class A. Become a Blade Angel. This is what you’ve always wanted, Iria,” she said to herself, ignoring the emotions roiling at the edges of her consciousness.

“ALERT. A lie, Miss Bladesworn.”

Iria jolted, rounding on the tiny PodBot that was hovering behind her. She felt a small glimmer of happiness at the sight of the PodBot. For some strange reason, seeing the infuriating little thing made her feel warm. Iria held out her hand, allowing the PodBot to alight in her palm.

“You’re here… I thought…” she said softly.

Iria hesitated, her lips wobbling as she struggled to find the words.

“You just had to come back, didn’t you?” she whispered, trembling.

“Mister Ren ordered it, Miss Bladesworn.”

“What?”

Iria’s eyes went wide as they hovered on the little PodBot.

“Opinion: even if he didn’t, I would have returned to your side. You are my favourite,” the little PodBot intoned evenly.

Iria felt the feeling of regret intensify, like a dagger being pushed further into her chest.

“I… I don’t want you to watch this.”

“A lie, Miss Bladesworn,” the PodBot intoned, its bright yellow smile gleaming.

Iria stared at the little PodBot before she was broken out of her reverie by the soft echo of footsteps approaching the mahogany door from the other side. She quickly snatched the PodBot out of the air, shoving it into the satchel at her side and whirled around to face the door.

“Miss Bladesworn,” the warm voice of an elderly man echoed outwards.

“Reevus,” she said, her eyes wide as she stared at her family’s butler. The man who was approaching his seventies, who had served her grandmother before coming under the employ of Archangel Archeia, her mother.

The man glanced in either direction before stepping forwards and spreading his arms. Iria hurtled into the man, who laughed, receiving her with a grunt.

“My dear, I couldn’t be more relieved.”

“It’s good to see you, Reevus. I missed you,” she clung to the old man tightly.

“Your Mother,” Reevus said softly, his eyes falling. “She is in... a mood. Good luck, my dear.”

Iria sighed, releasing the butler who had practically raised her in her mother’s absence. She took a deep breath before letting it out. She stared into blank space as Reevus watched on with worry. Her shoulders seemed to fall and the girl looked up at him with a smile.

“I’m ready to see her,” she said assertively.

Reevus’s eyes widened momentarily in surprise.

Gradually, his lips stretched outwards into a silent smile.

A smile of pride.

He lightly stepped away, opening the door to her mother’s chambers.

Archangel Archeia’s chamber was clad in dark red finery. Dark wooden furniture salvaged from master artisans in Blade Angel raids adorned the room. It was large enough to encompass multiple apartment units assigned to enclavers that the Blade Angels rescued, and tall enough to occupy three whole stories.

Iria descended the dark, winding staircase towards the floor below. A large vertical column of glass spanned the far side of the room, displaying an unparalleled view of Earth below them.

Archangel Archeia Bladesworn was standing with her back to Iria, gazing out of the window. She was dressed in long, flowing robes. A maroon HALO comprised of three concentric circles burned brightly above her head. It was the HALO that resulted from her integration of the core of the Machine Sage she had felled. A Derelict monstrosity far beyond even the Machine Lord they had encountered during the induction mission.

The woman turned around, and Iria was greeted to the familiar sight of brightly glowing red irises and flawless pale skin. Long, glossy brown hair tumbled downwards to the small of her back. Save for the glowing of Archeia’s irises, Iria shared many of her mother’s other physical qualities.

“Daughter.”

“Mother.”

“I am gratified by your safe return. Sit,” Archangel Archeia said matter-of-factly. Iria acquiesced, taking a seat as her mother settled in her own. She felt a shiver run down her spine as her mother smiled at her.

“You went against my will by going on Lilith’s little mission. I thought I assured you that I would guarantee you a spot in Class A.”

Her mother extracted a lightly glowing red core from within her robes.

The core of a Machine Lord.

Most Blade Angels progressed through the lower tiers with ease. Slowly and gradually nurturing their cores and upgrading to others of higher tiers after their bodies were cultivated to the point where they were accustomed to bearing the burden that greater cores imposed on them.

The limiting factor was access to cores of higher quality. While some Blade Angels managed to fell Swarm Commanders to integrate their cores, scores of ambitious Angels had been killed by Machine Lords. Integrating the core of a Lord could propel one to the status of an Archangel.

Iria’s eyes hovered over one such core in her mother’s grip.

What could be used to support the development of a HALO of significant power.

Archangel Archeia’s smile widened as she stowed the core back within her robes.

“All you had to do was follow my instructions, but that was too much for you. I offered you the core of a Lord. I offered you direct entry into the top class in the Academy. Your future was assured. But you still had to disobey me.”

Archangel Archeia rose, rounding on her.

“Saving the worthless scum down on the planet. My own daughter. Wasting her time and dirtying her hands. Tell me, at the very least, have my words not rung true?”

Her mother’s red smile widened. An Archangel’s aura bore down on her, the power of the core of the Machine Sage she had subsumed expressing itself in tangible form. The air was suffocating, and she felt like an unbearable weight pressed down upon her, threatening to drive her off her chair and to her knees.

Iria’s eyes remained locked on her mother’s.

“Those useless savages. They are powerless, backward and mindless. Our attention is wasted on them. We should eradicate them, just as we should eradicate the Derelict. If we are to build a newer, better world, this is the mandate we must answer,” her mother said. Archeia reigned in the expression of her powers with a smile.

“But of course… you did not descend out of any desire to save them, did you, daughter?”

Iria flinched.

“No,” Iria said softly, her voice cracking.

“Then, tell me why you descended,” Archeia said, her eyes gleaming in anticipation.

“Because of my pride.”

This time, when Iria responded, her voice did not tremble. Her mother threw her head back, laughing at her response. Iria sat unmoving, her eyes fixed on her mother’s form.

Calm.

“Good. An Archangel must be prideful; this is a notion even that harlot Lilith can appreciate. Our very continued existence is predicated on our pride and arrogance. You wanted to make it to Class A on your merits, without my assistance. That is a goal I can understand, even if it is not one that I would condone.”

Archeia withdrew another, lesser, core from her robes. This one was the core of a Type-2 Derelict unit. Its outward metallic shell was minuscule and fit comfortably in her mother’s palm. Far from providing her with a core that would propel her to Archangel status, this was the core that supported the HALOs worn by the countless servants of her House. It would grant her a provisional HALO. One that could mimic the powers of a greater HALO that it was linked to – that of her mother’s.

“But never let it be said that I am without mercy. You will learn humility. And in return, I will grant you what you desire. A position in Class A of the Academy. A provisional core, until such further time that I am satisfied with your—"

“No.”

Iria’s voice rang out with absolute certainty and clarity. A heavy silence filled the Archangel’s chamber. Only the light crackling of the wood in the fireplace was audible. The remnants of her mother’s aura had all but disappeared, her expression of her powers ceasing entirely.

“What did you say?” Archeia whispered, her voice low.

“I said no, you old hag. Or have you grown hard of hearing after all these years of listening to your own bullshit? Your canals must be filled to the brim by now.”

Her mother gaped at her.

Iria rose to her feet, steel in her eyes.

“I descended because of my pride, yes. But I would not do it again. My entire life, you’ve fed me lies about them. The enclavers. Calling them worthless savages. Wastes of space. Entities that are less than human, less than us, who should be cleansed just like the Derelict,” Iria continued, her blood rising.

“I believed you, with every fibre of my being. Because you were my Mother.” Iria whispered.

Her gaze rose.

“You want to know if your words rang true? They didn’t. You lied to me, mother, and I’ve seen it for myself. They are capable of feats just as great as the ones we’ve achieved. They are capable of great kindness, great bravery, and great cruelty. I was able to realise that after less than a week on the surface. No…” Iria trailed off softly, her eyes moistening as a familiar face from her past entered her mind. “I’ve known it from the time I was a child, while you’ve closed your eyes to those truths for decades.”

Iria stepped fearlessly up to her mother, her eyes burning.

“They are no different from us… and maybe that scares you, Mother. Because if there is no difference between us and those ‘savages’ you love to condemn… then what right do you have to hold the power that you do? What heavenly mandate?”

Iria was trembling, but she was no longer trembling out of fear.

Rage overcame her.

“I descended for my pride, and I am ashamed of it. So ashamed of it. If I could turn back time, I would descend for another reason altogether. To save them, because they’re just as deserving of being saved as we are.”

Iria gritted her teeth, ripping off the sigil of House Bladesworn that adorned the sleeve of her bodysuit.

“I am ashamed of my own ignorance, but most of all, I am ashamed to be your daughter. So, I will follow your advice Mother, this one last time. You’ve given me many examples of what we should do to the things that shame us.”

Iria stepped on her sigil.

“From this day onwards, I am no longer your daughter. I don’t want your cores or any of your other promises. You are a small woman, and I am ashamed of you,” Iria’s voice escaped as a whisper, “even more than I am ashamed of myself. And that’s saying something, Mother.”

Damn you for making me believe your stupid lies.

If I hadn’t…

Maybe things would be different now.

With Evie… and with Ren.

Iria felt her heart throb at that realisation. Some things couldn’t be unsaid. They left scars no matter how much you apologised for them.

This was all she could do now.


Chapter 10



Ren Soros

Ren was brought to an empty ward in the Pride Enduring’s medical centre. From the moment he boarded the station, he couldn’t stop himself from gawking at almost everything that he encountered. He could draw vague comparisons to the remains of buildings scattered around Earth, when he was lucky to stumble upon a place that was relatively well preserved.

Some people told him that the Pride Enduring was humanity’s final bastion of hope. The final place where one could glimpse the wonders that existed before the Derelict apocalypse. Ren had never believed it in the past, chalking it up to Blade Angel propaganda. But now, with reality staring in his face, he continued to realise just how wrong he had been.

“Just how many lies have you told me, Mother?” Ren whispered, tracing a thumb over his palm.

The door to the ward opened with a hiss.

Ren’s body stiffened when his eyes fell on the entrant.

A blinding, golden HALO with four concentric rings burned over dark blonde hair. It was so bright that the reflective surfaces of the immaculate, sterile ward were gleaming with light. She was dressed in a suit of white and gold Nanoarmour. Ren’s gaze drifted to her full bust which was precisely outlined by her armour. Every soft curve and turn was perfectly encapsulated by the Nanoarmour, leaving nothing to the imagination. Blonde hair fell across her shoulders and a pair of glowing golden eyes to match her blinding HALO met his own.

Snap out of it, Soros. She’s old enough to be your mother.

“Ren Soros. It seems that we have you to thank for the safe return of our cadet and our Archangel to boot,” the Blade Angel smiled.

It was only at that point that Ren realised he was still sitting. When he went to stand, the woman motioned for him to sit, taking a seat beside him on his ward bed.

“Please, you’ve had a trying couple of days. You must be tired. Call me Lilith. I must say,” the woman said with a smile, “you don’t often encounter Blade Angels before the fifth tier who manage to survive scraps with Machine Lords, let alone enclavers. Not only did you play a crucial part in saving Iria Bladesworn, your actions at the enclave also created a window of opportunity for Archangel Ramora to escape. I understand that she’s very keen to speak to you, if you have a moment. But I would proceed with caution,” Lilith said with a wink, “she might offer you the hand of one of her daughters.”

“You’re her. The leader of the Blade Angels,” Ren whispered. He couldn’t decide whether it was terror, awe or his attraction to her that was making his heart beat as quickly as it was.

Ren retched.

The nausea slammed into him.

“Oh dear,” Lilith said, as he doubled over, clutching his gut.

“I-I’m sorry. I must not be feeling well from… the recent days,” Ren said panting, his eyes wide.

W-what the hell?

That’s never happened before.

“Then I will keep it brief, Ren. You deserve ample time to rest,” the Archangel said with a smile, as if he hadn’t almost thrown up on her.

“What did you want in exchange for returning Iria to the Pride Enduring?”

Ren froze at her words.

The Archangel watched him in silence with a slight smile. He remained silent, struggling to organise his thoughts and push the nausea down. He knew why he had initially come to the Pride Enduring. Now, it was just a matter of deciding whether that reason had changed since.

“I will fulfil one request for you.”

Ren raised his head.

“You may, of course, come up with an alternative, but allow me to provide you with an option of my own. Access to the Blade Academy is available for all citizens aboard the Pride Enduring. Ordinarily, refugees from the enclaves would have to live aboard the Pride for a number of years before gaining eligibility,” Archangel Lilith continued. “If it was possible, I would see to it that all who wished to be admitted could be received, but cultivating even a single Blade Angel is an incredibly resource-intensive endeavour.”

Archangel Lilith smiled. Ren felt a sensation of warmth spread over him, but even as it did, he felt the emotions he repressed rear their ugly head. Distrust, rage and resentment only fuelled the nausea he was experiencing, which threatened to spill over once more.

The Archangel seemed to detect his discomfort and waited for him to collect himself.

“S-sorry. Please continue.”

“Of course. For the excellent initiative and ingenuity you displayed with the Machine Lord… I can make an exception for you,” Archangel Lilith said with a nod. “But keep in mind that I can only promise you admission. Everything else, you will have to earn yourself. Your HALO, the resources to ascend through the tiers, weapons and equipment. Admittance into Blade Academy will not guarantee you a path to power. That will be for you to seize, if you have the initiative, will, and of course, luck,” Archangel Lilith’s lips quirked upwards in a mischievous smile.

The Archangel rose to her feet, walking over to the ward’s exit door.

“But of course, if there is another reward you wish to claim… you only have to ask. Once you have made your decision, send me a message. But remember, I will only grant a single request,” Lilith winked, “I have a reputation to maintain, after all. Take care, Ren.”

With that, the Archangel departed from the ward. With her departure, the warmth subsided, but so did his ugly emotions and his nausea. Ren laid a hand on his stomach; his brows furrowed.

Is it guilt that’s causing this?

Do I still believe my Mother’s claims about the Angels, deep down?

Iria’s pretty smile flashed in his mind, causing him to grimace.

Or… maybe it was the Machine Lord’s blood shards. I’m sure I was nicked by a couple of them.

“I need to clear my head,” Ren sighed, standing to his feet.

***

Sector 3C was a sizeable hike away from the Central District of the Pride Enduring. The space station was broken up into various modular habitats. It was large enough that its residents used a compact form of vehicular transport that reminded him of the ground bikes he used to get around when scavenging.

Ren watched families out and about – children and their parents hand in hand as they perused shops, entered restaurants and engaged in activities and leisure time activities that existed only before the Derelict apocalypse. He was introduced to a level of normalcy that his enclave had sought to capture in small ways, but replicated on a scale he hadn’t thought possible.

Zhou called it a paradise…

He was right.

Ren shoved his hands in his pockets, following the signs to Section 3C where the ‘refugees’ from his enclave had been situated.

Were you resentful? Jealous? Was that it, Mother?

Is that why you taught me to hate all of them, rather than just the one who took Father’s life?

Finally, he arrived at Section 3C. Ren didn’t know just what he was expecting. Perhaps he had assumed that the Blade Angels would assign the refugees to accommodation that wasn’t of the same standard as their own.

He was sorely disappointed.

Ren was greeted to the sight of enclavers he recognised perusing shops and spending time with their loved ones in a cityscape almost identical to the Central District. Some of the enclavers had opened their own shops, peddling their goods and engaging in their trades with access to infrastructure previously inaccessible to them on the surface.

Ren watched a man holding a stick of something that looked like an edible fluffy pink cloud walk towards him. Ren stepped up to him, clearing his throat.

“U-um excuse me. Sorry, I’m new here. I understand that my enclave has settled in this area, and I’ve been assigned a unit. Could you point me to Unit 231?”

“Yeah sure dude,” Zhou said, taking a bite out of the fluffy cloud. “Just go straight down that street, turn right at the first interchange. It’s the third building on the right.”

Ren stared wordlessly at his best friend.

“Well, I’ve got places to be,” Zhou said, “see ya later man.”

Ren continued to stare as Zhou walked past him, whistling a tune as he attempted to simultaneously chomp down on his ‘snack’. Zhou made it almost down the entire street before halting. He turned around slowly before walking back towards him at a casual pace.

“Hey, uh… this might sound weird, but you kinda look like someone I know. A bigot with a big heart, a lot of repressed anger but great with tech, hates offworlders—”

“Zhou.”

“REN WHAT THE FUCK!”

His friend leapt at him, slamming into him at full speed. Ren gasped, the air being driven out of his lungs, only made worse when his friend began to squeeze.

“Dude. Air. Can’t breathe.”

“HOLY SHIT!”

Zhou had tears in his eyes.

Ren gave him a weak grin after drinking in a much-needed mouthful of air.

***

Together, they entered the apartment that Ren had been assigned. Ren’s jaw dropped when he was greeted to a well-furnished, brightly lit and relatively sizable apartment.

“Woah… they must like you, dude,” Zhou exclaimed. “This is nice. Look at that TV!”

The ‘TV’ in question was a large, flat device that occupied the entirety of his living room. Its purpose was promptly revealed when Zhou collapsed on his beige couch, pressing a button on a small hand-held remote that was left on the cushions.

“Oh, I love this drama!” his friend said casually, leaning back into soft cushions with a sigh of contentment.

“Zhou.”

“Oh, right. How the hell are you alive, dude?” Zhou said, turning to him.

After a split-second, his eyes started wandering back to the ‘drama’ on display. Ren quickly snatched the remote out of his friend’s hands, sitting beside him on the couch. Zhou pouted a little but grinned and folded his arms.

“It’s… a long story. Do you remember Iria?”

“Yeah. The girl you couldn’t take your eyes off of? The one who saved you?”

Ren cleared his throat.

“Well… after sticking those charges to the Machine Lord and detonating them… we ended up washing up on some beach.”

“WAIT!” Zhou yelled.

He rose abruptly to his feet, padding over to a rectangular white box that was emitting a low, calming hum. Ren felt a frigid breeze when Zhou opened it, extracting two cans from within and placing one in front of him.

“There,” Zhou grinned, “that’s better.”

Ren summarised the few days he had spent with Iria. The fights and bickering, but their eventual success in discovering a PodBot and activating a beacon. Then, there was the matter of the Machine Lord. Ren hesitated, casting a suspicious glance at the apartment around him. He would need to check it for hidden cameras and microphones before he said anything about the Derelict commander.

“Dude… it’s a miracle you’re still alive.”

“Yeah.”

“And you’re a real asshole.”

“Yeah— wait—”

“She sort of saved your life… three times,” Zhou said, pursing his lips, taking a loud slurp of his drink. “Twice at the enclave, and then again with the tank. And you called her an android without any humanity, when her whole deal was attempting to become a Blade Angel to save humanity and all that. There’s one important takeaway from all this,” Zhou announced.

“My mum’s a psycho?” Ren murmured.

“Uh-huh,” Zhou said, taking a slurp of his drink, “she’s spent all her life planting a seed of hate in you, getting you to despise the Blade Angels.”

“Why… didn’t you say anything to me?”

Zhou stared at him flatly, and Ren coughed, raising his hands in submission.

“I get it… I was a stubborn ass.”

“That you are. But… Ren. Where is your mother?”

“She left. Before the Derelict and the Blade Angels arrived. I… followed her to the tunnel. She said she had to go somewhere. I told her I wanted to follow her… but she knocked me out,” Ren said hesitantly.

Zhou almost dropped his drink.

“You’re fucking with me. She’s insane, dude. What kind of mother knocks their son out before abandoning them? You… you aren’t considering going to look for her, are you?”

Zhou’s eyes narrowed further, before he burst out into a deafening shout.

“You are?”

“Wait a minute—”

“You’re considering it?” Zhou said incredulously.

“No. Well… maybe. I mean, I don’t know, Zhou. That’s why I’m here, talking to you. I need your help. My head’s all over the place,” Ren said, settling his head in his hands.

“I feel like part of me owes it to her… I’m her son. I don’t care how good she is at surviving in the Wastes, she’s getting old, Zhou. And she’s alone. I also… I also want to ask her why. Why she told me all those lies about the Angels.”

“You’re considering using Archangel Lilith’s reward to find out where she is,” Zhou’s eyes widened as his friend put the pieces together.

Ren fell silent.

He nodded.

“Listen, buddy. I’ve always given it to you straight. You’re my best friend, and that’s what best friends do for each other,” Zhou began, which was how Ren knew to dread what was coming. “You’re practically an entirely different person from the little asshole I knew back in the enclave.”

“Uh…” he raised a finger, only for Zhou to continue.

“Are you going to live your whole life as your mother intended it for you? Or are you going to go and grasp what you want? I get it, a Blade Angel killed your dad. But there are plenty of rotten human beings out there that would make Machine Lords look like chaste nuns. You want to know what I think?” Zhou said, rising to his feet, clearly hyped up by his own speech.

“Go do what you want, for the first time in your life. Make your own mind up about whether the Blade Angels are rotten, or if they’re worth following. But… if you do choose your mother, just know that I’ll have your back. I’ve had your back through all of your phases… I’m going to therapy for that, by the way.”

“Therapy?” Ren asked quizzically.

“Yeah,” Zhou said with a contented sigh. “You lean back in a comfy chair and a hot lady talks to you about your problems. It’s great.”

“Somehow… I think you’re missing the point of whatever it is that ‘therapy’ is meant to achieve,” Ren murmured under his breath.

“Thanks, Zhou. For listening.”

“Anytime, man. Let me know what you decide, yeah? Speaking of therapy, I’ve got my next appointment in a couple of minutes. Gotta run.”

They exchanged a fist bump before Zhou left for his appointment.

Ren turned the cold can of beer over in his hands. He felt his thoughts wandering as he took another sip, leaning back into the soft couch. His mother’s disappearance, her lies about the Derelict, and his recent stint in the Wastes with Iria all played across his thoughts.

Here he was, finally in the place where he was meant to be disassembled, and he was greeted with a place seemingly as close to paradise as you could feasibly get. Guarded by Blade Angels – humans – who still chose to endanger themselves, sacrificing their lives to fight against the Derelict horrors when they could just as easily live out their lives enjoying the slice of paradise they had created.

Familiar words rang through his head.

We die all the time.

Ren pinched the bridge of his nose.

“Fuck it.”

He withdrew the phone that was given to him and sent the message.

***

In her office, Archangel Lilith looked down at the notification from one ‘Ren Soros’.

She smiled.


Chapter 11



Blade Academy was situated in the heart of Central District.

There were Blade Angels everywhere. Many of them were about his own age. Young men and women dressed in familiar bodysuits with glowing HALOs of every colour imaginable, striding down the streets or soaring through the air.

Ren popped an anti-nausea pill, gritting his teeth as another wave washed over him. He didn’t know if it was a result of his fight with the Machine Lord, but he had been feeling sick ever since setting foot on the Pride Enduring. His initial medical check-up hadn’t returned anything of issue. Besides, the Archangel had no reason to lie to him. After all, if Lilith wanted him dead, she could simply kill him in the time it took him to blink.

Ren managed to pick out a few cadets with gleaming red HALOs hanging over their heads. On their shoulder was the sigil that he had once glimpsed on Iria’s own – the red blade. With a sigh, Ren entered the Academy. He had never felt so out of place. He was, to his knowledge, the only enclaver who had been admitted before becoming a citizen.

Pushing his troubled thoughts from his mind, Ren entered the admissions office. He couldn’t help but stare at the administrative staff seated within.

Admin staff? With HALOs?

“Excuse me. Yes, you. The clueless one. Can I help you?”

Ren walked up to the attendant’s desk. He tried to muster an inoffensive smile. From the look that the attendant shot him, he was confident that he had utterly failed in that endeavour.

“I’ve recently been enrolled in the Academy. I… have no idea what to do or where to go.”

“Name.”

“Oh, right. Ren Soros.”

The attendant pushed her pair of glasses further up her nose.

“Tsk, tsk, tsk,” she clucked with her tongue. “Ah! There we are. Ren Soros?”

“That’s right.”

“Fascinating, there are not one but two exceptions this year,” the attendant remarked. “Well, a good starting point would be to attend your homeroom… although in your particular case, that might be of limited use,” she smiled.

“Um… what do you mean by two exceptions—”

“You’ve been allocated to Class Z. Homeroom will be at 0900 hours according to the Pride’s day cycle, held every week on Monday. It’ll be an opportunity to discuss your progress with your class coordinator and to socialise with your classmates. Although there is one issue…” the enrolment officer trailed off.

“That is?”

“Your classmates are already notorious for their non-attendance. If there’s no one around, I’d head straight to the medical centre. Doctor Rainford will equip you with a machine core to kick-start your journey.”

“Thank you—”

“And after that, head to the enrolment centre. You’ll bid for your classes there, so make sure you have your credits at the ready. Combat 101 is a freebie, but everything else?” the enrolment officer arched an eyebrow, giving him a quick once-over. “It’s coming out of your pocket.”

Have my credits ready? Aren’t the classes already paid for? What sort of Academy is this?

“Good luck! NEXT!”

Before Ren could interrupt, another candidate was already striding over to the desk. He sighed, turning on his heel and exiting the admissions office. Ren recalled a certain titbit of information that Iria had left him with.

“If Class A is the most highly sought after…”

Ren massaged his temples.

“I’m starting to wonder if this was a mistake.”

***

After half an hour of wandering the campus in search of his homeroom, Ren finally found it. True to the enrolment officer’s words, it was deserted. Ren checked his watch. Even if he was a little late, homeroom was still meant to be in session. His eyes drifted to the far side of the room, where a series of vertical glass windows displayed the unending void of space beyond. Three tiers of ‘lecture seats’ occupied about a third of the room.

“I’m really doing this,” he muttered. “Spitting in Mother’s face. Enrolling in Blade Academy and becoming a Blade Angel.”

Ren frowned.

“Honestly… maybe she deserves it after all the bullshit she was spouting.”

Ren let out a sigh, nodding to himself.

“Next stop, the medical centre. Time to become an Android.”

***

Blade Angel candidates were entering and exiting the medical centre at a steady pace. Most had visible bruises or injuries, which Ren assumed were trophies from their training sessions.

“Next! Ren Soros? Doctor Rainford will see you. This way please.”

At the call of the receptionist, Ren rose, heading towards the doctor’s office. He winced, taking another anti-nausea pill when it reared its ugly head once more.

“I’m going to get this checked out again,” he muttered. “Maybe they missed something the first time.”

He paused before the door the receptionist had gestured to.

“Ren Soros? Please come in,” a voice called out from within.

Pushing the door aside, Ren entered the dark room. It was less a doctor’s office and more an operating theatre. His attention was drawn to the device positioned at the very centre of the room. A long, white, incline chair was placed right under the most intimidating piece of non-Derelict technology Ren had ever seen.

Various robotic arms hung from a metallic black ring positioned directly above the chair. He saw the flash of a scalpel attachment as the arm holding it intercepted the trajectory of the blinding surgical lights illuminating the seat. The arms were moving independently of one another, extending towards the empty seat as if executing an intricate procedure.

Beside the chair was a woman dressed in a white lab coat. Wavy burgundy hair tumbled down her back, coming to rest right below her shoulder blades. A dark purple HALO with two concentric rings hung in the air above her, casting a dim glow which reflected off the strands of her hair. She turned around to face him, greeting him with a dazzling smile. She had a pair of bright lavender eyes that glowed faintly in the dark as she stepped out of the radius of the surgical lights. The effect reminded him oddly of Archangel Lilith’s own eyes, and Ren had a hunch that this ‘Doctor Rainford’ was far from an ordinary doctor.

His eyes slipped towards her unbuttoned blouse and the considerable cleavage on display. Beneath her white lab coat, she was wearing a dark burgundy blouse and a pair of black pants that revealed slender thighs.

“Please take a seat.”

“Is it too late for me to change my mind?” Ren muttered, casting a wary glance towards the brightly lit inclined seat.

“It’s far scarier than it looks, I promise,’ she winked.

Ren settled in the chair, swallowing as he eyed the robotic arms above him.

“Oh, don’t mind them, we use them for other procedures,” her lavender eyes crinkled as she laughed. “Make sure you pace yourself in Instructor Loraine’s training,” she leaned in, whispering conspiratorially. “She might look like a hippie who loves flowers and rainbows, but I promise you it’s all for show.”

“Right,” Ren nodded, desperately trying to resist the temptation of shifting his gaze towards her open blouse as she bent over him to adjust some equipment. Despite the gargantuan exercise of willpower he exerted, Ren found his eyes drifting towards her exposed cleavage. It was immediately apparent that Doctor Rainford hadn’t taken to wearing bras while on the job.

“That was a deliberate decision as well.”

“Wha—”

The good doctor winked at him.

Before Ren could react, one of the arms descended from the ceiling, injecting him in his neck.

“Waitne Ile havenyun tyol yu—”

“My research shows that arousal tends to amplify the effect of this particular form of anaesthetic. I’m sure you’d agree that the cleavage is a crucial step.”

Shit… I didn’t tell her about the nausea.

No matter how hard Ren attempted to corral his lips into compliance, all he could do was splutter as Doctor Rainford dipped into the darkness, picking up a device from a distant table. Ren’s limbs were numb, and despite his best efforts, he was having difficulty moving them now that the anaesthetic had taken hold.

Ren went still as Doctor Rainford drew closer, the device in her hands growing into focus. It appeared to be designed to inject what looked like a tiny marble the width of his fingernail into his body. The marble instantly caught Ren’s attention, seeing as it was a component that he recognised.

A machine core. Looks like a Type-5 core.

Doctor Rainford deftly undid his Academy-issued bodysuit, exposing his bare chest and fixing the device to it.

“It’ll be over in a jiffy. Besides, I’m sure I’ve compensated you plenty for that little betrayal. I’m happy to give you a little show every time you get an upgrade, if that’s any incentive,” Doctor Rainford winked.

She pressed a button on the side of the device, and Ren’s body jolted. It felt like someone had given him a light tap on the chest. He watched another robotic arm descend, injecting him with a different substance.

Ren gradually felt the sensation return to his limbs. There was a dull ache in his chest where the machine core had been inserted, but Ren felt no different to how he previously did.

“Wait right there, Ren. Just a couple of things to settle before I send you on your way.”

Ren sat up in the chair, running a hand over his bare chest, before zipping up his bodysuit.

“Doctor… I was going to mention that I’ve been feeling nauseous lately.”

“Oh? Hmm… it could be the Lord of Blood’s shards. They’ve been known to mess with your system for a little while. You should have seen Ramora when she first walked in here; that was a treat.”

Doctor Rainford waved away his concerns.

“It’s nothing to worry about.”

“Right. Thank you.”

“Don’t thank me just yet. Say ‘system’.”

Ren frowned but obliged.

“System.”

Core Rank: Type 5

Ascension Tier: 1

Quality: A

Strength: F

Endurance: F

Agility: F

Processing: F

Energy: F

Potential: [Locked]

Ren stared at the words that appeared in his vision. Doctor Rainford was examining a similar datapad in her grip that appeared to show her a reflection of the words before him.

“Seems like you got lucky! It’s rare that you come across Type-5 cores that come with Potential.”

“Huh?”

Doctor Rainford laughed.

“Given the circumstances, I thought I would give you a little overview of what you can expect here,” Doctor Rainford said, drawing up a chair and crossing one slender leg over another. She folded her hands in her lap, doing up the button on her blouse with a smile.

“I’ll start with machine cores. Ascension as a Blade Angel is a long and involved process. You begin at ‘Ascension Tier’ 1. At this point, your body is only just acclimatising to the machine core you’ve integrated. If, for example, you were to integrate the core of a Machine Sage, you would probably explode in a fascinating shower of gore.”

Ren swallowed.

“‘Ascension’ is the process of gradually acclimatising your body to greater and greater core loads. To do so, you will absorb the energy from other machine cores into your own. As your body slowly acclimatises to the accumulation of energy, you’ll be able to take on stronger and stronger cores.”

“So… once I’ve accumulated enough energy, I’ll be able to integrate a Tier-4’s core, then a Tier-3 and so forth?”

“Exactly,” Doctor Rainford smiled.

“And… I need to suck out the energy from other machine cores to acclimatise my body?”

“That’s right. The energy you need to advance through the ‘Ascension Tiers’, as we’ve termed them, will get exponentially higher. You’ll find that you need greater and greater cores to gain progress. The limiting factor isn’t just collecting enough ‘fodder cores’ to absorb energy. You also have to worry about upgrading your main core, which forms the foundation of your power. But there is a second aspect to your progress that remains very relevant throughout your journey.”

Ren nodded, eagerly sapping up Doctor Rainford’s offerings.

“The cores that you integrate each have ‘Potential’. Under certain circumstances… you can unlock an ability that corresponds to that core. Some of them are unique, and some reoccur. But each time you upgrade your core, you lose the Potential that the previous one offered and have to uncover the Potential for the next. Some Blade Angels stumble across very handy abilities in lower-tier cores which they choose to stick with, purely for their utility. But, generally speaking, the higher the quality of the core you integrate, the more powerful its Potential will be, and the harder it will be to unlock it.”

“How do I know how to unlock the core’s Potential?”

“That’s the fun part, you don’t. In that regard, the Academy will provide. You will be granted ample room to experiment.”

Ren felt his pulse begin to race, his eyes drifting to the line in his vision. He was already raring to begin his journey and to attempt to uncover the Potential of his core.

“The bottleneck comes after the Tier-1 level. Once you integrate the core of a Derelict commander, you can attempt to qualify to become an Archangel. Most of your Instructors in the early years are Blade Angels with Swarm Commander cores. While some do manage to make the cut and become Archangels, their ranks are almost exclusively filled with Angels who have integrated Machine Lord cores,” she finished, pointing casually up at her two-ringed HALO.

So… Machine Lord cores produce two-ringed HALOs, Sages three and Infernal Engines…

Ren felt a deep chill as he recalled Archangel Lilith’s blinding HALO.

Doctor Rainford’s voice fell.

“There are plenty of experienced Blade Angels with Swarm Commander cores, and even so, plenty fall in battle to them. If we built a graveyard for all the budding Blade Angels who attempted to fell Machine Lords?”

Doctor Rainford’s lips curled into a wry smile.

“The Pride Enduring would probably be ten times its current size. Let’s not even speak of Machine Sages.”

“You integrated the core of a… Machine Lord?”

“Oh, Ren,” Doctor Rainford laughed. “If you want to hear that story, you’ll have to take me out on a date first. But I digress.”

Ren cleared his throat, feeling a blush rise to his cheeks.

“As for how you obtain the cores to integrate and consume… Blade Academy has a monopoly over machine cores… for the most part. That means, if you want to advance, you’ll have to follow the Academy’s rules to acquire them. The main way that the Academy decides who receives and doesn’t receive ascension resources… is through courses.”

Courses?

“It’s intended to be a meritocratic system. Students enrol in courses that best exemplify their strengths. By performing well in them, they obtain cores to ascend through the tiers.”

“And these courses…” Ren trailed off.

“Cover almost every subject that you can think of. I hear that you’re quite the tinkerer,” Doctor Rainford smiled, her bright lavender eyes fixed on his as Ren felt himself go cold.

Just how much do they know about me?

“You must have made some pretty potent charges to have injured a Machine Lord, even slightly. I would recommend ‘Derelict Machinery’. Instructor Holo has been teaching it for years now, and it's geared towards budding artificers. Which brings me to the catch.”

“What’s the catch?”

“The courses aren’t free for all of Blade Academy’s students.”

“Ah.”

Doctor Rainford simply nodded.

“The homeroom class you’re allocated to determines how heavily the Academy subsidises your education. For all classes excluding Class A, you will have to pay to enrol in your courses.”

“And the reason why this is important… is because the Instructors who run those courses exclusively control the flow of ascension resources,” Ren replied.

“Don’t lose heart.”

Ren looked up at Doctor Rainford in surprise.

“The homeroom you are allocated to depends on a range of factors. Many will tell you that it’s solely a reflection of your performance during your induction mission, but that’s simply wishful thinking. The circumstances of your birth, who your parents are, how big of a donation they were able to make to the Academy… all of these aspects factor into it.”

“Then—”

“But,” Doctor Rainford’s eyes flashed. “That is where the role that privilege plays comes to an end. Or… at least in theory. There are significant penalties for Instructors who fail to allocate resources on the basis of merit. Their decisions are subject to review by the Archangels. We must funnel our resources to the best and the brightest, and not just to our most privileged cadets.”

It’s great in theory… but I’m already starting to see how instructors can sneak in ‘preferential’ treatment. Providing certain cadets with advantageous information and withholding it from others.

Ren slowly nodded his head.

“You will have to find a means of making an income. I suggest paying a visit to the Artificer’s District next door. Remember, the name of the course is ‘Derelict Machinery’.”

Doctor Rainford rose to her feet, laying a hand on his shoulder.

“Do not be discouraged, Ren. To many here… you’re an outsider. The nature of the Academy will make your classmates competitive. You will have rivals and enemies. But when it comes to your ascension? No one can question your right to ascend, because that right is earned. Your abilities will speak for themselves. And if you do find an Instructor who dares to dole out preferential treatment…” Doctor Rainford gave his shoulder a brief squeeze.

“Maybe I’ll finally be able to give those surgical implements a whirl,” Doctor Rainford smiled, gesturing over to the ring of robotic arms suspended over the chair.

Ren rose to his feet, pausing by the door.

“Thanks, Doctor Rainford. You didn’t have to give me the tips that you did… but you did it anyway. I appreciate it.”

“You charmer. You’re going to make me blush,” Doctor Rainford smiled flirtatiously, before it faded.

“If there is a single silver lining to our precarious situation… it is that ascension is incredibly satisfying. You will make friends and forge bonds that last a lifetime. It will be a difficult road, filled with triumphs and failures. But it isn’t one I have regretted embarking on once.”

Doctor Rainford nodded.

“I look forward to your ascent, Cadet.”


Chapter 12



Referring to the campus map in his grip, Ren headed to the enrolment office. He could hear the sounds of chatter from a distance away. Turning the corner, his eyes widened as he took in the sight lying in wait. The noise was deafening as the cadets huddled around electronic noticeboards displaying advertisements for various courses that cadets could enrol in.

Cadets hovered near the digital noticeboards that displayed the courses on offer. Given how courses were a means for the Academy to gatekeep ascension resources, it made sense that there would be a whole slew of challenges to surmount when it came to enrolling in them.

Ensuring you had the credits and enrolling quickly enough once a course was released were two of the main hurdles that Ren had immediately identified. He cursed internally, lamenting his allocation to Class Z.

“So unlike all of the others… the Academy won’t subsidise any of my courses,” Ren muttered. “I’m going to have to find a way to earn credits if I want to begin my journey at all.”

Ren gritted his teeth as he pushed his way towards a nearby noticeboard.

“What the hell…”

Move like the lightning: Uncover the secrets of Archangel Ramora’s movement tech, and learn the deadly dance that will have you skipping around Machine Lords in no time!

Eligibility note: Only eligible to Blade Angels with a HALO in the fifth tier with compatible Potential. Wings are required.

Sergeant Rosy’s wilderness survival course: Learn how not to shit yourself in the Wastes. Don’t let the Derelict catch you with your pants down.

Eligibility note: Pussies aren’t allowed. Neither are first-years, most of whom are pussies. (Sergeant Rosy, please revise your advertisement at the earliest possible convenience – Administrator Renny)

Countless other courses were on offer to the cadets. Notably, they all varied in terms of just how costly they were to enrol in and what their prerequisites were. Some courses were inaccessible to first year students, while others required completion of a range of specific courses just to get into.

Then… there was the matter of their prices.

“One, two, three, four… how many zeroes?” Ren’s eyes bulged as he eyed one of the fourth-year courses offered to cadets. While the courses offered to first years were degrees less expensive, Ren was keenly aware of his dire financial situation. “How the hell am I going to afford this?”

“Tell me about it,” Zhou remarked to his right. “Inflation these days, am I right? All I want to do is get down on that planet and start pummelling the Derelict bastards.”

Ren stared at his best friend beside him.

“Say,” Zhou whispered conspiratorially, “you know where I can get some good food around here? I just found out that my bestie survived the induction. To be honest, I’ve been trying to get him into therapy, but I just ran out of free sessions,” Zhou sighed forlornly. “Between you and me? I’m hoping the added nutrition up here does the trick.”

“Oi, Dumbass,” Ren said, his eyebrow twitching.

“Not to mention… I thought the hard part was getting into this place, now they want us to pay for the courses too? They’re scamming us! Our hard-earned credits are funnelled right back into those classes? For what? Just to put our lives on the line to fight the Derelict? That’s not just egregious, that’s corrupt. And you know what they say about corruption,” Zhou smirked, “it’s only bad if you’re not involved—”

“Zhou.”

“HOLY SHIT! Ren! What’re you doing here?” Zhou exclaimed, his face lighting up in long overdue recognition. “What a small world! You enrolled in Blade Academy as well? But I thought you hated,” Zhou’s voice dropped into a conspiratorial whisper, “the android scum.”

“Shut your trap,” Ren hissed, casting a glance at the cadets gathered around them. “Listen, Zhou. I decided to take your advice. I’m making my mind up about… them myself,” Ren said softly. His voice fell further to a barely perceptible whisper. “I’ve integrated a core.”

“HOLY FUCK!”

“Zhou if you don’t keep it down, I’m going to chuck you off the station,” Ren hissed.

He glared at his best friend.

“What the hell are you doing here?”

“Oh, you know!”

“I don’t know,” Ren said flatly.

Zhou gave him a wide, beaming smile that only infuriated him further.

“The big boss Archangel Lilith herself approved it! Guess she must have seen something in me,” Zhou sniffed with immense, glib pride. “I integrated a core, too.”

“You’re insane, you know that, right?”

“So, what course do you wanna join?” Zhou sniffed, casting a cursory glance at the course notices.

“Zhou… we’re broke.”

“Oh yeah! That we are, my friend, that we are,” Zhou nodded with a smile, patting Ren’s back in consolation. “But ye of little ambition! We will not be broke for long!” he exclaimed, black eyes twinkling.

Ren raised an eyebrow.

“And how exactly do you propose to fix that?”

Zhou grinned.

“Oh, you know. This big, beautiful thing that almost drove humanity to ruin before the Derelict came out of the void to drive us to extinction. The practice that the geniuses behind the Blade Academy are clearly well-versed in themselves.”

Ren sighed, pinching the bridge of his nose.

“And that would be?”

“Capitalism, my friend. Capitalism,” Zhou’s eyes glittered. “But before we get to that… they have given us one freebie. You know what it is, don’t you?”

Ren gulped.

“Combat 101.”

***

Administrator Alora

Administrator Alora chomped down on her sandwich, adjusting the sunglasses on the bridge of her nose as she watched her boss attend to her paperwork.

Archangel Lilith’s room was bathed in golden light. There was a definite aesthetic that her boss was appealing to, and Alora had to begrudgingly admit that it worked. Any ordinary resident of the Pride Enduring would have stared at Lilith in complete awe, likening her to the divine.

But after close to a decade of serving the Archangel, much of that reflexive wonder had slowly been worked out of Alora’s system. Now, she respected the woman for what she stood for, not merely for her name, reputation or image. Alora felt like that was much more of a genuine and enduring form of loyalty, in any case. A welcome side effect was that she was equally capable of calling her boss out on her bullshit when she noticed it.

“Archangel. Admitting the enclavers to Class Z was an interesting decision,” Administrative Officer Alora said as she took another large bite out of her sandwich. Unbeknownst to her, her left eyebrow was twitching fervently as she dug into her lunch.

“You don’t approve of the Zhou boy?” Lilith said with a hint of a smile, glowing golden eyes fixed on her administrator’s dancing facial features.

“I don’t know what you see in either of them!” Alora exclaimed, “but Zhou especially. there are so many candidates that are more deserving, more skilled. Admitting two enclavers is…”

“Ah… of course,” Lilith’s smile widened.

“What?” Alora said flatly, staring at her boss as Lilith chuckled.

“You weren’t privy to our conversation,” Lilith said, returning her attention to her paperwork. “Zhou came to me before Ren made his decision.”

Alora stared at her boss in confusion.

“And yet he knew what choice his friend would make. Mister Zhou Yingrou hides behind a mask of levity. He’s a sharp young man, just like Mister Soros, but in a different way. He told me that if I decided to admit them, he would give our faction exclusive rights to purchase some of the innovations that they make.”

Alora scoffed.

“He talks about his friend like he’s a great artisan. He’s an enclaver—”

“Alora.”

Archangel Lilith’s voice was calm. She didn’t go so far as to make the station tremble with her anger like Archangel Archeia tended to do in one of her moods. Instead, the Archangel’s tone resembled the gentle, chiding disappointment of a parent, but it made Alora shiver all the same. That was one thing about her boss that she had yet to acclimatise to, and she doubted she ever would.

“Sorry, Archangel.”

“Don’t underestimate them, Ally,” Archangel Lilith said with a sigh. She rose from her chair to stride over to the window overlooking Earth. Her glowing golden eyes lingered on its surface.

“Advancement can come from the humblest of us. The moment you start measuring people by the circumstances of their birth, you lose sight of the inherent value of human life. We become no better than Archeia.”

“Alright, you don’t have to make it a lesson,” she grumbled, slightly abashed as her boss smiled on. “But with her daughter disinheriting herself… I have a bad feeling that she’s going to push harder on her agenda to evict the enclavers. You know that she’s been gaining momentum with the citizens. If she manages to achieve that…” Alora trailed off.

“Petitioning for the enclavers’ eradication is only a step away,” Lilith completed. “But Ally, what you fail to realise is that this was only the logical consequence of our policies. People hate what is unfamiliar to them, and Archeia has been very deliberate in dividing the citizens and the enclavers.”

“If you aren’t careful, she’s going to—”

Alora grimaced, breaking off her intrusive thought before she could complete it. Archangel Lilith walked over to her, laying a gentle hand on her shoulder. Alora could feel the warmth of her power, the light of her golden HALO coating her surroundings.

“You are kind to worry about me, Ally.”

Alora’s eyes went wide.

“But—”

“If Archangel Archeia claims the ruling seat from me, you will be in good hands,” Lilith said calmly. “She is an ally of humanity. She is as impassioned as she is, purely because she seeks humanity’s survival. One doesn’t become an Angel of the eigth tier without great suffering and determination. For that, I will always respect her. She would be a decent leader of the Pride Enduring.”

Alora’s shoulders shrank, her appetite diminishing.

Their political battle had only grown more incensed after Archangel Lilith’s decision to send the cadets to rescue another enclave. Only this time, the operation had gone awry, and there had been more casualties than anticipated.

“But ‘decent’ isn’t enough,” Archangel Lilith smiled, interrupting Alora’s errant thoughts. “I never told you about my rise, did I?”

Alora’s eyes widened, her breath tight in her chest. The Archangel’s ascent to power was something that she never openly discussed.

Alora knew that before she had become Archangel Lilith, her superior had been an ordinary woman. A woman who studied the Derelict in a desperate attempt to defeat them.

Then, she had achieved the impossible.

Killing an Infernal Engine.

Heralding humanity’s forces against the monstrosity, Lilith prevailed against despair. The result of an inordinate amount of firepower that humanity would never again be able to herald, the brilliance of a genius, and sheer luck.

From her efforts, the Blade Angels were born.

“I knew early on, that we were doomed to extinction, Ally,” the Archangel said, her eyes low as she traced the corner of her windowsill with a finger.

“I did not survive by playing it safe. And neither will we. Not with the foe before us.”

Alora felt an intense chill suffuse her body, goosebumps erupting across her arms. Still, she cut through the chills, hefting a sigh and fixing her boss with a glare.

“Yes, yes. You’re a gambler. You’ve harped on enough about it.”

Archangel Lilith laughed brightly, grinning at her administrator as the woman continued.

“And you’ve chosen to gamble on them. The enclaver boys. Alright, even if I were to accept that those two boys could result in something other than an experiment doomed to fail… why Class Z?”

Alora shook her head in confusion.

“Wouldn’t that just serve to antagonise them? Finding out that you’ve allocated them to a spot that’s barely any better off than where they started? Class Z is at the bottom of the barrel, after all?”

Archangel Lilith smiled, her golden HALO continuing to gleam brightly in the interior of her office. Administrator Alora sighed, adjusting the sunglasses she had taken to wearing. A woman’s eyes got sensitive after years of staring at that blinding HALO. She had to look out for herself; work wasn’t everything.

“What do you think the purpose of Class Z is, Administrator?”

“It’s where you throw the miscreants. Those that made some sort of critical error during the induction, or those that have behavioural problems that we’re aware of at the time of their application.”

“Wrong.”

Administrator Alora almost choked on her sandwich, shooting her boss a glare.

“Class Z is a class for those who will not excel under the conventional structure of the Academy. They are forced to scrounge and scrape for resources that other students are entitled to. And in doing so, they will grow in ways that we could not foster through more conventional methods.”

Archangel Lilith smiled.

“Class Z, Alora, is where I allocate the unrefined. Those with the greatest raw potential.”

“Just tell me you stuck them in there for the character development,” Alora chewed, rolling her eyes. “You’re so overdramatic.”

“Indeed,” Archangel Lilith chuckled.

“But if that’s the case…” Administrator Alora swallowed, taking a look at the final applicant who had been directed to Class Z. A last-minute change that they had accommodated.

“Why are you sending her there? She was headed for Class A for the weight of her contributions in the induction mission. With her pedigree, skills and knowledge…”

Archangel Lilith smiled.

***

“Hello? Is anyone here?” the Blade Angel cadet called out to the empty room.

Iria, formerly of House Bladesworn, stared into the deserted classroom that was meant to be her new homeroom.

Class Z was empty.

She frowned.

“What the hell?”


Chapter 13



Combat 101, Blade Academy’s sole complementary course, was filled to the brim with cadets. The energy in the air was electric, and the voices of his classmates echoed throughout the cavernous room.

The auditorium far surpassed Class Z’s homeroom in scale.

Ren found his eyes drifting to the walls and roof of the auditorium, which were made entirely of transparent glass. While his classmates may have been accustomed to the view, Ren most certainly wasn’t. His eyes lingered on Earth, which loomed in the distance. It hung suspended in the void of space, an ever-present reminder of the stakes. What every single cadet in the auditorium was fighting for.

“Psst, I think that’s her!” Zhou jabbed him in the side. “Instructor Loraine.”

“Welcome to Combat 101, everyone! It is lovely to see you all here.”

Instructor Loraine was wearing a frilly summer dress. A bright green halo hovered over her head, and her frizzy brown hair was tied together with a pink hair tie. She looked less like an official Blade Angel Instructor and more like a lost florist who had stumbled upon the auditorium in search of the Academy’s greenhouse.

Ren felt goosebumps erupt across his skin at the sheer speed with which his classmates silenced themselves. In a mere two seconds, the auditorium fell deathly silent, every cadet’s eyes locked onto their Instructor, who returned their laser-sharp focus with a casual, bubbly smile.

Doctor Rainford mentioned that she wasn’t someone to be underestimated.

The good doctor’s words were instantly corroborated by the looks of his stony-faced peers.

“Today is a momentous day. It marks the very beginning of your journeys as Blade Angels, and today, many of you will take the very first steps to awakening your HALO. Isn’t that exciting?”

Her question was met with eerie silence.

“Wonderful!” Instructor Loraine clasped her hands together with a beaming smile.

“Now, we have two very special entrants here with us today.”

Ren felt a visceral chill wash over him.

“Cadets Ren Soros and Zhou Yingrou, please stand.”

Zhou beside him shot up from his seat. His best friend greeted the room to a beaming smile and very enthusiastic waving.

Hey… Potential? If you’re listening? Any chance you can turn me invisible?

Ren rose unsteadily to his feet. He could feel the weight of his classmates’ stares as they bore down upon him.

Marking him.

“I am especially gratified to welcome both of you to our humble Academy!” Instructor Loraine exclaimed with joy. The worst part was that Ren was convinced that she was being utterly sincere in her gesture of welcome, even if she had inadvertently doomed them.

“Now then, without further ado… I am sure that you’re raring to go. Today, we begin with the fundamentals. We will be heading to the gymnasium, where you will undergo your first preliminary assessment. Those who exceed expectations will be rewarded with your very first cores! Off you go now!”

Shit.

***

Ren quickly realised that he had overlooked two very crucial things.

The first was that Blade Academy was far from entirely confined within the Central District. The Academy’s gymnasium seemed to be a habitat unto itself, situated on a different level of the Pride Enduring but accessible through the Academy’s campus.

The second realisation was that even in their very first, foundational course… the cadets were not competing on even ground. Ren stared at HALOs of different hues already visible above the heads of some of his classmates. While resources would be rewarded on merit, with the exception of extreme cases, it seemed like the Instructors were content on allowing some cadets to have an ‘unfair’ advantage in the interest of spurring the rest of the cohort into action.

With the help of some second-year aides, Instructor Loraine funnelled them into three ‘stations’ designed to test the limits of different aspects of their combat fitness. Ren quickly realised that the push-ups, sit-ups and ten-kilometre run he had been dreading were far more favourable alternatives than the actual challenges that awaited him.

Ren stared at Rob Bladesworn’s smug face, the second-year grinning directly at him at the head of the pack. He was joined by some other members of House Bladesworn, each with identical red HALOs hovering over their heads.

Instructor Loraine laid a hand on Rob’s shoulder while she beamed at the rest of them. The class had broken up into three groups. Their group was currently huddled in an area sectioned off from the rest of the gymnasium by a large glass wall.

“Now then, class. Each of these tests has a purpose. Your first challenge is withstanding the presence of a Derelict Commander. Cadet Rob and his associates have kindly volunteered their abilities. For those who aren’t aware, it is possible to code cores to a superior machine core, which allows you to draw from a portion of the greater core’s power. We refer to these examples as ‘provisional HALOs’. Our volunteers from House Bladesworn will be showing us a tiny fraction of Archangel Archeia’s power. The final three cadets who manage to remain standing will obtain the ascension materials. Best of luck!”

The cadets around them shifted nervously, not knowing what to expect.

“Ren… buddy, you looking for someone?”

“Hmm? No,” Ren cleared his throat, shooting his friend a brief smile. “Just—”

Before Ren could complete his sentence, it felt like something had settled across his shoulders, threatening to drive him to the floor. It was as if someone had dropped a barbell onto his shoulders, and every fibre of his body was twitching and trembling in an attempt to resist it. Gasps and shouts erupted from the cadets surrounding him, and he watched the air flicker as Rob and his associates extended their arms outwards.

They’re manipulating gravity.

If this is just a fraction of the power that Iria’s mother has…

Ren gritted his teeth, his lips pulled into a tight grimace as he desperately tried to resist the imposition of the downward force. He could feel his quadriceps screaming for relief, his legs beginning to tremble. A few of his fellow cadets had already fallen into a crouch, unable to withstand the gravitational force.

The visible flickering in the air only continued to intensify, and Ren let out a gasp as his legs gave way. Zhou, at his side, had already fallen to the ground.

How are people still stan—

Ren’s eyes widened as they latched onto a single girl in their cohort.

He made out familiar brown-black hair that fell to her hips. She was pretty, with a disarming expression only amplified by her almond-shaped eyes with ruby irises shaded by long, dark lashes. Her arms were crossed against her full chest as she casually appeared to withstand the combined assault of the representatives from her house. He could see the force ripple across her black bodysuit which perfectly conformed to her body.

But even so… something about her was different. Iria had dark circles under her eyes, which drooped ever so slightly despite being seemingly unaffected by the test. Her previously glossy brown-black hair was now dishevelled, and it didn’t have the same sheen to it like it did when Ren had first encountered her. Then, there was her bodysuit. Ren made out the remnants of scuff marks that had worn away at the fabric, likely from the time they shared in the Wastes.

Even so, Ren couldn’t help but feel a glimmer of happiness at the sight of her.

She’s… she’s here.

For the briefest moment, Ren thought he saw her eyes linger on him, before she directed her gaze towards Rob and his assistants.

Right.

Strangers.

Ren felt a sharp pang of sadness but pushed it away as he fixed his attention on resisting the gravitational force. At the very least, he wouldn’t be pushed face-first into the ground like some of his other classmates. There was a limit to how much humiliation he would endure from Rob and his merry band of assholes.

Finally, the contingent from House Bladesworn relented when his entire class, barring Iria, had been brought to their knees. Ren gasped, along with his classmates, as they finally regained the ability to breathe without the impediment.

“Excellent! Iria, Sonos and Verity – here are your cores.”

Ren felt a flicker of envy as he watched Instructor Loraine cheerily deposit a single core in Iria, Sonos and Verity’s outstretched palms.

“The purpose of this exercise was to bring your attention to what being in the presence of a Derelict commander can feel like,” Instructor Loraine announced cheerily to the cadets, before her voice fell. “Paralysis, dread, complete terror. Those are the sensations and emotions that you have to contend with. And while you can train to overcome a bit of gravitational pressure… the same cannot be said for the terror they instil. Excellent work! On to the next.”

“Zhou. Zhou.”

His best friend was lying on the ground and appeared to be taking a nap while the rest of the other cadets rose to their feet.

“Hey, bud! I was just resting. This is tiring stuff—”

Ren pulled his friend to his feet, pulling him in the direction of the next test.

“Zhou… if this is what the competition is like… we won’t be able to gain any resources at all,” Ren muttered under his breath. “Our only way through is to join courses that we can excel in. But we’re too broke to enrol in any of them.”

“Relax! I’ve got a plan,” Zhou grinned.

The next ‘training scenario’ made Ren’s nausea rear its ugly head. The previous group of cadets were still finishing up. Ren watched a burly cadet drive their fist into the side of another cadet almost half their size, causing them to double over and tumble to the floor.

“On to your second scenario!” Instructor Loraine announced cheerily, casually running hand through her frizzy brown hair.

“Sparring!”


Chapter 14



“But Instructor… you said that each of these scenarios had a purpose. When would we be fighting each other?” a nearby cadet ventured nervously, raising their hand.

“The Derelict are not your only obstacles down on the surface, Cadet Olivia,” Instructor Loraine smiled. “There are those who are disillusioned with life aboard the Pride, those with irreconcilable differences to the rest of us. Their only option is to return to the surface as defectors. Then, of course, there is the matter of enclavers.”

A nearby male cadet with slicked-back blonde hair strode forwards. He was in the minority of cadets around him in that his HALO was already visible over his head. He had sharp, angular features, high cheekbones and an infuriating smirk painted across his face, which he angled in Ren and Zhou’s direction.

“But Instructor Loraine, the enclavers aren’t a threat to us,” he smiled. “Not with the abilities our HALO gives us.”

“If that is what you believe, Cadet Ray, then I doubt you’ll make it through your second year!” Instructor Loraine replied with a beaming smile.

Ray’s smile faltered.

“Many a Blade Angel have fallen to dissidents on the surface, and if you think your abilities will protect you and guarantee you victory over them, then your pride will be your downfall. Now then! Pair up with another cadet and begin the sparring. You will have classes dedicated to close combat in the near future, but this is an early opportunity to nab a core. After all, half of you, the victors, will gain one as a prize. Off you go!”

Ren felt innumerable eyes drift towards him. The air had turned suffocating, and he felt like a target had been painted on his back. Ray, the cocky cadet who had spoken up before, ran his fingers through his hair with a grin that he directed towards him.

“Enclaver.”

The feminine voice echoed out from behind him. To his surprise, many of the cadets who looked to be a second away from charging towards him turned away, with a mixture of disappointment or fear flickering across their expressions.

Iria Bladesworn strode towards him, her expression impassive and ruby eyes cold.

“Move it,” she said.

Ren swallowed, walking through the crowd of cadets around him. They stared at him with wide eyes, Zhou included. Ren resisted the urge to flick off his friend as Zhou mouthed the words ‘you got this’ while giving him a cheery wave.

They halted in a far corner of the room, and even as the other cadets drifted into their pairs, he could feel their eyes lingering on him – assessing, analysing and deconstructing the threat that he posed.

“Hit me,” the voice prompted with a whisper.

“Wha—”

Ren barely registered her lunge.

Iria barrelled into him, driving the air from his belly as he was knocked off balance by her body weight. He felt the vague sensation of a leg wrapping around his own before pulling and sending him tumbling to the ground.

Her face was a hair’s breadth away from her own as she whispered again.

“Hit me. Or do you want to spend the rest of your time here being walked over? Do it, enclaver.”

Ren’s eyes widened, registering Iria’s intentions. He clumsily shoved her shoulders, pushing Iria off him. He quickly rose to his feet, falling into a stance that vaguely mimicked her own. Ren charged forwards, throwing a right hook which Iria blocked with her arm. Ren shot a second jab out with his left hand that slipped past her guard, making contact with her ribcage a little harder than he had intended.

“Sor—”

“Shut it,” she hissed, her face contorting in pain that he was sure she was exaggerating.

“Again. Do it like you mean it this time.”

Ren bared his teeth, letting out a yell as he delivered a kick to her thigh, causing her to wince. Taking advantage of the ‘opening’, Ren unleashed a series of unrefined jabs and hooks, with some of them finding their mark. Whenever they did, he could feel Iria flinch to a far greater degree than was strictly necessary. Out of the corner of his eye, he could see some of the cadets staring in his direction, looking a little more wary.

Ren barely had time to react as Iria replied in truth. Her fist blurred through the air, slamming into his flank and driving the air from his lungs. As he doubled over, Iria smoothly shifted her stance, bringing up her knee to drive it into his diaphragm as his guard fell to pieces. She smoothly advanced, putting him in a lock as he struggled to recover from her assault. They tumbled to the ground, with Iria seated on his chest and her forearm pressed tightly against his throat.

Ren gasped, struggling to breathe as Iria brought her lips close to his ear.

“Good,” she whispered. “Now they’ll think twice about attacking you in the corridors. You need to catch up, or you’re going to be dead meat.”

“Iria—”

Iria rose off him, shooting him one last glare, which Ren couldn’t help but feel was partially genuine. She proceeded to Instructor Loraine to collect her next core before heading towards the final ‘scenario’.

Even with the lingering aches and pains of the spar, Ren couldn’t help but feel a glimmer of relief.

She helped me.

He let out a soft breath before quickly setting out in search of Zhou. Iria had managed to get the heat off him to a degree, but his friend hadn’t gained any such benefit. The dread began to build and build as he failed to find his friend wherever he looked.

He paused, picking out a familiar voice amidst the sounds of combat.

“Just tell her, man. Use your words. She’ll never know how you feel about her unless you make it known. Bob, you’re a great dude with tons of awesome qualities! Listen,” Zhou said, standing on his tiptoes to drape a comforting forearm over Bob’s shoulders. “If she can’t recognise that, then it’s her loss. I’ll wingman you, bud! I’ve given up on my best friend; he’s a hopeless case. You’ve got way more potential. Oh, hey Ren!”

Ren stared wordlessly as Cadet Bob waved at him with a gap-toothed grin. The cadet was enormous, and his hand was almost the width of Ren’s midriff.

“Zhou… Bob,” Ren slowly nodded to each of them.

“This is the guy, Bob! The one who fucked it all up with this girl—”

“Zhou…”

“Sorry about how that went, Ren,” Bob smiled kindly. “It sounds like a tough situation.”

Bob had a warm and soft voice, filled to the brim in empathy.

Ren blinked before turning towards Zhou.

“You told him?”

“Yep. About everything,” Zhou nodded. “No reason not to. We can all afford to learn from your mistakes.”

Ren took a seat on the other side of Bob, not knowing how to feel when the gargantuan young man patted his shoulder reassuringly.

“You know… it may not be a lost cause,” he said wordlessly, staring at the ground.

“That’s great to hear,” Bob returned an empathetic nod.

“Thanks. For not squeezing this sorry excuse for a cadet out of existence. I know you could,” Ren nodded towards Zhou.

“I would never do that, Ren,” Bob said, his warm brown eyes going wide as if he detested the mere suggestion of such violence.

“Hey… Bob, do you mind if I have a word with my friend over here?”

“Sure,” Bob nodded, rising to his feet. Ren stared open-mouthed as Bob dropped a tiny grey machine core into Zhou’s lap.

“Thanks, Zhou. For all the advice.”

“Aw, buddy. I can’t accept this!” Zhou protested, placing the core back in Bob’s large palm before closing his fingers around it. “Tell you what, if things go well with her, then you can give me the core. How about that?”

Bob nodded his agreement with a sincere smile, before plodding off in the direction of the simulation room.

“Glad to see that you’re making friends,” Ren muttered in a state of stupor as his eyes hovered on Bob’s back. “Bob seems like a good guy.”

“He’s a great guy. Glad to see that you’re still in one piece, buddy!”

“Yeah… about that,” Ren sat heavily with a sigh. “I don’t think she hates me. At least… not entirely.”

“Miracles do come true,” Zhou whispered, his eyes wide. He rounded on Ren, gripping his shoulders and shaking him. “You know what this means, don’t you? You have to go talk to her—”

“Cadets!” Instructor Loraine called out. The cadets around them instantly fell silent, turning towards the Instructor who was standing near the entrance to the room. “Congratulations on completing the second scenario. There is one last one for you to complete before you will be free to leave.”

Instructor Loraine shot them a warm smile that managed to chill him to the bone.

“Please proceed to the simulation rooms.”


Chapter 15



Simulations?

The energy in the room turned electric at the utterance of the word. Whispers broke out amongst the cadets, rising like a wave. A particularly keen cadet raised their hand, attempting to attract their Instructor’s attention.

“Yes?”

“W-will we be fighting Derelict, Instructor?”

Instructor Loraine beamed at the cadet who asked the question.

“Part of the challenge in this next scenario, Cadet Wilkins, is figuring out the objective for yourself. This will be your final exercise for the day.”

Ren trailed the other cadets as they headed towards the ‘simulation rooms’. The air was thick with heat and the smell of sweat, but that abruptly changed the moment they filtered out of the gymnasium and towards an adjoining section.

The moment Ren stepped into the simulation room, he could feel the frigid touch of cold air wash over his skin, bringing him immediate relief. The room was dark, and the droning hum of the simulation machines was perceptible over the whispers of anticipation that rose amongst the cadets.

The simulation pods were arrayed in curved rows in the vast, dark room.

“Find a pod and settle in. The scenario will commence once you’ve been synced. If you encounter any problems, do shout out and I’ll be right over,” Instructor Loraine chimed at the head of the pack.

“This is so cool,” Zhou whispered beside him, and Ren was inclined to agree. He knew that the Blade Angels had tech that had otherwise been lost to the Derelict apocalypse – the entire station was proof of that. But having access to simulations which allowed you to test yourself against the Derelict was an invaluable resource.

I wonder if we’ll be able to unlock our ‘Potential’ by using the simulations? If we can trick our brains into believing that the danger we’re facing is real… they’ll be invaluable to unlocking them.

Ren and Zhou eventually settled on two pods situated far into the room. Ren caught himself searching the dark room for some sign of Iria. He noticed her in one of the rows at the front of the room, climbing into her pod with practised confidence.

“Good luck, bud! See you on the other side,” Zhou saluted, stepping into his pod.

The simulation pod reminded him eerily of the chair in Doctor Rainford’s room. It looked like an overengineered mattress contained in a metallic housing. At the very front of the device was a feature that he assumed he needed to slot his head into.

Swallowing down his trepidation, Ren climbed into the device.

“Initiating sync.”

The simulation pod closed with a soft thunk, completely encasing him within. Ren stared up at the curved screen that was positioned a few centimetres in front of his face.

The screen flashed white.

CALIBRATING…

SYNC SUCCESSFUL

WELCOME CADET REN SOROS

COMMENCING SCENARIO…

***

“What the—”

Ren stared at an active battlefield.

Blade Angels soared in the skies above him, tangling with Type-3 Aerondights and their Type-2 counterparts. Dropships carved through the air, seeking out areas to land. One such ship was unfortunate enough to fly into the path of tracer rounds unleashed by a land-based Derelict unit. As the bullets ripped into its fuselage, it exploded into a ball of fire that spiralled into the ruins of a nearby building.

It was chaos.

What the hell is the objective here? I’m alone – without weapons and without a squad.

Ren desperately searched his surroundings for any Blade Angels, but there was no indication that he was part of a larger group. He broke away from his original position, taking cover beneath the ruins of a nearby skyscraper to avoid being caught out in the open.

From the situation in the skies, it seemed as if the Derelict were reasserting their authority. Before long, the area would be swarming with their units, and any remaining Blade Angel presence would be wiped out.

His eyes widened.

“That’s it. I’m not meant to fight them… I’m meant to find a way to extract,” he whispered. Before he could stand to his feet, a missile crashed into the building above him, sending a shower of rubble tumbling towards him.

Ren ran forwards, narrowly avoiding the tumbling rubble which would have left him a stain on the ground. It occurred to him that he didn’t know if the simulations perfectly mimicked pain sensations… and he wasn’t particularly keen on finding out.

Thankfully… I have some experience with this. The first step is… right there.

Scanning his surroundings, Ren identified the body of a fallen Blade Angel. Beside it was a small spherical object with two small claws. The PodBot looked far more similar to the models he had seen with Archangel Ramora’s subordinates when they extracted from the Surface.

Snatching up the defunct PodBot and briefly checking his utility pouch, Ren began to move away from where the battle was at its hottest. After chancing upon a relatively intact building, Ren placed the PodBot on the ground and began to switch out its defunct components with spares in his pouch.

He felt a glimmer of relief when the PodBot’s blue smile blinked into existence.

“PodBot… point me to the nearest beacon.”

I understand why they set this as a scenario for the cadets. I’m sure that there are plenty of them that would dive headfirst into the battle, not appreciating that there are times when they should aim for extraction. With any luck, this will be over in no time.

“Processing… ALERT. No beacons detected in your vicinity.”

Ren stared at the PodBot.

“What?”

“ALERT. No beacons detected in your vicinity.”

His mouth dried up as the PodBot repeated its analysis.

Ren flinched as a deafening explosion rattled the interior of the building, sending waves of dust tumbling from the ancient remains of the shophouse’s roof. But as the dust cleared… Ren realised that his surroundings had turned deathly quiet.

“What the…”

He felt goosebumps erupt across his arms at the abrupt change. He could no longer hear the dull staccato of tracer rounds aimed towards Blade Angel dropships, or the sounds of missiles exploding as they hurtled into the surface.

“They must have pushed back the Blade Angels… shit,” he muttered.

Then, it dawned on him.

“There isn’t any objective, is there?”

The mission is simple.

Survive.

But rather than feeling dread at the realisation, Ren felt something else take root.

His lips stretched into a wide grin.

“I think I can win this.”

***

The sun had fallen past the horizon, and the vivid pink hues were morphing into the midnight blue of the coming night. A squad of Type-3 Aerondights hovered overhead, shining floodlights down towards the surface in search of any stragglers.

The number one rule to surviving in the Wastes was something that every young enclaver had beaten into them by their parents, if they were fortunate enough to have any.

Don’t panic.

Only Derelict commanders could scan areas for life forms. So long as he kept silent, waited out any patrols, and steadily headed away from the battlefield, Ren would be out of immediate danger. The sound of crickets echoing out in the darkness and the flitting of mosquitoes as they tried to get a refreshing drink out of him reminded him of his time down in the enclave.

Ren rose from his hiding place, crossing the thoroughfare and making his way from the battlefield.

I wonder just how long this simulation goes for. How long do they expect us to hold out? It’s been hours.

Ren continued towards a stretch of ruined buildings. If he continued at his current pace, he was certain that he would make it free from the battlefield limits by daybreak.

“Ouch.”

A prickling sensation danced across his skin, making goosebumps surface across his forearms. He watched his fingers spark with a brief flash of static electricity.

Shit.

Figures they’d send a commander to hunt us.

True to his assumption, Ren turned his eyes to the skies. In the light of the moon, Ren could make out the dark silhouettes of a machine swarm carving hypnotic patterns through the night sky.

A Swarm Commander.

It was far less powerful than the Machine Lord he had encountered during the evacuation of his enclave, but it was the worst sort of Derelict to encounter while you were stranded out in the Wastes. Many of the more powerful Derelict Commanders didn’t bother with life forms so far beneath them, but Swarm Commanders were at the very bottom of the Derelict hierarchy, and they were especially meticulous when it came to flushing out enclavers in hiding.

Ren watched the hypnotic swarm shift in his direction.

It’s got a read on me.

Casting a brief glance out at the stretch of buildings beyond him, Ren knew that attempting to hide from the Derelict Commander’s swarm units was a useless endeavour.

His mother’s words of caution returned to him.

If you ever encounter a Swarm Commander… get underground. They like to fly far above the ground, where they can be free and nimble. They have an aversion to being trapped in enclosed spaces without the ability to retreat. Use that aversion against them.

Ren desperately scanned his surroundings, his eyes eventually falling on an exposed section of the road that led to a defunct sewerage system. Ren hopped down onto the shattered slabs of concrete, climbing into the exposed sewage channel.

His PodBot cast a dim light that illuminated the way, but Ren knew that he had to progress deeper if he was to shake off the Swarm Commander. Ren wrinkled his nose as he traversed through the stagnant water.

His light flickered off.

“PodBot?”

His voice echoed in the enclosed channel, met only with silence. His pulse began to quicken as his eyes gradually adjusted to the darkness.

“Hello?”

Ren rounded the corner, coming face to face with two gleaming silver eyes in the darkness.

***

Ren burst upwards from his prone position, slamming his forehead painfully against the curved screen in his simulation pod. His chest was heaving, his breath harried after being ejected from the simulation.

“Cadet Ren?”

Instructor Loraine’s voice called from outside the pod. The exterior of the pod had opened, and Ren immediately climbed free, his body trembling.

“Congratulations! You’ve set a new record for the survival scenario, Cadet. That’s no small feat, and something you should be proud of.”

“I-instructor… I saw something in the simulation.”

Instructor Loraine paused, her brows furrowing.

“Go on,” she nodded.

Taking a cursory look around the simulation room, Ren realised that it was entirely empty. He was the final cadet remaining in the room, along with the Instructor.

“I was evading the Swarm Commander, and I climbed into a sewer channel. I’m aware that they don’t like to venture into enclosed areas.”

“Excellent judgment,” Instructor Loraine replied.

“But while I was in the sewers… my PodBot was deactivated. I think… something was down there along with me. I thought I saw a pair of silver eyes.”

“The Swarm Commander is a set feature of the scenario, that much I can assure you. It has a hard cut-off if you manage to avoid its notice… which was why you were forcefully ejected. Sometimes, users report seeing hallucinations in the scenarios, especially in ones similar to yours, which emulate prolonged survival situations. I’m sure you’re well aware of the risks.”

This… felt different.

“But I will be sure to follow this up with our technical team. If there are any glitches in the simulation system, I’m sure they would be eager to investigate them. In any case,” Instructor Loraine clapped her hands together, reaching into a pouch at her side.

“Congratulations on setting a new record, Cadet Ren. Your reward.”

Ren’s eyes widened as Instructor Loraine withdrew a small pouch from within her own, extending it towards him. Unzipping it, Ren was greeted to a collection of six small grey machine cores.

“Ascending at Tier 1 is pretty straightforward. It can get a little more involved the further you go down the Ascension Tiers, but you won’t have to worry about that for now. Just remember to breathe, it’ll come to you.”

“Thank you, Instructor.”

“The meditation rooms are just down the hall,” Instructor Loraine smiled.
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“Zhou! Zhou, wake up.”

“U-ugh, star of my sun—”

Zhou awakened with a jolt. He was slumped against the wall in the corridor outside the simulation room, seemingly having fallen asleep waiting for Ren to complete his simulation. It had taken him six whole hours, and according to Instructor Loraine, most of his fellow cadets had fallen out within two.

“Ren! You did it!” Zhou grinned, extending a fist towards him.

“You know what this means, c’mon!” Ren grinned back, promptly returning his friend’s fist-bump.

Together, they headed straight for the ‘meditation rooms’ that Instructor Loraine mentioned. A couple of them were occupied by other cadets, some of whom seemed to be their upperclassmen.

They entered a vacant meditation room, and Ren’s eyes widened.

“Woah,” Zhou whispered.

The small room extended out of the side of the space station. It bore some similarity to the large auditorium they had previously gathered in, but went a step further. All of its walls and its ceiling were transparent, and it as like Ren had stepped into the abyss of space.

“This is trippy,” Zhou said softly.

Closing the door behind them, Zhou and Ren took their seats on the soft cushioned mat in the centre of the room. The light scent of sandalwood permeating the area made Ren immediately feel at ease. He was itching to discuss what he had encountered with his friend, but the excitement of drawing in his cores to progress his ascension was far too tempting.

“Here.”

Zhou’s eyes went round as Ren dropped three cores into his lap.

“Dude… I was just here to watch. These are yours.”

“Bullshit,” Ren grinned back. “What was it that you said? That you weren’t about to go to space paradise to pick up hot girls without me? Well, I’m not turning into an Android if you aren’t going to as well.”

“You sure about this, Ren?”

Ren hesitated when he noticed something in his best friend’s tone. He knew very well that Zhou could wield his humour like a shield. Hiding behind it at opportune times, when being sincere was a risk. But every so often, he dropped that shield around the people he cared for the most.

For a moment, they sat in silence, looking up at the stars around them.

“I don’t know why she lied to me,” Ren said softly, eyes falling on the cores in his grip. “I’ve thought about it for so long… and the only thing I can guess is that she hated the Angels so much for what they did to my dad… that she thought it only right that I inherited her hate.”

Zhou nodded, his face impassive but no less attentive.

“I want to fight them, Zhou. The Derelict. I want to do this. We’ve lived our whole lives hiding. But the Angels…”

Ren recalled two brave cadets throwing themselves into the line of fire to save them. He recalled a prideful but kind girl who had saved his life far more times than she had any reason to. A bubbly girl with sandy-blonde hair who had saved his best friend from certain death, taking on the wounds intended for Zhou.

“I was wrong about them.”

“Oh, how they grow up,” Zhou whispered, feigning wiping a tear from his eye as Ren flicked him off.

Zhou rose, heading to a corner of the room where a small stove was situated. To his surprise, his friend picked up a kettle, pouring some filtered water prepared in the room. The scent of tea filled the air, tickling his senses.

Zhou returned, pouring out a cup for him.

“I’m happy for you, Ren,” Zhou said, turning his gaze back to the stars as he took a sip from his cup. “Who knows where we might end up at the other side of this, you know?” he smiled. “Maybe we’ll join the droves of fallen Angels down on the surface. Or maybe… we might actually be able to make some meaningful change.”

Zhou fell silent, and they turned their attention to the tea. Ren savoured the bitter tannins that melded seamlessly with the hint of honey that Zhou had drizzled into his cup.

“I envied you, you know?’

Ren’s eyes widened, latching onto his best friend.

“How you and your mum were able to make those gadgets that saved lives on scavenging runs. I’ve always wanted to help out. But I’ve always been silly ol’ Zhou. Good for cheering you up after a tough run, but never the person to take along. Never the person to count on.”

“Zhou…”

“But none of that matters. My pride certainly doesn’t,” Zhou grinned widely. “This is bigger than all of us. Reclaiming the Earth. I don’t have to make a big impact, maybe just a dent,” he said softly, his eyes hovering on the blinking stars in the distance. “A woman I admire did the same for a small man.”

“You might be satisfied with making a tiny dent… but I’m not going to let you rest until you take down a Machine Lord at the very least. What was it you said? ‘Ye of little ambition’,” Ren grinned.

“Yessir,” Zhou saluted.

They shared one final smile before turning to the metal cores in their hands.

“Now… we just have to figure out how we do this,” he whispered under his breath. He could feel the cold touch of the grey metallic cores in his palm.

“I guess we could start with trying to breathe.”

When Ren inhaled, for a brief moment, he could feel the energy filling the cores in his grip. He blinked in surprise, meeting Zhou’s eyes when he realised that his friend must have sensed the same.

Closing his eyes, surrounded by the stars and the inky void of space, Ren drew in a deep breath. As the energy came within his awareness, he attempted to tug at the tangled lines of energy within the spherical metallic cores. He felt the strands of energy resonate with something within him, responding to his will and seeping into his body.

With every breath that he took, more and more of the energy seeped into him. He could feel himself being revitalised. He repeated the process, breathing in and out, until he couldn’t detect any more energy in the three small cores in his lap.

“Dude…”

Ren blinked looking up at his friend. To his surprise, a faint sky-blue HALO was visible over Zhou’s head, casting a dim glow over his friend’s black hair. To Ren’s surprise, a similar pure white glow was emanating from above him.

Ren stared at his very own HALO, a solid ring of white light.

“I guess that’s it then,” he whispered. “Do you feel any different?”

“Not really,” Zhou shrugged. “But I feel like there’s a whole lot more energy I can suck in before I even begin to feel full.”

“Same here,” Ren nodded. He recalled the word that Doctor Rainford had instructed him to say.

“System.”

Core Rank: Type 5

Ascension Tier: 1

Quality: A

Strength: F

Endurance: F

Agility: F

Processing: F

Energy: F

Potential: [Machine intuition]

“Zhou…” Ren said, his eyes wide as he stared at the words hovering in his vision. “I think I’ve unlocked my Potential.”

“You what?”

“Yeah… it’s listed as ‘[Machine intuition]’.”

“Try activating it!”

Ren felt a little silly as he squeezed his eyes shut, attempting to will it into existence. He glowered at his friend when he noticed Zhou’s wide grin.

“Shove it. Maybe I’ll ask Instructor Loraine about it in our next class. But knowing that we can use the simulations to unlock our Potential… that’s huge, isn’t it? Couldn’t you simulate just about anything in theory?”

“I asked Instructor Loraine about it while you were off in dreamland,” Zhou replied. “Apparently, it works for lower-ranked cores. But the higher you go, the harder it is to ‘trick’ them in the simulation.”

“There’s something else,” Ren swallowed, recalling the pair of gleaming silver eyes he had encountered in the sewers.

“When I was in that simulation… I thought I saw something in it with me. Immediately before I was kicked out… I thought I saw this pair of silver eyes as I turned the corner. Watching me.”

“Weird,” Zhou remarked with wide eyes.

“Yeah… I’d rather avoid those simulations if I have the chance,” Ren shuddered, exchanging a nod with Zhou.

“In any case, we’ve got to figure out whatever your Potential is ASAP. Anyway, aren’t you going to suck up your last core? You’ve got one left?”

Ren frowned, glancing in the direction that Zhou was pointing. His eyes fixed on his utility pouch that he had unbuckled and placed at his side. He opened the pouch, finding a single grey core within.

“Oh.”

She must have put it in there while we were sparring.

Ren let out a slow breath.

***

Ren trailed Zhou as his friend whistled a merry tune. It was far from a coherent melody, his friend breaking away from their intended path to steal glances at the gadgetry adorning the display shelves in the shops that bordered either side of the road. The groan of machinery and hiss of steam could be heard as the Pride Enduring’s artificers laboured over their inventions.

The ‘Artificer’s District’ was a short stroll away from Blade Academy. The scent of oil was strong. For just a second, as he closed his eyes, Ren was back in the enclave. In his mother’s basement workshop, where they had spent countless hours dissecting Derelict and offworlder tech, learning to understand and iterate on them.

It was the closest thing to home for him.

He opened his eyes to find Zhou shooting him a smug grin.

Ren rolled his eyes at his best friend, quashing the minuscule smile that caused the edges of his lips to turn upwards.

“Spit it out.”

“You really need to talk to her, dude. You’ll regret it if you don’t.”

Ren scratched the back of his neck. The small grey core was still in his utility pouch. He had yet to drain it of energy.

“Aaanyway,” Zhou grinned as Ren remained silent. “I knew you would like this place!” Zhou exclaimed, pumping his fist in the air in triumph. “C’mon! They’re just around the corner,” his friend said eagerly, pointing to a tall building a distance away from them. Many artificers could be seen entering and exiting the location. Their style of dress varied from those covered in oil stains and dressed in tattered overalls, to others who looked more like the modern scientists that Ren would have expected.

The Artificer’s Guild.

Seems like the unions were going strong even after the end of the world.

I guess it makes sense that they command as much power as they do. They’re the reason why the Pride Enduring is still standing, and why Blade Angels have been able to fight back as well as they have been against the Derelict.

“Zhou? How exactly were you planning on earning your way through the Academy if I decided to return to the surface?”

“Don’t be so quick to look down on me, bud. I have my ways.”

“How exactly?”

“Like I said! I am a capitalist,” Zhou said. “I would have taken out a loan.”

“From where?”

“A bank.”

“Which bank?” Ren raised an eyebrow.

“The bank of mum and dad. It’s an official institution, I’ll have you know.”

Ren sighed, pinching the bridge of his nose as he felt the beginnings of a headache coming on.

“And if that didn’t work and I was really desperate… maybe I’d write romance books,” Zhou remarked.

Ren snorted.

“You don’t have a romantic bone in your body.”

“Alright, alright,” Zhou waved in dismissal. “I admit, if my romance books sat unread on a shelf, yours would be read far and wide.”

Ren grinned at his friend’s rare concession.

“I’m glad you’ve returned to your senses—”

“Only because they would be excellent cautionary tales on what not to do to get a girlfriend. Lesson one: be ungrateful to the girl who saved your ass three times in a row. Lesson two: openly display your bigotry by calling her and her astoundingly cute friend ‘Androids’ while treating them like they’re Derelict scum. Lesson three: trap her in a warehouse and betray her confidence while going off on a suicide mission that could have gotten both of you killed.”

Ren’s eyebrow twitched as he stared at his friend.

“It would be a bestseller!” Zhou exclaimed.

With one final glare at his friend, Ren strode into the Artificer’s Guild. Ren’s attention was immediately drawn to the various devices and models on display. Prototypes of weapons, industrial tools and even habitat designs were arranged throughout the Guild’s interior. An entire neighbouring section was dedicated to concept vehicle designs. Zhou pointed towards a giant armoured mech that was standing in the far corner of the room.

Ren approached the receptionist’s desk, returning his attention to their current objective.

“Excuse me. I’d like to apply for a permit to start a workshop.”

“Citizenship certificate,” the man said, extending a hand expectantly without looking up from the object he was tinkering with on his desk.

“We’re enclavers—”

“No enclavers allowed,” the man behind the reception desk droned, barely casting them a glance.

Ren was stumped, his momentum and hope extinguished just as quickly as it arose. Before he could muster a response, Zhou smoothly stepped forwards with a wide smile.

“Is there anything in the rules that prohibits a workshop from being registered under the name of a citizen but operated by enclavers?”

From the glare the receptionist shot them, his friend was right on the ball. Ren stared in amazement at Zhou as his friend gave him a wink, before turning back to the receptionist.

“Rule 6.07 of the Guild’s constitution states that enclavers are permitted to operate a workshop if they acquire a sponsor—”

“Yeah, yeah. Save it.”

The receptionist placed the object he was tinkering with down on the desk, finally meeting their eyes.

“We’ve got limited space, and spots are competitive. Even if you were to get a citizen to sponsor you, you’re a nobody. Only those who have proven themselves to the guild, who make something worth buying, can qualify. You’ll have to make something of at least Adept quality. Something with the potential to sell. The guild will take a cut of your profits from the sale of that item, and you’ll earn the right to rent a workshop from us.”

Ren nodded, following along.

“And I’m guessing that the lease would be in our sponsor’s name.”

“Correct,” the representative nodded, “they would also be liable for any damage that you cause to your fellow artificers or the district. So good luck finding someone willing to take a chance on the pair of you,” he smirked.

“Say…” Zhou smoothly leaned over the counter, draping a hand casually over the receptionist’s shoulders. “What would it take to buy a workshop outright?”

“Well… I suppose you’d need to invent something good enough to catch the Guildmaster’s interest.”

“And how might we do that?” Zhou replied.

“The district runs an annual crafting competition. Most of those who enrol are well established in the Journeyman ranks, pursuing the rank of Master. Unless you’re a once-in-a-lifetime talent, I wouldn’t recommend taking that route. But it’s something I’m sure you could set as a long-term goal,” the receptionist droned dispassionately.

“Knew you were a good one,” Zhou said, heartily clapping the receptionist on the back. Before the man could protest, the pair were already headed for the exit.

Once they were outside, Ren turned to Zhou with a raised eyebrow.

“What now?”

“Leave this to me,” Zhou jabbed his chest with a grin. “As your business partner, I’ll find us a sponsor in no time.”

“You really think there would be citizens willing to sponsor us?” Ren said, raising an eyebrow.

“Don’t underestimate the great Zhou Yingrou. We’re going to have them so desperate for us, I’ll have them on their knees begging for the chance to sponsor us. Just you wait,” Zhou proclaimed.

“You do that.”

Ren just massaged his temples as his friend half-skipped away.

“Now all I have to do is think up a miraculous invention that will wipe away all of our financial troubles.”

Ren sighed.

***

The rest of the day was spent in his apartment brainstorming and sketching up potential designs. He had faith that Zhou would be able to sweet-talk someone into sponsoring them. Ren was confident that his best friend could sweet-talk the armour plating off a Derelict if he really put his mind to it.

What am I even doing?

Trying to fund my goal of becoming the very thing Mother cautioned me to despise?

Then there’s the matter of Iria…

She tried to help me by pairing up with me and slipping me that core. She looked… like she wasn’t in great shape. She was putting on a convincing front, but… something’s off.

Ren started, suddenly very keenly aware of the direction that his thoughts had veered off in.

Focus, Soros.

Why are you even thinking about her?

Ren sighed, pushing his half-formed sketches and ideas away.

“I need a walk.”

A grumble emerged from his stomach, which reminded him that he hadn’t had anything to eat for practically the entire day, having been absorbed in his brainstorming.

“And food.”

Leaving his apartment, Ren resisted the urge to visit a restaurant in Sector 3C, where the enclavers were based. Instead, he chose to venture out into the Central District.

The offworlders seemed far more accustomed to life aboard the Pride Enduring. Being so far away from the Derelict meant that they could enjoy some sense of normalcy and routine in their lives, which enclavers were denied. It also meant that they were able to venture into practices long lost to humanity, food being the foremost frontier that they had reclaimed.

Ren stared at the neon glowing ‘sushi’ sign. His eyes drifted to a miniature track that ran throughout the restaurant, carrying small plates of delicately assembled dishes of rice adorned with different types of mouth-watering protein options and wrapped in a thin green seaweed roll.

“It doesn’t even look that good. Figures an Android would have poor taste,” Ren whispered under his breath. He closed his eyes when a rumble reverberated throughout his stomach in clear contradiction to his words. He took a seat inside the restaurant, heading directly for a free booth. His eyes idly fixed on the passing sushi plates as he contemplated his decision.

“Welcome to Sado’s Sushi. White plates are ten dollars, black plates are six dollars, red plates are four dollars. I mean… three. Was it three? I give up,” he heard a feminine voice from beside him let out a long, drawn-out sigh.

Ren looked over at his waitress. A pair of almond-shaped ruby eyes framed by dark lashes were staring blankly into space. Dishevelled dark brown hair was tied up in a tight bun. A familiar pair of once luscious pink lips were now chapped and slightly downturned. Two buttons of her white blouse were undone, making a sizable degree of cleavage visible. A triangular red hat was perched lopsidedly on the top of her head.

“It’s four dollars for the red dishes! How many times are you going to get it wrong!” the restaurant manager called out from a distance away.

A familiar expression of frustration coloured the girl’s features. One that he had been subjected to many times before. Ren waited with bated breath for the inevitable explosive rebuke to arrive.

“Sorry, Sado. I’ll do better,” Iria Bladesworn replied with a twitching smile, before turning back to the customer seated in front of her.


Chapter 17



Ren and Iria stared at each other.

He could feel his heart thundering in his chest as the seconds drew on.

There was so much that he wanted to say, so much that he wanted to ask. Yet as they stared at each other, he couldn’t bring himself to muster a response.

“Enjoy your meal.”

Without another word, Iria turned away from his booth, heading towards the customers at the front of the store.

“Wait.”

The girl halted mid-step.

“Here.”

Ren withdrew the machine core that Iria had slipped him, extending it to her.

“I—”

“Don’t get it twisted,” she said softly. “I’m just returning the favour. We’re even now.”

Ren eyed the core in his grip before slowly placing it back in his pouch.

“What are you doing here?”

“None of your business.”

Iria walked to the entrance of the restaurant, welcoming a family into the establishment. When she passed by once more, a forced smile was plastered on her face as she kept her eyes averted from his.

Ren felt his pulse gradually return to a steady rhythm. The mixture of excitement and anxiety in his veins began to drain away as he took the first bite of his meal. He paused, staring at the small roll in his hands as the soy sauce and wasabi intermingled on his tongue, activating receptors that he didn’t even think he possessed.

It’s good. Really good. Damn it.

After wolfing down a few more rolls and leaving some cash on the table, Ren strode out of the restaurant. He felt his phone vibrate in his pocket.

Zhou: Hey, Ren. Have I ever told you how handsome, strong and irresistible to women you are?

Ren: What is it, Zhou?

Zhou: Well… you know how I was confident we’d be able to get a sponsor? The plan might have fallen through. I asked Archangel Lilith if she would be our sponsor, but she declined my request. I also tried going to Archangel Ramora. You know, that Archangel that was fighting the Machine Lord.

Ren: You went to see Ramora?

Zhou: Let’s just say it's a good thing you didn’t take Lilith’s words at face value. I think she’s harbouring a little resentment for losing her arm. She is not, I repeat, not going to promise you her daughters. No one else I’ve spoken to wants to take the chance on sponsoring two nobodies from an enclave.

Ren: Tell it to me straight, Zhou.

Zhou: We’re out of options. But don’t worry, I’m sure I’ll be able to find someone once we give them a favourable enough profit split. That’s the beauty of capitalism!

***

“What the hell are you doing, Soros?” Ren whispered under his breath. “So what if her hair was a little dishevelled, and she looked like she wasn’t getting much sleep. That’s none of your damned business now, is it? Your grand plan is to stalk her? You’re a genius,” he muttered, feeling ridiculous as he sat crouched in the bushes across the road from Sado’s Sushi.

Before he could talk himself out of his idiotic plan and divert to a more well-adapted approach, he watched the restaurant’s neon sign wink out. Shortly afterwards, two familiar figures emerged from the establishment, their voices carrying across the empty lane.

“If you don’t get your shit together, you’re out. I don’t care who your family is. You either learn how to wait tables, or you go find another job. You understand?”

“Yes, Sado,” Iria’s voice carried across the lane.

The elderly Asian man who was the proprietor of Sado’s Sushi stormed away in a hurry. Iria stood motionless in front of the restaurant staring into space, her expression unreadable. After a minute, she seemed to gather herself, walking down the lane.

Ren began to trail her at a distance, keeping to the shadows. His time in the Wastes had trained him well for the exercise. Iria seemed to be utterly lost in her thoughts as she strode along, passing the residential buildings in the Central District.

“Just how far away does she live from the restaurant?”

Iria’s path led them through a number of modular habitats. The first few habitats were similar to Sector 3C and the Central District, consisting of residential houses and buildings. The further that Iria walked, the more the habitats began to vary.

Eventually, they reached a dead end. The habitat before them seemed to be inaccessible, not that Iria cared for the signs and maintenance barriers that had been erected to keep the public out. She removed one such barrier, casually climbing into the habitat. Ren followed suit, carefully replacing the loose wooden board once he made it inside.

Ren rounded the corner. He was immediately enveloped by crisp, cold air. The air inside the habitat was fresh, and the reason for the phenomenon was immediately evident. Iria had walked into a greenhouse, or rather, something vaguely resembling a greenhouse. But unlike a greenhouse directed to cultivating produce for consumption, this habitat looked like it had another purpose.

The metal bridge that Ren was following snaked through an immense room filled with flora of all kinds. The ground around the bridge was littered with dense foliage. Trees with vast canopies blocked out the light of the sun filtering through the habitat’s transparent roof. The sweet scent of flowers emanated over the bridge.

To his surprise, the metal bridge followed a gentle incline, eventually leading to ground level. Ren’s eyes widened when Iria vaulted over the edge of the railing, striding deeper into the foliage and off the beaten path. Ren continued to trail her, taking care to mask his footsteps and to avoid any twigs or brush that would give away his movement if he wasn’t careful. As Iria pressed deeper into the habitat, Ren began to realise that this habitat was far bigger than the previous ones he had passed through.

Then it struck him.

So that’s what it is…

A habitat meant to allow the offworlders the chance to experience a taste of what was lost.

A glimpse of Earth.

Ren felt a pang in his chest at the realisation, but shook his head, focusing on his goal. As they neared the far wall of the habitat, Ren could detect the soft trickle of water. His eyes went wide when he rounded on a small, makeshift camp positioned at the very edge of the habitat.

A small open stream designed to distribute water to the foliage occupying the habitat ran through the camp. A single clothesline had been strung up, sporting a familiar tattered black bodysuit that still bore the wear and tear it had sustained down on the planet. A lopsided tent had been erected against the wall of the habitat, its flaps pulled open.

It was strangely peaceful. Like a slice of nature preserved from a time that long preceded them.

She’s been living… here? Alone?

But what about that entourage that received her? Weren’t they from her family?

Ren watched Iria pull off the triangular hat perched on her head. The girl stared at the hat, running a thumb gingerly over its surface. Her face was just barely out of sight. Her shoulders were hunched, and for the first time, the prideful Blade Angel cadet almost looked... defeated.

Ren felt a deep sense of unease stir in his gut.

This is wrong. It’s wrong seeing her like this.

What the hell was I even thinking coming here? I need to go.

Ren turned on his heel, heading back towards the metal bridge.

Snap.

“Who’s there?”

In an instant, Iria’s voice rang out, sharp and commanding. Ren stilled, pressing his back up against the trunk of the tree he was taking cover behind.

“I’m armed. If you don’t come out this instant, I’m going to reduce you and that tree you’re hiding behind to pieces.”

Ren stepped out from behind the tree. Iria’s eyes hardened as he emerged.

“From a racist to a pervert to a stalker. What’s next, enclaver?”

Iria’s eyes narrowed when Ren stayed silent. She fearlessly strode towards him, finger curling over the trigger, poised to flex it.

“You’d better start talking.”

“I have a proposition for you.”

“Oh?” Iria laughed incredulously. “And what might that be?”

“If you’re looking for a place to stay… I have a spare room in my apartment.”

Iria burst out into laughter, and Ren felt his cheeks warm with embarrassment.

“You must really be drinking this in, huh?”

Ren watched on, feeling something twist within him.

His eyes were fixed on Iria, drawn to the dark circles under her eyes. The way she shivered in the crisp, cold air of the modular habitat. Her once smooth and glossy hair was now tangled and neglected. Her cheeks were flushed, and Ren could tell that she was acting out reflexively because she was embarrassed. The prideful and confident Blade Angel cadet he had encountered in the Wastes was nowhere to be found.

He knew he had sensed something different about her back in Combat 101, and this just as much as confirmed it. He stood motionless as she laughed. It was a hollow, empty sound, nothing like her teasing laughter that he had been greeted to when they had been stranded on Earth.

“You’re serious, aren’t you? That was what you came here for? Is that what you think of me? That I’m a hopeless damsel in distress to be rescued?”

Iria’s expression darkened, her eyes growing cold.

“Well, you can take your charity and shove it up your ass,” Iria spat, glowering at him.

Her words rang out in the silence of the enclosure. As the seconds ticked on, he could feel the tension between them growing thicker, her body growing more tense.

“I’m not here for charity; I want to make a deal with you.”

Iria stared at him, her glare gradually fading. Her ruby eyes bore into his own, attempting to parse his intentions.

“I want to set up a workshop, but I can’t do it without a citizen of the Pride acting as my sponsor. You’ve seen firsthand what I can do. If you agree to act as my sponsor and pay me a small fee, I’ll let you live in my apartment.”

Before Iria could interject, Ren quickly hastened in his response.

“This is a business transaction, nothing more. I’ll only need the fee to afford the upfront cost of the materials for my projects. Once we start earning some revenue, that fee will drop off. You’ll also obtain a percentage of all the profits that we make at the workshop. And if it’s possible… I’ll stay with Zhou, so that you can have the apartment to yourself. If that’s possible, but I can’t make any promises.”

“I want half.”

Ren stared at the pistol still directed at his head.

“Can you put the gun down?”

“No.”

Ren sighed.

“The most I can afford to give you is a third. I’m splitting the profits evenly with Zhou. He’s helping me with the workshop. That way, with some luck… we’ll all be able to afford the courses we want.”

Iria slowly and somewhat reluctantly lowered her weapon. Her eyes bore into his as the silence drew on. Only the soft trickling of water punctuated the silence that hung thick between them. Iria turned around, heading for her tent and leaving him behind.

“You chose to stay.”

“I did.”

“I was wondering what you were doing in that class earlier today. Not bad,” she said, placing a hand on her hip. “Earning some cores on your very first day. You didn’t even need my help.”

“Well… you’re wrong about that. I do need your help. And I’m grateful for the help you’ve already given me.”

Iria’s eyes widened imperceptibly in surprise.

“You’re dumb, enclaver,” she said softly. “You’re giving me a third of your profit for—”

“Before you say it’s because of charity, it isn’t,” Ren replied. “However you see it, enclavers are second-class citizens aboard the Pride. We can’t do this without your help, whether we like it or not. Thus, the agreement. So do you agree to it or not?”

Iria fell silent, her ruby eyes locked onto the small stream running through her makeshift camp.

“You’re in?”

“I’ll do it. You can go. I’ll move my things myself—”

Ren ignored Iria’s words, striding over the narrow stream to approach her tent.

“What are you doing?” Iria said in alarm.

“I want to receive that first payment of yours as soon as I possibly can,” Ren answered briskly as he crouched, picking up some scattered items around the tent. “If I let you move all of this on your own, who knows when that might happen.”

Even though he was keenly aware of Iria’s ruby gaze drilling into his back, Ren felt a small sliver of relief.


Chapter 18



“Sorry, bud. No can do.”

Ren stared helplessly at his best friend who was peeking out from behind the door to his apartment.

“There’s no way I could stay with you? At all?”

“My parents would skin me alive. And if you lived with us, they might skin you alive as well. But don’t take it personally, they’re nice people!” Zhou replied cheerily.

“Zhou, I really do not want to have to share an apartment with—”

“You’ve wanted a chance to make up with her, and now you have it! Don’t screw up.”

“I did not want to make up with her—”

“Suuuure you don’t,” Zhou replied with a grin, “you do know that we probably could have found another citizen to partner with, and that we probably could have secured a better deal?”

“Zhou—” Ren protested, before his friend cut him off once more.

“The sooner you get accustomed to your new roommate, the better. But since I failed to follow up on my end of the bargain, I’m going to go find the best suppliers in the Pride to support our business. Good luck! You know what they say… make love, not war! Fuck, don’t fight!”

Ren watched helplessly as Zhou rapidly closed the door to his apartment, the sound echoing throughout the narrow hallway. Ren shot an apologetic grimace at a neighbour who had peeked out of their apartment to glare at him for the racket they were making at the ungodly hour that it was.

“Come on, Ren. This won’t be so bad. You’ll get the workshop up and running, and she’ll be out in no time. No biggie.”

His apartment was a short walk away from Ren’s, right across the road. As he exited the lift, his eyes were immediately drawn to the collection of belongings hastily stored in boxes outside of his apartment – the remainder of Iria’s personal effects that they had brought over from her hideout.

Heaving a sigh, Ren knocked on the door to his apartment before striding inside.

“Iria?”

Ren strode into the living room to find Iria sprawled out on the couch. The girl’s eyelids were glued shut, and from the looks of it, she hadn’t even made it to her room before collapsing from exhaustion.

Ren watched her chest rhythmically rise and fall. It was a scene that brought him back to his time in the Wastes with her, when he had taken care of her when she had gotten sick. It was at times like this when he forgot about all the tension between them. When he was tempted to see her as an ordinary girl, one he could have been friends with under different circumstances.

You must have been pretty desperate if you agreed to stay with me, of all people.

“False. A lie, Mister Soros.”

Ren started, turning around to find a familiar PodBot floating behind him. He couldn’t help but brighten at the sight of the gleaming yellow smiley face.

“PodBot! She must have been charging you. It’s good to see you. Though there’s probably something malfunctioning in your code, I might have to take a look at it,” Ren murmured under his breath.

The PodBot’s derpy yellow smile blinked, making Ren chuckle. As he walked past the coffee table positioned in front of his couch, his eyes were drawn to Iria’s phone.

Funds transferred.

Ren’s lips drew into a line, but he shook his head.

It was time to get to work.

***

When Ren rose the morning after, he found the living room clear of Iria’s belongings. She had gotten up early, moving her belongings into her room. It seemed like she had departed for her waitressing job over at Sado’s Sushi.

Leaving his apartment behind and equipped with his newfound injection of capital, Ren hit the streets of the Artificer’s District, joining up with Zhou. He blinked away the fatigue from staying up the night before, but it had been a fruitful session. PodBot floated over his right shoulder, accompanying him as he perused the stores.

“It’s good to see you alive,” Zhou said cheerily, which Ren dignified with a flat stare. “Now, it’s time for you to shine. What’s the plan?”

“Alright. First, I need to make something capable of selling that will bring me up to the Adept rank. Then, once we rent out a workshop, we’ll be able to make a steady stream of income with the tools and storage space that we’ll have access to. The eventual goal will be to purchase a workshop outright… but that might be a while away.”

Zhou shot him an enthusiastic thumbs-up.

“And as for the invention itself…” Ren trailed off. “Warming lights. The ones that the Blade Angels use have plenty of limitations. They break easily, have limited battery capacity, and are a little loud. The sound gives away their position. If a cadet’s warming light fails on them while they’re on the surface… it could mean certain death.”

Zhou nodded, following along.

“And what’s the reason the gap in the market hasn’t been filled?”

“They’re cheap to make, and Angels usually carry plenty of spares around.”

“And why would they want to buy your product,” Zhou queried.

“Because even with the spares, plenty of them turn out to be duds. Unless you know how to fiddle with them to fix them, it's tantamount to gambling with your life. Throw in a couple of additional features, and we might be able to compete with the default model.”

“We can do this,” Zhou grinned in reply.

Ren looked at his friend in surprise.

“I expected you to shoot the idea down?”

“It may be a hard sell, convincing cadets that they’ll need a single, more expensive warming light compared to numerous cheaper ones. But that’s what our marketing campaign will be for. Change of plans, you source suppliers and I’ll make a start on our marketing campaign. But if any of them give you any trouble, come to me.”

“Yessir.”

“That’s the spirit, cadet,” Zhou said, shooting him a salute, before scampering away. Midway through his retreat, his friend rounded on him, returning.

“Say… this is just a hypothetical. But, would you be able to design a full-body suit that acts like Nanoarmour? One that anyone would be able to use, no matter the state of their body?”

Ren’s eyes narrowed as he stared at his friend.

“That’s… it might be possible. With a workshop and the proper supplies.”

“Great. Coolio. Awesome. Sweet,” Zhou nodded, before fleeing the scene.

“What the hell was that about?” Ren muttered. Shaking his head, he turned his mind to the challenge before him. “It’s marketable. Our target market would be entry-level cadets, who make up the bulk of students at Blade Academy. Think we have a chance, PodBot?”

“Estimated at a 9% chance, Mister Soros.”

“Thanks for the vote of confidence, PodBot,” Ren muttered.

His first step would be to make a working prototype to test the feasibility of the idea. If it was successful, he would submit it to the Guild and secure a workshop lease. After that, it was a matter of securing orders and fulfilling them.

Ren began perusing the workshops on either side of the street, examining the store catalogues for the components that he had in mind.

Many of them seemed to sell components of poorer quality than what he was looking for. That was to be expected, because many of the artificers purchased their goods from cadet hauls from missions to Earth. By the time he found the store he was looking for, it was already halfway through the day cycle.

The moment he entered the workshop, Ren immediately understood just why this workshop had the quality offering that it did. The entrance led into a cavernous, larger building that resembled the interior of a hangar. Various vehicles were undergoing repair, and artificers and mechanics were hurrying about the busy workshop, preoccupied with their tasks.

“It looks like a rat has wandered into my workshop.”

The voice echoed out a distance away from him. Ren turned, coming face to face with the source of the insult. The girl had long blonde hair that was tied in a high ponytail that flowed all the way to her hips. Ren’s eyes passed over a glossy black bodysuit that bore a passing similarity to Iria’s own. But in this case, the glossy black portions were paired with solid metallic components that covered her forearms and shoulders. Most notably and somewhat impractically, her large, pale breasts were supported by a black bra made of the same material as her bodysuit.

A pair of faintly glowing golden eyes bore into his own, and his attention shifted to the broken HALO that hung over the girl’s head. When she leaned towards him, Ren was bombarded with an intoxicating scent that filled his nostrils. Even as his heart began to beat harder, Ren couldn’t help but feel like there was something familiar about her.

“Hi. I’m in the market for some—”

“Do you know what I do to pests, little rat?” she whispered. She rose to his own height, and her eyes were level with his own, their lips a few centimetres apart. But a deep feeling of dread began to stir in Ren’s gut as he stared into cold, golden eyes devoid of warmth.

“I’m sorry, have I—”

“I slice them up and throw them out of the airlock.”

The girl extended her hand to her right, and a large golden greatsword with a jet-black hilt materialised out of thin air. It was only then that Ren realised that the workers around him had gone utterly still, their eyes fixed on the young woman and her blade.

“Alert. Chances of survival estimated at: 5%. Immediate evacuation advised,” PodBot blared over his right shoulder.

The girl’s beautiful lips curled into a visceral grin, her body tensing up.

Ren felt his blood chill, standing rooted to the spot.

“Selphira.”

A familiar voice echoed out from behind him. He turned, eyes widening when they fell on Iria dressed in her ‘Sado’s Sushi’ waitress attire, complete with the triangular red hat perched on top of her head.

“He’s with me.”

For a tense moment, the two girls stared at one another. Eventually, he watched Selphira’s eyes shift to Iria’s uniform. Ren half expected the blonde girl to mock Iria, but to his surprise, the girl simply dismissed her greatsword into motes of golden light with a casual flick of her wrist.

“So, it’s true. You left the bitch.”

“Yeah.”

Selphira slowly nodded, crossing her arms and taking a step away from Ren. Her golden eyes returned to him for a moment, before shifting back to Iria. The other girl seemed tense, as if waiting for the blonde girl to dig into her for the admission. To his surprise, Selphira’s lips curved into a brief smile.

“Good for you.”

“Thanks,” Iria said, her lips forming a brief smile before they flattened. Ren could have sworn that he heard a hint of surprise in Iria’s voice.

“Make sure he doesn’t step into my workshop again, or I’ll take his head off.”

“Fair enough,” Iria responded with a nod.

What about that is ‘fair’ exactly?

“You’ve changed, you know that?” Selphira remarked, giving the other girl a cursory glance.

“I suppose I have,” Iria said with a faint smile.

“You’re much less of an asshole, so that’s a definite improvement,” Selphira snorted. “I can get on board with that. But it’s ironic. I was just coming around to your mother’s views,” her golden gaze intensified as she glared at him once more.

“Never thought I would see the day when you supported enclavers being admitted into Blade Academy.”

Iria stiffened, but to his surprise, she didn’t lash out at the other girl’s verbal barb. Iria took in a breath, but she simply answered Selphira’s words with a small smile. It held the slightest hint of melancholy, which made Ren want to step up to the blonde girl and give her a piece of his mind.

“If only I’d come around to it sooner,” Iria replied. The melancholic expression faded, and Iria’s eyes hardened. “Well… you know where I stand, Selphira. I’m asking for a favour. Without Mother’s support… well…”

Iria gestured to her uniform.

“This is not going to cut it. I’ll need to fund my enrolment another way.”

“You really have changed, haven’t you, Iri?”

Something passed between the pair of girls. Selphira’s golden gaze softened, and she bit her lip briefly as she looked at Iria. “Alright. For old time’s sake. But I’ll deal only with you, is that fair?”

“Thank you,” Iria nodded with a whisper. Ren wondered if he was imagining it, but he could swear that he could detect the slightest hint of regret in both of their gazes.

Selphira nodded, averting her eyes and returning her attention to her work. Iria stepped up to him.

“Tell me what you need from her. You’ll go through me if you make orders from her workshop,” Iria said. Ren acquiesced, explaining the components that he needed - the reinforced glass, higher-quality filaments and titanium housing.

Leaving Iria and Selphira to work out the specifics, Ren exited the workshop and lingered by the entrance. PodBot whirred through the air, coming to rest a distance above his right shoulder.

“That girl, Selphira. What was her problem with me?” Ren muttered under his breath, “I swear I’ve never seen her before in my life.”

“You do tend to irritate others, Mister Soros. Would you like me to provide an in-depth assessment of your levels of self-awareness, humility and tact? These are the areas assessed to have the greatest deficiencies—”

PodBot was interrupted by Iria’s appearance. The girl emerged from the workshop, ignoring him as she made her way down the road.

“Iria, wait!”

“I’m going to be late for my shift. I’ve blown past my break.”

“Why did you come here? To the Artisan’s District?”

Iria hesitated, but eventually resumed her passage in silence, leaving Ren behind.

***

Selphira

Selphira’s eyes lingered on the bolt that she had been tightening for the past half-hour. Endlessly tightening and loosening it, utterly lost in her thoughts.

In the past.

“Sis! There you are!”

At the sound of the girl’s voice, Selphira immediately abandoned her work on the large mech occupying her workshop. The gentle rattle of the wheelchair clattering over the workshop floor filled the air.

It was an unfamiliar sound that made her hair stand on end. It was not the sound itself that filled her with fear or repulsion, but what it stood for.

Her failure to protect her sister.

Elsy wore a beaming smile as she pushed herself closer to her sister. Her sandy-blonde hair was just as it had always been, styled in a bob cut. Selphira felt a pang of guilt as her sister greeted her with a bright and loving smile.

“You weren’t responding to my messages,” Elsy pouted. Elsy attempted to half-heartedly push away Selphira as she crouched down, drawing her sister into a tight embrace.

“S-selphy, you’re strangling me. Are you alright?”

Selphira’s face was buried in her sister’s shoulder, and she could feel Elsy’s gentle hands wrap around her as she dropped her attempt at mock-disgust. Selphira mastered her expression before pulling away, ensuring that Elsy was met with a beaming smile to match her own.

“I’m more than alright. I’ve been working on this,” she said, gesturing up at the armoured mech that towered above them. “You won’t even need to advance your HALO with this, Els. All you’ll have to do is hop in and rain down bullets and missiles on the oily bastards.”

“Selphy.”

“Yeah?”

“Thank you,” Elsy said, gripping the circular handles attached to her wheelchair and pushing herself closer. She reached up to lay a hand on Selphira’s forearm. “This is amazing… but you know that I want something else.”

Selphira’s mask cracked. She had never been very good at concealing her emotions. Besides, it didn’t help that her sister was especially good at seeing through her pathetic attempts at deception.

“I’ve… I’ve tried, Els. I just don’t have the components. I know that we used to have the technology to make full-body suits, but with our current capabilities—”

“I don’t want a suit either,” Elsy said with a bright smile. “I just want you to be there for me.”

Selphira had fixed her gaze on her sister’s glowing irises. She could feel herself trembling, and her gaze slipped down to her sister’s defunct legs. The result of her encounter with the Machine Lord during her induction mission.

She could swear that her throat was still hoarse from all the shouting she had directed their mother’s way for organising and pushing for the mission.

Even Archangel Lilith made mistakes, and she of all people was well acquainted with that fact.

“He visited the workshop today. Ren Soros.”

Selphira felt anger churn in her gut when she watched her sister smile.

“I’m relieved. He’s been through so much—”

“Elsy.”

Selphira stared at her sister, and in the place of her mask, was a visage of rage.

“He was the one responsible—”

“Not here. And hands off the wheelchair. I can do it myself.”

Selphira meekly followed her sister as Elsy headed towards a private room at the rear of the workshop, away from the listening ears of her staff. She trusted them with most matters, but some things were best kept away from all prying ears.

“He was to blame for this,” Selphira gestured towards the wheelchair, her rage flowing out like a wave. “That Machine Lord was after him, for some reason. You told me yourself. It came right up to him and stared him down. It probably had a grudge against him. If that stupid enclaver wasn’t there, the operation would have gone just as planned. And you wouldn’t be…” Selphira trailed off.

She stared into a pair of golden eyes to match her own. Her sister reached for her hand, gingerly taking it into hers.

“Selphy… listen to yourself! Do you really think anyone who isn’t an Archangel could piss off a Machine Lord without being torn to bits? If he really did piss it off, do you really think he’d be dumb enough to lead it right back to his home? Besides! You should have seen him,” Elsy grinned, “he was insane enough to risk his life to save Archangel Ramora.”

“Don’t kid yourself. He did that for his people,” Selphira snorted.

“I don’t care what the reason was, Sel!” Elsy exclaimed. “He clung to that thing and fully intended to blow it up along with himself, before Iria kicked him in the face, or so I hear,” Elsy said wistfully, as if she deeply regretted not being able to witness the wonder that she was describing.

“Whatever.”

“Stop bullying him,” Elsy pouted.

“You don’t get to dictate what I do,” Selphira snapped back, feeling an immediate sting of guilt at her words. For a moment, the pair of sisters fell silent, listening to the sounds of the mechanics hard at work in the workshop.

“You still haven’t brought her up,” Elsy said gently. “Well? How did you feel seeing her?”

The frustration in her chest slowly ebbed away. Selphira recalled her old friend. Their friendship was unlikely enough as it was, given the status of their families. Iria was someone she had countless differences with over the years, in no small part thanks to the influence of her mother. Where Archangel Archeia petitioned to abandon the enclavers, her mother petitioned to save them. Of all the people on the Pride to become her very best friend, Iria Bladesworn had been the most unlikely candidate. And yet, despite the odds, it had happened.

“Iri’s different,” Selphira conceded, giving her sister a withering glare.

“That enclaver you almost beheaded? He’s to thank for that… at least in part,” Elsy raised an eyebrow. “Do you think you could forgive—”

“Elsy.”

Elsy froze, golden eyes darting to her own. Her sister pressed her lips together but sighed, relenting.

“Oh, alright,” Elsy pouted.

“Who told you that she came here anyway?” Selphira’s eyes narrowed.

“Thomas.”

“Damnit, Thomas,” Selphira muttered under her breath, “I’m docking your pay.”

“Selphy.”

“I’m not forgiving her.”

At the look her sister gave her, Selphira rolled her eyes.

“But… I was glad to see her free of that demoness. Now, maybe she’ll finally be able to be happy,” Selphira said softly. “She’s waitressing, Els. Iria Bladesworn… a waitress. If you told me that the moon came alive and was coming to swallow us whole… I’d believe that sooner than I believed that Iria would stoop so low.”

“You don’t have to forgive her, sis… All I’m asking is that you give both of them a chance. For me.”

Selphira let out a sigh, eventually relenting.

“Did…” Elsy said, her cheeks turning a light red. “Did you see the other one?”

“That enclaver bastard’s friend?” Selphira gritted out, raising an eyebrow as her sister’s blush deepened.

“His name is Zhou.”

“And he’s also the reason you’re in this wheelchair right now.”

“Lay off him, Selphy. Well? Did you see him?” Elsy said, her eyes practically sparkling with anticipation.

“Only like twenty times in the past few days,” Selphira scoffed, rolling her eyes. “I see him with his little sketchpad, staring at my mechs. Why?”

Her sister’s blush deepened, but she remained silent.

“You’re not going anywhere near him,” Selphira proclaimed with a tone of finality.

“But Selphy—”

“Go home and rest. Or I’ll take you there myself. Or lock you in that mech for the rest of the day. Your choice.”

Elsy pouted, sticking her tongue out at her. Still, it brought Selphira some measure of relief seeing her sister in better spirits. Selphira strode back out onto the workshop floor leaving a slightly smitten younger sister behind her. A frustrating, headache of a younger sister, and the only person she wholeheartedly loved on the Pride Enduring.

Perhaps… one of two.

“I know that you were happy to see Iria!” Elsy called out from behind her as she made her way out of the workshop. “You can’t fool me!”

Selphira’s lips quirked upwards as she returned to her work.


Chapter 19



The hours passed rapidly as Ren lost himself in his work on the prototype. His encounter with Selphira, her hatred for him, and Iria’s strange interaction with the girl lingered on his mind. Only the familiar rhythm of iterating and inventing could keep the troublesome thoughts at bay.

A broken HALO… that was the first time I’ve seen anything like it. What’s her relationship with Iria?

Focus, Soros.

Ren fitted the final component into place, inserting the filament into the reinforced glass housing. He flicked on the switch and watched the filament sparked wildly, melting the internal components. Even as he watched his design fail before his very eyes, his mind was elsewhere.

I’ve only ever seen Iria that sad once before.

When she was whispering that name when she was sick.

‘Evie.’

“Mister Soros. I am detecting elevated cortisol levels. I can book you an appointment with a qualified mental health professional—”

“Hush, PodBot,” Ren chided.

His focus was well and truly broken when he heard the front door swing open. He rose from his seat, pausing at his door, his pulse beginning to quicken.

Iria’s soft footsteps echoed from beyond, and before long, he heard the soft click of a door closing as she entered her room. A while later, he heard her room door open once more. Ren was greeted to the distant hiss of pouring water as Iria began her shower.

“What was I thinking?” Ren sighed, slumping back into his chair. “I don’t think I’m ever going to get used to this.”

He glanced back at the prototypes on his desk.

“Mister Soros – suggestion: eliminate intervening intrusive thoughts to optimise the iterative process. Recommendation: speak with Miss Blades— error—correction—Miss Iria.”

Ren frowned.

“PodBot… why did you make that correction?”

“Miss Iria’s name has been updated on the register.”

“So, it’s true,” Ren said under his breath. “She did leave her family.”

Ren returned his attention to the prototype on the desk in front of him, frowning as he attempted to break through his mental block. Occasionally, his thoughts would drift to the Blade Angel cadet, before he would force them back into compliance. A moment later, he heard the bathroom door open with a click. Ren immediately rose to his feet, opening his own door.

“Hey,” he said.

Iria was standing with some clothes and a towel in hand. She had taken to tying up her hair for her waitressing gig, but it now fell to the small of her back, unbound and slightly damp. The dark circles under her eyes seemed to have diminished somewhat, and while she did look tired, she didn’t look nearly as exhausted as she had seemed when Ren had first encountered her.

It was the first time that Ren had seen her in anything apart from her cadet bodysuit or her Sado’s Sushi uniform. She was wearing a pink t-shirt depicting a teddy bear hugging a heart, and a pair of silky black sweatpants. Her shirt had ridden up her torso, exposing her belly button and a soft but lean abdomen. It clearly outlined the shape of her large breasts, and from the way she quickly strode over to the couch and crossed her arms over them, Ren got the impression that she had realised far too late that shirt she had picked out wasn’t the most ideal option.

“You got something to say?” she said, eyes narrowing.

“Nope. Nothing.”

“Spit it out.”

“I uh… like the teddy bear,” Ren said as sincerely as he possibly could, knowing that if there was even a sliver of amusement in his voice, the Pride Enduring would find itself with one less living enclaver.

“Mm.”

He wanted to ask her about what had happened with her family. Why he had found her camping out in the middle of a forest habitat at the fringes of the station. What her relationship was with Selphira – the girl that had almost removed his head from his shoulders.

It’s none of your business, Soros.

Instead, Ren raised his arm in the direction of the kitchen.

“I—”

“We’re going to have to lay down some ground rules.”

Ren was jolted out of his thoughts as Iria rushed past him, disappearing into her room. He stood in stunned silence, lowering his arm, as Iria returned with a blank piece of paper and pen. Iria began rapidly writing on the piece of paper, listing rule after rule, one after another, with little to no thought in between.

Ground rules

Rule 1: We are business partners and nothing more

Rule 2: No small talk after 10 pm

Rule 3: No entering Iria’s room

Rule 4: No walking around common areas while half-naked

Rule 5: Only Iria has the right to add or alter the rules at her sole discretion

Ren’s eyes hovered over the five rules Iria had written down.

“If we can’t agree on these—” Iria said with a frown, before Ren raised his hands in surrender.

“I agree. No argument here.”

She blinked in surprise. Iria crossed her arms, obscuring the cute teddy bear on her t-shirt.

“Well, now that you know the rules, it’s after 10 pm. No small talk allowed.”

“Understood. But I wasn’t trying to make small talk with you.”

Ren pointed to a bowl of soup that he had set aside on the dining table, which was wrapped up in a thin layer of cling wrap.

“I made dinner for you. That’s all I wanted to say,” Ren flashed her a quick smile. “Goodnight.”

Without another word, he returned to his room, closing his door behind him and leaving Iria staring open-mouthed with her list of rules in her grip.

***

Iria

Iria stared at the bowl of soup on the dining table.

The rules needed to be laid down, whatever his intentions were.

Best we got them out of the way as soon as possible.

Right.

Iria took a seat, continuing to stare at the broth that Ren had prepared. She gingerly removed the layer of fogged cling wrap draped across the lip of the bowl. The scent of chicken soup tickled her nose. Her stomach growled, and she could feel herself salivating from the tantalising scent.

The past few days had been a blur. Between cutting ties with her mother, commencing her job at Sado’s Sushi and taking up residence very illegally deep in the forest habitat at the very edge of the station, Iria hadn’t realised just how exhausted she was.

In the span of a day… she had burned her safety net to ash, her guarantee of becoming an Archangel going up in smoke. Just like that, all of the resources she had taken for granted under her mother’s wing had all but disappeared. She barely had the funds to afford her own place to stay, let alone to afford the courses at Blade Academy. Although she supposed it was a small mercy that she had been granted a place at all.

Then, she had run into him of all people. Ren had found her little encampment, and instead of ridiculing her, he had been generous enough to offer her a way out. Not only that, he had enrolled in Blade Academy. He was her classmate in Class Z.

Iria bit her lip as she eyed the broth set before her on the table.

A small kindness.

It was the second home-cooked meal she had ever been offered, and the first that she had accepted.

With a trembling hand, Iria dipped her spoon into the broth that Ren had prepared. She took a light sip and savoured the way the spices intermingled with the soup, warming her as it went down.

She felt a tear trace down her cheek. Iria took another large mouthful of the broth. She slouched over the bowl, feeling the steam rise to condense across her face.

For a moment, Iria was taken back to another time. Running around in the forest habitat as a child with her two closest friends.

With a girl with bright golden eyes, an arrogant smile and an indomitable will. And another with emerald green irises, enduring kindness and a heart that had been far too big for her own good.

Selphy… Evie…

I miss you.

She gritted her teeth, frowning as she tried to prevent the sobs from escaping, the taste of Ren’s broth lingering on her tongue.

I was so rude to him.

Iria bit her lip, eventually withdrawing her phone from her pocket.

“Hi, is this the Artificer’s Guild? I’d like to rent a workshop. Iria Bladesworn. Yes, that Bladesworn. Yes, I’ll come by tomorrow morning.”

***

Ren rose groggily, stretching with a yawn. The entirety of the past night had been spent thinking up ways he could improve upon the standard-issue warming light. He groaned, feeling a hint of nausea resurface.

Looks like I’m still not back to 100%. I hope there wasn’t anything in those Machine Lord’s blood shards that’s messing with my system.

Ren shook his head, slapping his cheeks. He opened his room door, heading to the bathroom to brush his teeth. After washing up and getting ready for the day, Ren emerged from the bathroom.

“Morning,” Iria said.

He blinked, staring at Iria, who was seated on the couch. Two steaming hot cups of coffee were placed on the coffee table in front of her. She had woken up before he did, which was surprising given just how exhausted she seemed the day before.

She had switched out her teddy bear t-shirt for a woollen red sweater and a pair of fitted black jeans. Her ruby red eyes flicked to his to a moment, before darting away. The familiar glossy sheen had returned to her long brown hair, which fell into neat bangs across her forehead.

“Thank you for dinner yesterday.”

“Oh…” Ren replied in surprise, “it… it was nothing. I used to cook for my mum and I all the time back in the enclave.”

“It was really good.”

“Oh, uh… thank you?”

Ren and Iria stared at each other for a moment in silence.

“A-are you going somewhere today? I like the outfit.”

Ren winced internally as soon as the words escaped his lips. To his infinite relief, Iria seemed to take it in stride.

“Really?” The corners of her lips quirked upwards in a soft smile. “And here I thought you were a fan of the bodysuit?”

Ren cleared his throat with a brief smile of his own, heading back to his room.

“Here.”

To his surprise, Iria had leapt to her feet and was gripping one of the cups in her hands. She extended it towards him, her ruby eyes glued to the floor.

“T-thanks,” he replied, gingerly accepting the mug of coffee. The drink was a luxury down in the enclave, but Ren was sure that the Pride Enduring’s vast greenhouses made it a readily available commodity.

“I just got back from running some errands. My next shift is during lunch hour. My… wardrobe is just a little limited, given the circumstances.”

“Hopefully, we’ll be able to fix that once we put out a product,” Ren nodded.

“Yeah.”

This is excruciating.

“S-say, Iria. If you’re free…” Ren trailed off, glancing uncertainly at the list of rules that was now fixed to the fridge door. “I’m running into a bit of a wall. With the warming light, that is. I was wondering… if you’d be open to brainstorming with me,” Ren said, his eyes firmly locked onto the floor of his apartment.

The silence that followed was deafening, and Ren swallowed down a lump in his throat, hoping that Iria wouldn’t detect the motion.

“Sure,” she said, her tone unreadable.

“I figured… that you might have some suggestions about what you’d like to change with the standard issue warming light—”

“They’ve got crap durability,” Iria immediately replied. Some of the tension in her shoulders seemed to drain as she spoke about the utility tool. “We aren’t able to change the intensity, so it’s all or nothing. We also use them for different purposes, like drying off our bodysuits if they get wet. The bodysuits themselves are a whole other issue,” Iria said with a sigh.

“So… a toggle for different presets to control their intensity. A setting for drying clothes. Improving durability. That’s useful.”

“A PodBot attachment.”

Ren raised an eyebrow.

“A PodBot attachment?”

“Yep,” Iria nodded, “sometimes we have to move around at night. Having a way to attach them to the PodBots would allow us to have both light and warmth. Attaching them to our bodysuits makes us warm up too quickly.”

I hadn’t considered using them in tandem with the PodBots. Smart.

Ren nodded, jotting down Iria’s suggestions. Generally speaking, scavengers had no real incentive to be on the move at night, and it wasn’t a problem that he had encountered personally.

“Do you think they’d sell well if we implemented these features?”

“I’d bet my silicone cheeks they would.”

Ren choked, his scribbling on his notepad going awry. His eyes darted to Iria, who was retreating to her room with her coffee mug in hand. She was turned away from him, and he couldn’t make out her features.

Did she just…

“Was that everything you needed?” she asked.

“Uh… yeah.”

“Oh!”

Ren watched with his mouth agape as she ran into her room. He heard the cluttering of objects being displaced, before Iria emerged in a rush.

“H-here.”

Ren accepted the pair of silver keys, blinking in confusion.

“For the workshop.”

His eyes widened.

“I thought we had to submit a product of at least Adept quality first?”

Iria cleared her throat.

“I was able to persuade them. But there’s no way they’re going to let us purchase a workshop before we prove our worth in the competition.”

Iria immediately retreated to her room and was just about to shut her door when Ren called out.

“Iria?”

“Mmhm?”

Iria hesitated at the threshold.

“Thank you. For helping us.”

He could feel his pulse racing and heart thudding in his chest as he glanced at the girl’s back. He watched her turn briefly, seeing her cheeks slightly flushed. Her ruby red eyes briefly found his, before they darted away again.

“Business partners, right?” Iria said gruffly before taking a step into her room.

“Of course.”

Iria paused, one hand on her door.

“Good luck.”

Before Ren could reply, Iria slammed the door shut behind her. Ren leaned his head against the soft couch cushions, feeling dizzy from the adrenaline that was filling his body. He took a deep breath, letting it out gradually.

Ren took an unconscious sip of the coffee in his grip.

What the fuck is this—

He froze, noticing the barest sliver of a gap in Iria’s doorway.

“Yum,” he smacked his lips, downing a larger gulp of the drink.

***

Later that afternoon, Ren stared incredulously at the vacant workshop in front of him. It was small and humble, nothing like the building he had entered when he had encountered Selphira. It was about twice the size of his apartment, with plenty of space to store projects of a larger scale. Storing machines and more heavy-duty tools was also now within reach.

Ren ran a hand over the warm wooden surface of the worktable, breathing in the familiar scent of oil and wood.

It really does remind me of home. It also…

I miss her. Even if she did lie to me. And that frustrates me.

Why did you leave, Mother?

Ren settled in the chair behind the worktable with a sigh. After receiving Iria’s input, he had taken an axe to his initial idea, redesigning it from the ground up.

He liked to think that he had a good instinct for when a product was missing something. But after implementing the changes, Ren’s confidence in the redesigned warming light had skyrocketed. The rest of his afternoon and early evening was spent ironing out the specificities in the design. By the time evening came around, Ren was confident that he had the final concept nailed down.

“PodBot, the time?” he asked instinctively.

He frowned when his request wasn’t dignified with an answer.

“That’s right… it’s probably with Iria. Woah, it’s 9.30 pm already.”

Ren’s stomach grumbled and he rose from his chair, making his way back to the apartment.

“I could probably get a working prototype constructed in two or three days if I worked at a steady pace,” Ren mumbled under his breath, doing the arithmetic.

Part of being a good artificer was knowing when you could expect to complete products and projects. Down in the enclaves, not delivering on your promises ended up with dead scavenging parties.

He strode into the apartment and began assembling a hasty dinner comprised of a chicken sandwich and some fruit – both of which were luxuries down in the enclave.

He heard the high-pitched beep of the apartment door opening.

“Welcome back.”

A tired-looking Iria strode through the doorway, giving him a brief smile.

“I cooked up a bit more stew for you… just in case you didn’t have a chance to have dinner,” Ren hastily pointed in the direction of the kitchen, before turning to head for his room.

“Goodni—”

“Would you like to join me?” Iria’s voice rang out.

Ren blinked in surprise as Iria took a seat at the dining table, greeting him with a tired smile.

“Uh… sure,” he said, discreetly crumpling the remains of the napkin in his hands. He tried not to stare as Iria removed her triangular red hat that was part of her uniform, along with her hair tie. Her brown locks tumbled across her shoulders, making his heartbeat stutter for a split-second.

“How… was work?”

Ren ventured, dipping a spoon into his stew. He halted halfway through, gaping as Iria dug into her dinner with a vengeance. She froze, seeming to recall that he had joined her at the dinner table, and adopted a markedly slower pace of consuming her food.

“It’s… alright,” Iria shrugged.

“Your boss seems like kind of a dick.”

“Urgh,” she slammed her spoon down onto the table, “that guy has no idea just how long it takes to learn everything that we need to do our job properly! He expects me to just know how to fix the sushi train, recalibrate the freezer—”

“That’s rough,” Ren nodded in agreement.

“—sweep the floors, greet the customers—” Iria continued, taking an angry bite of her food.

Ok… those demands are a little more reasonable.

“But…” Iria trailed off, “he was also the only one willing to take me on. I guess I’m grateful for that,” she admitted begrudgingly, taking another bite of the stew. Ren’s gaze lingered on Iria as she dug into his food with open enthusiasm, feeling a twinge of warmth at the sight of it.

“On the bright side, you’re done for the day!” Ren said with a smile.

“Y-yeah,” she replied with a small smile of her own.

Ren felt something cold and metallic settle up against his open palm under the table. He watched PodBot’s yellow smile flicker red as it silently pressed up against his hand.

Ren’s gaze slowly shifted to the girl seated opposite him. The prideful cadet who seemingly belonged to Blade Angel royalty. A girl who hadn’t previously needed to work a day in her life. Fatigue coloured her features, and he noticed the way that her eyes drooped and her head lulled. Ren watched Iria shake away some of her exhaustion, greeting him to a smile.

“What about you? Did… did you make any progress with the prototype?”

Ren slowly nodded his head, returning Iria’s smile.

“I did. Your suggestions were really helpful.”

“Oh? Tell me more?” a hint of curiosity entering her gaze. “What features did you add specifically? When are you expecting it to be fin—”

“Sorry, Iria,” Ren rose to his feet, casting a glance at the rule list hanging on the fridge.

“The rules.”

“R-right. It’s that time already,” Iria said, with a flicker of disappointment. She smoothed over her expression, smiling at him.

“Goodnight.”

“Night.”

Ren retreated to his room, shutting the door behind him.

“PodBot. Was she lying?”

“Yes, Mister Soros,” PodBot chimed softly, “she is scheduled for an overnight shift approximately two hours from now.”

“What?” Ren’s brows furrowing in confusion.

“Hypothesis: Miss Iria is attempting to save the requisite funds to enrol in other courses prior to the release of your product.”

“But hasn’t she saved enough by now?” Ren replied, his voice a whisper.

“Affirmative, Mister Soros. She is saving up for your enrolment as well. Mister Yingrou declined her offer of assistance when she extended it to him, but it appears she hasn’t informed you of her decision.”

She’s working overtime to get us both enrolled.

He heard the soft patter of Iria’s footsteps as she retreated to her room, no doubt in an attempt to have a quick nap before her next shift commenced. Ren’s eyes fell on the design drawings covering his work desk.

***

Iria

Later that night

“Don’t bother coming back here unless you clean up your act!” a husky male voice yelled out at her back. “If you make one more mistake, you’re fired!”

“Yes, Sado,” she replied evenly, before striding through the employee exit at the back of the restaurant.

Iria’s cheeks were flushed with shame as she stepped out onto the sidewalk dressed in her Sado’s Sushi uniform. Her hair was dishevelled and tangled from her close to twelve hours of consecutive work at her favourite sushi restaurant. Iria had learned the hard way that eating there was entirely different from being Sado’s employee.

Given the nature of the Pride Enduring’s day-night cycle, some establishments like Sado’s were open all throughout both cycles, with brief periods of closure. As she stepped out onto the sidewalk, she could feel the curious gazes of passing restaurant-goers drift towards her.

The silver lining was that she was too tired to care. Iria felt herself teetering on the brink of unconsciousness as she tried to take coherent steps towards the intersection.

I need to do this.

Ren is putting in the work with his inventions, and Zhou is making the marketing campaign.

I can’t just be a freeloader. This is the least I can do.

“PodBot… check my schedule.” Iria bit her lip, “I’ll give Sado about half an hour to cool off… send him a notification telling him that I’m available for tomorrow’s morning shift.”

“Yes, Miss Iria.”

Iria hesitated, looking up at PodBot’s glowing yellow smile.

“Was… Ren sleeping by the time I left?”

“Mister Ren is currently in the workshop, Miss Iria.”

Iria’s eyes widened, and she momentarily forgot the fatigue that was hanging over her like a cloud.

“What?”

***

When Iria reached the workshop, she found Ren slumped over his desk, his chest rising and falling. Her eyes passed over his ash-grey hair and handsome, sharp features.

He had a lean build, and he was still wearing his enclaver clothing, as if it was a part of his identity that he was reluctant to relinquish. But as much as Iria was tempted to let her gaze linger on his face, she pulled it away to what rested on his desk.

Countless failed prototypes lay in pieces around his slumped form. Ren had gone through iteration after iteration of prototypes, and a quick glance at the tips of his fingers revealed scrapes and scratches from the effort he had exerted on designing and assembling them.

A single, complete prototype lay fully built and operational in front of him. The warming light was switched on, a soft golden glow enveloping and warming her, but not to an uncomfortable degree. Iria gingerly picked up the prototype, her eyes wide as she stared at it.

To get this done so quickly... he must have worked constantly throughout the night.

Why… why would he…

“Suggestion: Mister Soros had knowledge of your shift arrangements and wanted to hasten the development of his prototype to ease the intensity of your work hours,” PodBot chimed cheerily.

Iria’s eyes widened as she took in PodBot’s words. She gently picked up the prototype, turning it over in her hands. Iria adjusted the intensity of the light, watching as the heat and light that it emitted was modulated to her preference. Her eyes widened when she found the presets that they had discussed the day before.

Iria felt a chill wash over her as she considered the prototype in her hands. She didn’t know much about manufacturing and design, but she did have some passing knowledge. After all, Blade Angels needed to keep abreast with technological advancements. A single innovation could be all that stood between death and life down on the surface.

She knew that additional functionality came with sacrifices. Additional weight would have implications for the PodBots carrying them. Using more intricate or fragile components impacted reliability and the chance of failure.

The warming light in her hands felt no lighter than the cheap, replaceable options that Blade Angels currently used.

It was a straight upgrade, and one that would save lives.

“PodBot,” she whispered.

The PodBot drew nearer to her, hovering within reach and allowing her to attach the warming light to its rectangular metallic chassis. To her surprise, the PodBot automatically calibrated its settings, calculating its distance from her in real time. The warmth was comfortable and consistent no matter how the PodBot shifted in its relative proximity to her.

He even set up the functionality for PodBots to interface with it.

Her eyes lingered on Ren Soros’s form for a moment before she eventually broke away her gaze.

Smiling up at their PodBot, Iria gingerly retrieved the prototype.

“There are just a couple more things to do before we get to rest. Let’s go.”

“ALERT. False. Correction, Miss Iria. Unlike yourself or Mister Soros, I work ceaselessly to address your assigned tasks.”

“Oh, shush you.”

Iria’s eyes softened as they lingered on Ren’s sleeping form.

“PodBot, remind me to make an adjustment to the list of ground rules.”


Chapter 20



“Wake up, sleepyhead.”

A sultry and mature feminine voice dripping with seduction whispered into Ren’s ear.

“Wha—who—”

Ren rose, blinking blearily and rising from his desk. He must have fallen asleep at some point in the previous night when he had been hard at work on the prototype. He turned to his right to scrutinise the source of the voice.

In its place was a very smug-looking Zhou, wearing one of his signature shit-eating grins.

“Did you like my slutty principal voice? I knew you’d respond to that. C’mon. I’ve got something to show you.”

“Zhou? Wait a sec…”

Ren’s eyes narrowed when they fell on his desk.

The prototype was nowhere to be seen.

“Shit. Zhou, I left it out in the open! The prototype—”

“Has been taken care of,” Zhou’s grin widened.

“Huh?”

“C’mon!”

Zhou tugged at him, practically yanking him off the chair.

*** Ren ran his fingers over the single sheet of paper that had been placed on the dining table in his apartment.

Ren whirled around with a wide grin, gripping his grinning friend’s shoulders.

“You registered the prototype.”

“I did jack shit,” Zhou replied cheerily. “It was all Iria.”

Ren faltered, blinking in confusion.

“What?”

“She called me in the middle of the night. Well… what is night these days? We went to the Guild together. I did a little bit of my Yingrou magic and got an early approval for manufacturing. Now, all we have left to do is our advertising campaign, and the money is going to start rolling in,” Zhou grinned at him.

“Wait, wait, wait,” Ren shook his head, “Iria did this? But she was working a double shift—”

“Hi.”

Ren froze.

He whipped around to see Iria emerge from her room. She was dressed in a pair of black jeans and an airy white blouse. Her long brown hair was done up and more closely resembled how she had worn it on the day Ren had first encountered her. The slightest touch of eye shadow drew his attention to her dark, ruby eyes. Her pink lips were quirked upwards in a hint of a smile. A light coat of lipstick made her pink lips glossy, and the undone buttons of her blouse showed the barest hint of cleavage.

“Congrats on the prototype,” she said. There was a hint of fatigue in her expression, but there was also something else that Ren couldn’t quite place as she met his gaze. She shot him a brief smile before heading to the door.

“Wait, Iria!” Ren called out, running to catch up with her.

“I thought enclavers couldn’t register patents—”

“I pulled some strings in the registration office,” Iria replied. “They can… at least once they become citizens. I just sped it up a little.”

He hesitated, the words on the edge of his tongue. He could already feel his cheeks reddening at the thought of making the admission, but Ren pushed through the embarrassment.

“The workshop… it’s the closest I’ve felt to home aboard the Pride,” he said. He thought he saw her own cheeks redden in response, but Ren was convinced it was just a trick of light. “Thank you. For registering the prototype and getting the workshop lease for us.”

“I-it was nothing,” she muttered. She took a step away from them before she halted. She turned to face them, but her eyes were averted, shadowed by her dark lashes. “Once the credits start rolling in, we’ll have to be prepared,” she said, her expression hardening.

“Advancing as a Blade Angel is expensive. The money gets us into courses… but after that? It’s on us to perform. As we progress, they’ll only get more expensive. After our first year, we can get cleared to go on missions. That’s how most cadets save up for the courses they want to enrol in. Setting up the workshop is a far better and safer idea if we can put out some popular inventions.”

Ren nodded his agreement, staying silent as she continued, caught up in her explanation.

“The next big hurdle to pass is the first-year assessment. We’ll want to upgrade our cores at least once to a Type-4 or Type-3 core before we put our names down for it. If we pass that, we get access to a whole bunch of second-year courses and missions.”

“These guys are geniuses,” Zhou whispered under his breath, “making you pay to enter courses, only to risk your life and go on missions. The whole thing is one big pyramid scheme.”

Zhou’s eyes gleamed as he eyed Ren and Iria, who exchanged a glance between themselves.

“But you can’t scam a scammer! All we have to do is beat them at their own game. Don’t you worry about the cash. I have big plans for our marketing materials. It’ll require full participation from both of you.”

“Zhou—” Ren began.

“NO BUTS!”

Iria bit down a smile at their exchange and began striding towards the door.

“I’ll see you soon. There’s something I need to do.”

“Is it… something we could help with?” Ren volunteered.

Iria turned, her eyes filled with a hint of a familiar mischief that he recognised from their time together in the Wastes.

“Sure. You’re welcome to come along if you’d like to quit my job for me.”

Ren silently worked his jaw as Iria left the apartment, closing the front door behind her.

“Reaaaaal smooth, buddy. But hey, we all start somewhere.”

“Shut up.”

“Hey… what’s this?” Zhou called out from the kitchen. “Ooooh… ‘ground rules’ huh?”

Shit—

Ren burst into the kitchen, his eyes wide as Zhou scrutinised the list in his grip.

“Zhou… that’s not important. Hey, have you thought about what courses—”

“Hmm… ‘no walking around common areas while half-naked’, you must be devastated about that one,” Zhou nodded to himself. “A modern tragedy... but then again, it doesn’t say anything about being fully naked. But what’s this? Looks like it’s been adjusted.”

“Let me see,” Ren said, snatching the list from his friend.

Rule 2: No small talk after 10 pm 1 am

“Huh,” Ren said with a smile.

***

Ren was seated on the couch, scrolling through the available courses for first-year cadets. There was one course at the top of his list with an enrolment date that was right on the horizon.

“Derelict Machinery – The Road to Becoming a Master Artificer,” he mumbled under his breath. As he considered the courses to enrol in, his thoughts inevitably drifted to Iria. “I wonder what courses she’s interested in enrolling in.”

Ironically, he knew little of Zhou’s plans for his courses. The thought of his friend becoming a Blade Angel and cutting down Derelict swarms was inconceivable, but he supposed the same could be said of himself. He assumed that Zhou would shoot for more of an administrative or support role given his interest in business.

Ren’s phone began to buzz on the couch beside him.

“Hello?”

“Ren! Buddy! I bring good news. The big dog herself has agreed to take out an initial order of our warming lights!”

“Zhou... by ‘big dog’ you mean—”

“Archangel Lilith! The good news is that we’ll have enough to fund our initial enrolment in a couple of courses. The bad news is that after all of the cuts taken by the Guild and Archangel herself, it doesn’t leave us with a lot of credits.”

“Right.”

“Certainly not enough for Iria to move out of your apartment in the immediate future, isn’t that tragic?”

“Fuck off, Zhou.”

“But we’ll only be able to tell if our product is a dud once it hits the general market. Then, it’s all up to my marketing campaign.”

“And about this marketing campaign... why exactly do you need Iria and I to help you with?”

“Geniuses don’t reveal their secrets. I’m cooking up a Yingrou special, so prepare yourself! See ya!”

Ren sighed as he was greeted with a dial tone.

“Guess I’ll make a start on fulfilling those orders,” he mumbled under his breath.

Ren’s eyes darted to the door as Iria entered.

“How did it go?” Ren asked casually, making a deliberate effort to fix his gaze on his datapad.

He blinked, surprised at how casually the question had come to him. Just a day ago, saying anything to his roommate was an exercise of will.

“Sado told me that I would be out on the streets in no time and that he would charge me double if I ever showed up to his restaurant,” Iria said gloomily. “Sado’s was my favourite sushi place,” she said under her breath, and Ren didn’t think she had intended for him to pick up on it.

“I’m… looking through the course offerings,” Ren said, “you’re… welcome to take a look if you want.”

Iria hesitantly took a seat at the far end of the couch. Ren eyed the space between them and slowly shifted a short distance closer to her, extending out the pad. Iria leaned forward, and she seemed to be unaware of how her breasts pressed up against her blouse, giving him full view of her cleavage.

“Derelict Machinery is a great idea… Instructor Holo has been around for a while, and I’ve heard good things,” Iria mumbled, scrolling through the list with a swipe.

She wants to take Derelict Machinery as well? Here I thought she’d be doing everything to take different classes from me?

“You know... I’ve been wondering,” Iria began, keeping her gaze locked on the datapad. “Why did you decide to stay? I thought you wanted to search for your mother?”

“The chemicals.”

Ren bit down a smile as she heard a barely perceptible snort escape from Iria.

“No, why really?”

“Truthfully?”

Ren swallowed down the lump in his throat. He could feel Iria’s ruby eyes lingering on him, her anticipation for his response clear.

“You and Elsy changed my mind.”

“R-really?”

“Yep.”

Am I really doing this? I guess I am.

Ren took a deep breath in, before letting it out.

“I’ve lived my whole life sneaking around the Derelict, avoiding them. That’s the whole reason I was even able to ‘beat’ that final scenario in Instructor Loraine’s class… it was because all I’ve done is hide. You were right. Blade Angels do live and die fighting the Derelict… head on. I think I was tired of hiding.”

Ren ran a thumb over his palm.

“Neither of you ran, even when a Machine Lord entered the enclave.”

“If I recall correctly, you were the one who decided to blow up said Machine Lord,” Iria snorted. “I think you’re being too hard on yourself.”

He looked up to meet Iria’s gaze. Somewhere along the way, she had leaned in, drawing closer to him on the couch. All of a sudden, Iria’s cheeks flushed a deep red. She let out a yelp as she flinched back, putting distance between them.

“Right,” Ren breathed, immediately regretting his decision when his nostrils were filled with Iria’s sweet scent. Gradually, his smile fell as a resentment bubbled up in his gut. His mother flashed through his mind.

Why didn’t you tell me the truth about them?

Rather than grind me into little pieces aboard their station of horror… they’ve welcomed me into their number. I’ve seen them fight against the Derelict, and you raised me to hate them.

“Ren, are you alright?”

Ren blinked in surprise.

“Is… is something wrong?” Iria frowned.

“It’s just… that’s the first time you’ve said my name,” Ren deflected with a hint of a smile. Iria’s eyes widened when she realised it as well, promptly crossing her arms and scooting to the very edge of the couch, heedless of the risk of falling off.

“Don’t get used to it, enclaver.”

“I won’t, android,” Ren retorted.

Their gazes met for a brief moment before they averted their eyes.

“I guess... we’ll head down for Combat 101 together tomorrow morning?” Ren ventured, clearing his throat.

“Right,” Iria replied.

“See you.”

The moment that Iria retreated to her room, Ren covered his face with his hands.

“You awkward idiot, Soros.”


Chapter 21



“Welcome back to Combat 101, everyone! While you will hone your physical prowess and your skills with your Weapons once you are capable of manifesting them… there is an equally important skill, if not more important, that you will nurture during your time here at the Academy.”

Instructor Loraine had traded out her frilly summer dress for an airy white blouse and faded blue jeans. The only reminder of her status, her neon green HALO, burned brightly above her head. The cadets in the auditorium were deathly quiet as she delivered her introduction.

“Strategy.”

Instructor Loraine smiled.

“Ascend high enough, cadets, and you will not only be responsible for yourself, but for the defence of our very station. Today, you will be splitting off into groups of your own making and returning to the simulation rooms for a very exciting scenario.”

Ren felt a shiver run down his spine at the memory of the pair of silver eyes he had glimpsed in his previous experience in the simulation pod. From the discreet nod and smile that Instructor Loraine sent his way, it seemed as if she had checked in with the station’s technicians.

Looks like I was imagining it. The simulations are exactly like real life. Hallucinating while trapped in the Wastes is far from unheard of… it’s to be expected.

“When the Derelict first arrived on our shores… humanity may not have had Blade Angels to meet the machines… but they did have other resources at their beck and call. Warships.”

The brief wave of whispers passed through his cohort as the cadets shifted in their seats with excitement.

“Ships capable of interstellar travel, capable of sailing the stars. Prior to the machine apocalypse… humanity ventured out into the Solar System, leaving its mark. Now, its bases in the furthest reaches of the Milky Way remain beyond our grasp. As you know, the Derelict sought out and destroyed ships capable of interstellar travel to cripple us and tie us to Earth.”

“I wonder if that means that there are bases out there that are still manned,” Zhou whispered, leaning towards Ren. “I’ve done some digging out of curiosity, but I haven’t been able to find anything about the colonies on Mars.”

“Grand Admiral Kusanagi of humanity’s United Naval Force at the head of the Hope Made Manifest was tasked with the responsibility of heading off the Derelict’s initial approach. Today, you will be stepping into his shoes and commanding warships of your very own. As always, ascension materials will be up for grabs for the groups that show a discriminating display of strategy, valour or cunning.”

“Instructor Loraine!” a brave cadet called out from the lecture seats.

“Yes! Cadet Sonos.”

“Why test us on a scenario based on technology that we don’t have? We haven’t seen a warship in…” Cadet Sonos trailed off, his voice falling.

“Excellent question!” Instructor Loraine replied cheerily. “That’s because there are many similarities to the responsibilities you would hold when guarding the Pride Enduring. Having to manage multiple moving pieces and facets all at once, maintaining your battlefield awareness while executing your own gambits… these are all skills that you will exercise while defending our home. However, there will be plenty of opportunities in your further courses to gain exposure to scenarios more directly relevant to you,” the Instructor’s eyes flashed, “but that being said, I am especially partial to this one, as archaic as it is. It serves to highlight certain… values that I believe are pertinent to all budding Blade Angels. Now, without further ado, please make your way towards the gymnasium!”

Ren froze.

What did she say? The gymnasium? I thought we were going to the simulation rooms?

Instructor Loraine smiled sweetly at the gathered cadets.

“Oh, silly me! I always have a tendency to do this. We’ll be starting with a brief session of close combat drills before topping it all off with the wargame. Off you go now!”

“Shit,” Ren muttered under his breath.

She wants to see how we perform while we’re tired and at our limits. This is entirely deliberate.

Instructor Loraine is terrifying. I… kind of want to attend her other courses.

Ren turned hesitantly towards Iria, who was seated on his left. Ever since they had entered together, he had noticed the gazes of his classmates drifting towards them, attempting to make sense of the nature of their relationship.

“Iria… would you like to group up with Zhou and I?”

Her lips drew into a slight smile, and she responded with a brief incline of her head.

“Right.”

He rose, following the crowd of cadets as they headed towards the gymnasium.

“What’s got you looking so happy, hmm?” Zhou leaned over, muttering in his ear.

“I’m just looking forward to nabbing more cores. What’s it to you?”

“Sure, bud. I believe you,” Zhou replied with a deadpan stare, flicking up both of his thumbs.

When they finally reached the gymnasium, they found it covered with a soft layer of foam mats. One of Instructor Loraine’s teaching assistants with a green HALO called out to them.

“Form up into pairs! Pick well – whoever you choose today will be your partner for the rest of the course.”

Ren looked to his side and realised that Zhou had disappeared.

Where the hell did he go?

A moment later, Ren spotted his friend beside the gargantuan giant that was Bob. The tall young man gave him a warm gap-toothed smile and the pair of them gave him an earnest wave and thumbs-up that Ren couldn’t help but return.

That little bastard, I know exactly what he’s doing. Better not let him down.

Ren gulped, looking for his other prospective partner. He felt his stomach drop as he watched a small crowd of cadets surround Iria, calling out to her.

“Iria! Pair up with me!”

“A Bladesworn—”

“Iria over here!”

Ren’s stomach dropped when he realised what was happening. Iria’s ruby eyes scanned the crowd of eager candidates, and wherever she looked, the cadets got more excited. Finally, her eyes met his own and Ren felt his anxiety dissipate as she walked through the crowd towards him.

“Should we get started?” she asked, her cheeks a light shade of red.

“Y-yeah.”

He heard a soft spattering of groans when Iria’s decision had become clear. The small group dissipated, finding alternative partners. Ren took his spot opposite Iria, and he could feel that his cheeks were flushed as well.

“Thanks,” he said under his breath. “I… uh… don’t really have fighting experience like you do. I might be a burden, at least in the initial stages,” Ren murmured. “I wouldn’t hold it against you if you wanted to pair with someone else—”

“Who are you and what have you done with Ren Soros?” Iria replied, her ruby eyes twinkling as she fell into a combat stance. “Impersonation is a grave offence. Impersonating my business partner is something else altogether. Are you ready to take the punishment?”

Ren stared at Iria, his lips agape.

She’s so… cheesy.

A blush gradually bloomed across Iria’s cheeks when Ren failed to reply and she seemed to register what she had said. Iria settled on a blindingly fast kick into the side of his thigh as her response. The flash of pain made Ren yelp and clutch at his sore muscles. Still, he knew that she had been holding back. What scared him was how much it still managed to hurt.

“Go on, hit me. I know you want to,” Iria taunted.

“Why would I want to hit you?” Ren replied with wide, innocent eyes.

For a second there, Iria faltered, her raised fists dropping a sliver.

Gotcha.

Ren seized the opportunity.

“You—”

He charged, arms outstretched and poised for her lower torso. He grinned in triumph after realising he had caught his partner off-guard.

Iria pivoted.

Ren went flying past her, colliding into the back of a tall muscular man who was crouched in a combat stance.

“Uh… sorry,” Ren said, looking up at his growling classmate. He heard a familiar snort and giggle from behind him. He turned to find Iria biting her lip and trying desperately not to break out into laughter.

“Now you’ve done it, Android,” Ren whispered under his breath, to which Iria simply replied with an infuriating smile and casual beckoning wave for him to approach.

“Keep your feet shoulder-width apart. Make sure your body’s loose and your arms raised. Like this,” Iria intoned, raising her own. “Don’t plant your feet. Stay on your toes, and be as relaxed as possible, always ready to move. That is, unless you want me to sweep you off your feet,” Iria smirked.

“Or maybe you’re hoping that’s what I’ll do to you. Why else would you be teaching me so intently?”

He blanched when he saw Iria’s smile drop at his words.

Uh oh. Maybe I went a little too far—

Iria became a black blur as she lunged towards him, her feet lashing out and ankle hooking behind one of his fully planted feet. He couldn’t react in time, and his glutes slammed into the foam mat.

“There’s a demonstration since you seemed so intent on trying.”

Ren’s eyes widened as they latched onto the hand that Iria had extended to him. He accepted it, and his partner pulled him to his feet. He could feel his cheeks burning. It might have been his imagination, but he thought he saw a light blush across Iria’s own.

It’s hot in this classroom.

Before he could embarrass himself further, Instructor Loraine took the lead in running through the drills. Any embarrassment was quickly overwhelmed by sheer exhaustion. She coached them with the voice and demeanour of a warm elementary school teacher, but the cadets moved like she was a Derelict Machine Sage staring down at them from across the battlefield.

By the time they were done with their drills, Ren felt like every modicum of energy had been systematically squeezed from his muscles. His legs were wobbling and his vision was blurry, but Instructor Loraine’s words were sharp, precise and clear. Every time she walked past, she revealed his mistakes and injected the required corrections straight into his mind. He was beginning to realise why her course had been chosen as the foundational one offered to new cadets.

Even with her superior stamina, Iria had broken a sweat. Loraine had given her more advanced feedback, but from the brief snippets he heard, even Iria had plenty of room for improvement.

“Excellent work, cadets! I expect each and every one of you to take responsibility for your personal physical fitness levels. It is your responsibility to keep pace with our training, and if you are hoping to excel, I expect you to work hard in your downtime. Now then! On to the wargame. Please proceed to your simulation pods, and remember what is on the line,” Instructor Loraine’s eyes glinted.

Exchanging a nod with Iria, Ren turned in search of Zhou.

“Z-zhou. Dude, holy shit.”

Zhou’s face was black and blue, and he was limping towards them, sporting a wide grin. A distance away, Bob was looking towards him with a forlorn expression filled with regret.

“Zhou… what did you get that poor guy to do?”

“I told him not to hold back! The Derelict sure won’t,” Zhou gave him a thumbs up and a smile with swollen lips.

“Right…”

Poor Bob. I’m going to have to make it a point to thank him for putting up with his bullshit. The poor guy looks distraught.

***

CALIBRATING…

SYNC SUCCESSFUL

WELCOME CADET REN SOROS

COMMENCING SCENARIO…

Ren found himself dressed in smart white robes, seated on board a starship. Naval personnel shouted orders and exchanged quick and precise words all around him as their vessel filtered into position. Ren’s heart was thumping heavily in his chest as he slowly rose from his seat, climbing the stairs leading to the bridge.

This is it.

The UNF’s flagship – the Hope Made Manifest.

The warship broke Ren’s sense of scale. From where he was standing on the bridge, he stared out at the Ascendant-class starship – the only one of its class. As he scanned the thousands of kilometres of grey armour plating, turrets, missile launchers and fighter bays, he couldn’t help but feel a mixture of hope and despair weld in his chest.

This was humanity at its greatest. This is what we’ve lost.

But beyond the ship was something that made Ren’s fleeting sense of hope wink out.

A Derelict unit that dwarfed the Hope Made Manifest.

It took the form of an angel.

Titanic white wings blotted out the stars beyond, its very form making a mockery of a foundational symbol of human hope. An unholy halo burned with abyssal black energy above its head, large enough to span half the length of the Hope Made Manifest. The Derelict’s body was wrought entirely from white metal that gleamed in the light of the sun, making no move to conceal itself.

The Sage of the End.

Even though they were out of sight, Ren knew what hovered beneath it. Three Machine Lords, each of which far surpassed the Lord they had encountered in the enclave. What was visible, were Derelict swarms that circled the Sage, millions strong. They undulated and shifted like a writhing beast, a swarm of a scale that Ren could barely comprehend.

It was just as Mother told me in her stories.

“Ren.”

Ren was jolted out of his reverie at Iria’s soft voice. He turned to see her eyes downcast, a hand laid on Zhou’s shoulder as his friend stared blankly at the sight awaiting them. His best friend’s face was slack, and for the first time in recent memory, Zhou didn’t have a witty retort on the end of his tongue.

Iria stepped up to him, and to his surprise, she raised a gentle hand towards his cheek. There was no mockery or teasing as she brushed away a tear that had slipped free from his eyes. In her dark, ruby eyes, Ren found only understanding.

What have I been doing? No… what have we been doing? Enclavers… offworlders… what does it matter what we are, when this is the enemy we face? All our differences are trivial.

Ren closed his eyes, and when he opened them again, he was surprised to find words floating in his vision.

DO YOU WISH TO CONTINUE?

YES/NO

Ren’s gaze hovered on the black words before him, and he understood.

This isn’t a question about the scenario… it’s a question about our decision.

To become Blade Angels.

They’re giving us one final chance to back out.

Ren made his selection, turning to face his friends.

“Zhou.”

He lightly gripped Zhou’s arm, cracking a smile.

“If it wasn’t a challenge, it wouldn’t be any fun, would it?”

Zhou smiled. It was a smile filled with despair. But within it dwelt the quality that they needed to prevail despite the odds. One that Ren was certain that he and Iria shared. Something required of each and every Blade Angel, for deigning to fight the foe they were pitted against.

“Madness,” Ren whispered. “I guess we’re all mad here.”

“You sound surprised,” Zhou replied with a grin as Iria smiled.

They had made their decision.

“I think I understand now. Why they call it the ‘Pride Enduring’. To face this…”

“No meagre amount of pride would suffice,” Iria completed.

Iria smiled at him, beautiful ruby red irises twinkling in the lights illuminating the bridge.

“To your stations,” she said.

Ren’s eyes widened as the naval officers around the bridge broke towards their stations.

“Ren, you’re on fighters. Zhou take weapons. This is meant to be a team exercise… so you’re allowed to disagree with my calls, but I wouldn’t recommend it.”

Ren stared at the girl before him. Iria was different. Even facing what they did, there was a certainty, a confidence in her bearing that had been absent in the girl he lived with. In place of the cheesy, awkward, kind girl who made terrible coffee…

Ren witnessed the commander.

“Light frigates into position. Head off the Machine Lords when they make their advance in Sectors 1A and F. Ren, direct your fighters to target the Swarm Commanders. The Derelict know that we only have a single weapon, and they will be using everything they have to deprive us of it.”

Ren settled behind his terminal, realising that each and every infinitesimal light on his display was a starfighter with a human sitting within, beholden to his commands.

“Ren, the Lords are moving. Zhou retain our heavy munitions, target only high-priority Derelict Commanders that slip through the gaps.”

Ren felt numb as he watched the Machine Lords on his display shift into action. Ren toggled the comms device, which established a line with the squad commanders that he highlighted.

Men he would be sending to their deaths.

“COMMAND. WE’RE DROPPING LIKE FLIES!” the squadron commander’s visceral, pleading scream filled his comms. Ren felt his body go numb. He knew that it was a simulation, but he could feel his hands trembling as dread suffused him.

“Ren, shift comms to me,” Iria replied, her voice calm and low.

With a trembling finger, Ren flicked a switch.

“Squadron commanders. Our survival will be paid with your lives. Flee or fight, the choice is yours. But you must know what decision we have made. Our course is set, so decide on yours.”

The screaming voices fell subdued at Iria’s words. Ren felt a chill wash over him as the tiny dots diverted in the directions he had set them.

They began to wink out.

So many… so many lives. Just like that. No… get it together. This is just a simulation.

“Ren, focus,” Iria said, just as his body began to shake. “I need you to prioritise targets on a sector level. Tell me if any gaps in our front lines appear,” Iria said, her voice calm and patient. “Zhou, you’re directing too much power to the guns.”

“But if I don’t… they’re going to get to our fighters…” Zhou trailed off.

He fell silent, understanding Iria’s intentions.

They all knew how this battle ended.

The Hope Made Manifest pressed forth through the abyss, with time and opportunity bought with tens of thousands of human lives.

Drawing closer to the Sage.

“Lord of Blades advancing,” Iria intoned. “Ren.”

“On it.”

Ren sent his squadrons to their deaths, heading off the advancing Machine Lord. He saw lights begin to wink out in a wave as the Machine Lord ploughed through their fighters.

“Light frigates, intercept,” Ren said, sensing Iria’s intentions.

“Zhou.”

Zhou needed no words. Ren watched the lights in the Hope Made Manifest’s bridge flicker as Zhou executed the command.

He watched his terminal wink out.

This was never a test of strategy, or of battlefield awareness.

Ren rose from his seat, joining Iria and Zhou who were standing on the bridge. Their previous decisions had all culminated into a single window of opportunity. The Sage of the End loomed before them, its arms interlinking as it formed a weapon capable of shattering humanity’s flagship cruiser.

It was a test of will. Of our pride.

“Detonate,” Iria said.

***

By the time they returned to the auditorium, Ren noticed that their cohort which had filled the lecture hall to the brim, was ever so slightly smaller. The cadets were subdued as they waited for Instructor Loraine to speak.

“Grand Admiral Kusanagi’s gambit of sacrificing the Hope Made Manifest to damage the Sage of the End bought humanity some much-needed time. Twenty million lives traded for an injured Machine Sage and incapacitated Machine Lords.”

Instructor Loraine’s voice was uncharacteristically solemn. Gone were her smiles and frivolous laughter as she addressed the cadets, which Ren was sure was a gesture made out of respect.

“Humanity’s history after the destruction of the Hope becomes scattered. We are unable to know precisely how the conflicts progressed or how Earth deteriorated to the point that it did. There are rumours of projects undertaken in far-reaching bases across the Solar System, all directed to coming up with a miracle solution to the Derelict. There are even rumours,” Instructor Loraine’s eyes sharpened, “of humans who made it out of the System. That is all they are. Rumours. Beyond our capacity to confirm, due to the loss of space-faring starships and the technology to replicate them. But I digress.”

Loraine smiled.

“To those of you who remained… you understand the gravity of our pledge. The beautiful lie of paradise that is the Pride Enduring is fragile and can be shattered to dust in an instant. And yet… we endure. Do not look down on your peers who chose not to return. Many of them will return in time, when they are ready. But to the rest of you? Just as promised, a dispensation of cores has been made to your balance. Withdraw it from the quartermaster at your own convenience.”

***

Shortly after the lesson, Zhou excused himself despite Ren’s protests. He could tell that the scenario had shaken his friend. It was no surprise, seeing as the visage of the Machine Sage had burned itself into his own memory.

“You knew exactly what to do,” Ren said to Iria as they headed for the showers. The corridor was crowded with cadets from Loraine’s class. Everyone around them seemed just as physically and emotionally exhausted as he was.

“That’s because my mother put me through the simulation,” Iria said, her eyes fixed forwards.

“Oh… I see.”

“When I was five.”

Ren remained silent as the pair walked further down the corridor.

“But all in all… Instructor Loraine is notorious for her little theatrical ‘strategy’ session… but I guess there’s a reason why the Academy approves her dispensation of cores.”

“Even if it means they lose out on all those prospective cadets?” Ren asked, raising an eyebrow incredulously.

“You remember that Sage we fought?”

Ren met Iria’s eyes.

“I don’t think I’ll ever forget it.”

“It went on to become an Infernal Engine when it eventually returned. It now forms the foundation of Archangel Lilith’s powers.”

Ren shivered at Iria’s casual words.

“Sure… the Blade Angels might need bodies to throw at the Derelict. But more than that… they’re looking for exceptions. A single Archangel is worth countless Blade Angels in the first five tiers – it isn’t even a fair comparison. That’s why the Academy is as unforgiving as it is.”

Ren nodded his understanding.

They’re looking for exceptions. Irregulars who can stand out amongst the rest, rise to the rank of Archangel and change the course of our future. It’s the single objective this Academy was designed with a view of achieving.

“What are you doing this afternoon?” Iria ventured, eyes fixed on the cadets in front of them.

“I’ll probably return to the workshop and make a start on the orders.”

“Right,” Iria nodded.

“Would… you like to join me?”

Iria looked at him in surprise.

“Y-you taught me the ropes with close combat. It’s only fair that I returned the favour,” Ren said, scratching his neck. “You seemed interested back in the Wastes. Besides... business partners… and all that.”

“Right, business partners,” Iria echoed, nodding her head. “Well… I guess I’ll meet you out here after your shower?”

“Yeah, I’ll see you soon.”

They broke off from one another, heading to their respective locker rooms. When Ren glanced at one of the mirrors, he was surprised to notice a slight smile on his face.

I must be mad. Smiling after that scenario. Loraine’s physical training must have broken me.

That’s definitely it.

“Would you look at what we have here?” a voice barked out. The hustle and bustle of the locker room faded, and the cadets around him paused. Ren’s eyes darted to the source of the voice, and his eyes locked onto two cadets who were striding towards him, wearing ugly grins.

“Looks like Command have finally lost their minds. Admitting one of your kind into our Academy,” the man to his right spoke. He had messy blonde hair and a vicious, sharp grin. Piercing green eyes were locked onto Ren’s own as he approached.

That’s Ray. The asshole from the first lesson.

“I’m impressed to see that you stuck around after Loraine’s theatrics. We figured you would self-select yourself out of our cohort… but it seems we were a little too optimistic.”

“I don’t want any troub—”

The man’s fist drove deep into his abdomen, driving the air from his lungs. Ren was already winded from his earlier training. He vaguely noticed the edges of his vision turn white as pain flared from his gut. He felt fingers seize his hair, depriving him of the luxury of sinking to his knees.

“How rude of me, we haven’t introduced ourselves. My name is Ray, and this here is Gerald. It’s nice to meet you, Ren, was it? Oh, come now,” he laughed, patting him on the cheek as Ren struggled to regulate his breathing. “We aren’t savages. I just don’t want a dirty enclaver messing up our beautiful Academy. We’re just going to make sure that you take a nice long shower to wash off the muck. That’s all. Gerald here will help you with that.”

Gerald stepped forward, and through the pain and confusion, Ren felt dread well in his gut. The other man had black hair cropped close to his head. He towered over Ren as he strode forwards, his fists clenched tightly by his side.

He felt Ray’s hands yank back his head, forcing his gaze towards Gerald’s.

“Welcome to paradise, enclaver.”


Chapter 22



Iria

Iria’s arms were crossed as she watched the cadets filter out of the showers. There had been a long line in the girls’ bathroom, as always. She fully expected that Ren would have been out by the time she was done. She shifted restlessly on the spot as she waited, hefting her duffel bag draped over her shoulder.

Could he have left already? But he told me that he would wait for me. Did he change his mind? Maybe he changed his mind. Did I upset him with the sparring? Maybe it was the scenario?

Iria bit her lip, pushing away her anxious thoughts as she steadied her breathing.

“Iria, right? Hey! It’s great to meet you,” a voice called out to her left. A blonde girl with pretty green eyes smiled, approaching her from across the corridor. “I’m Yvonne. You were great in our last session, everything we’d expect from a Bladesworn. We were watching you spar.”

Yvonne inclined her head towards a group of girls who were hanging out at the opposite end of the corridor.

“We were wondering if you’d like to get lunch with us. We’re starving after Loraine’s class.”

“Thanks, Yvonne. I’m just waiting for someone. Maybe another time?” Iria replied with a smile.

“Oh! You’re talking about that boy you were sparring with? Elena over there saw him leave fifteen minutes ago. You must have missed each other.”

Iria’s eyes hovered on the blonde girl as she casually gathered her hair into a ponytail, shooting Iria a smile.

“I see. Thanks for letting me know,” Iria said with a nod, before turning away.

“You sure you don’t want to get lunch with us?”

“Sorry, Yvonne,” Iria smiled apologetically, “I’ve got a few plans today. I really should get going. Enjoy your lunch, though.”

The blonde girl gave her one final smile before joining her friends. The group of five girls seemed to be casting tentative glances towards her, but they eventually filtered down the corridor, making their way to the Academy’s exit.

Maybe he did leave, after all.

Maybe you were getting your hopes up.

Iria’s smile dropped.

No.

She felt her heart beating heavily in her chest. She broke out into a brisk walk as she headed towards the end of the corridor where the locker rooms were situated. The glances that the other male cadets were giving her weren’t the ones that she was used to.

Her walk turned into a jog, which turned into a run.

She burst into the male locker rooms, breathlessly scanning its interior. It had been almost an hour since she had last seen Ren, and the locker room was deserted. The scent of deodorant, shower gel and sweat lingered in the humid air. Iria rushed past the lockers, heading to the shower area.

Only a single shower was still running.

“Ren?” Iria called out, her voice echoing in the empty room.

She was met with silence.

Her heartbeat was deafening as she extended her hand towards the cubicle door, which was already slightly ajar.

Pushing it open, her eyes widened as they locked onto Ren’s inert form, splayed out on the ground. His face was bruised, covered in purple lumps, and he was sporting a black eye. A small line of blood trailed from swollen lips, washed away by the shower head that was raining water down on his form. A small line of blood traced lazily through the water, drawn towards the drain.

“Ren,” Iria whispered, her voice trembling. She crouched down, laying a soft hand on his cheek, gingerly turning his head to take in his injuries. He was passed out, but the slight movement of his chest indicated that he was still breathing.

Iria extracted her phone, making the call.

***

Three hours later

Ren woke to a soft, steady beeping.

“Urgh, my head.”

Everything was hurting. It even hurt to open his eyes. When he did so, he realised that he was in a medical ward. An IV drip was hooked up to his arm, and white curtains boxed him in on all sides. Ren’s eyes dropped to a pair of arms that were resting on his bed.

“Iria?”

The figure rose, eyes darting open.

“Ren!” Zhou exclaimed, darting to his feet. Ren smiled, huffing a slight breath of relief at the sight of his friend.

“They found you passed out in the locker room—”

“I took a fall, Zhou. It’s nothing to worry about.”

He knew what the offworlders thought of his kind. He had been fully expecting to receive this treatment; it was his fault that he had let his guard down.

It’s no use worrying the others.

“Right, right,” Zhou nodded, “and my name is Archangel Yingdaddy the seventh, I have a harem full of Archangels and I start my day at 5 am with a shot of vodka,” Zhou nodded sincerely.

“Zhou—”

“Those bastards beat you to within an inch of your life, dude,” Zhou said, his voice eerily calm. Ren felt a deep chill run down his spine at his friend's casual words.

Zhou was his oldest friend. Someone who never got angry, upset or frustrated like he himself was prone to. No matter what trials and tribulations the enclave faced, his friend was a rock that he had come to lean on. But when Ren peered into Zhou’s black eyes, he thought he saw something unfamiliar in them.

Something that scared him.

“Zhou, buddy. I’m fine. I promise. Yeah, they roughed me up a little. But what were we expecting, right?” Ren said, trying to force his lips into an easy grin.

It hurt to smile.

“Yeah, you’re right,” Zhou smiled, nodding back.

“Don’t do anything drastic, alright?” Ren said, closely watching his friend.

“Of course I won’t!” Zhou replied cheerily.

Fuck.

Ren dropped his own smile, wincing as he tried to sit up on his bed

“Listen, Zhou—”

“Mister Soros, it’s wonderful to see you up and about,” a mature, feminine voice echoed out. “A fall in the showers, was it? Fascinating what they’re putting in the bathroom tiles these days,” Ren’s gaze was drawn to the woman who had pushed apart the curtains.

Doctor Rainford tapped a slender finger against her cheek with a knowing smile. She removed the stethoscope, slipping its end under his clinic gown and pressed it up against his chest. In doing so, she leaned over, giving him a clear view at her large breasts that pressed up against her blouse.

“That’s a healthy heartbeat,” she said with a small smile. “Olivia! How are his bloods looking?”

“All clear!” a voice echoed out from behind the curtains.

“In that case, Mister Soros, you are free to go. If, at any point in time, your memory returns to you, and those bathroom tiles actually turned out to be fists… do let us know. Make sure he gets home safe, won’t you Mister Yingrou?”

“Yingdaddy is on the case,” Zhou said, shooting Doctor Rainford a salute.

Zhou helped him to his feet, sticking an arm under his shoulder to support him. He was lightheaded and his entire body was aching. He didn’t know which of the aches could be attributed to the beating he had received, and which were brought on by Loraine’s training.

“Iria. I told her that I’d teach her how to make the warming light,” Ren’s eyes widened in alarm.

“Zhou—”

“Don’t worry bud, what are best friends for,” Zhou grinned. “She’s waiting at the workshop.”

“She… she is? Does she know what happened?”

“I didn’t tell her anything,” Zhou shrugged.

“That’s… a relief.”

“Is it now?” Zhou quirked an eyebrow with a grin. “And why would that be?”

“N-no reason. We’ve got a lot to do. You know, with your marketing campaign and everything. We can’t get distracted.”

Zhou’s grin widened.

“I’m glad you have your priorities in order.”

***

By the time Zhou and Ren arrived at the workshop, the restaurants around the Central District had opened for dinner. Blade Angel cadets were out and about after their classes, and the Artificer’s District was relatively deserted, with most workshops having closed up for the day.

Thankfully, Ren had regained the ability to walk unassisted after gradually acclimatising to the aches and injuries. As they neared their workshop, they could see it brightly illuminated with a slight yellow hue. Iria was inside, pouring over some design documents that Ren had drawn up for the warming light.

“Iria!” Zhou called out. “Look who woke up from his nap.”

Ren cleared his throat, shooting a brief glare at his friend.

“Hey. I… slipped and fell in the shower. Sorry for the wait,” he said, as convincingly as he feasibly could. Ren’s eyes darted to the small PodBot that emerged from around the corner, feeling a sense of dread wash over him.

PodBot…

To his relief, the derpy yellow smiley face flashed brightly, but it didn’t greet them with any of its helpful truth assessments.

“Loraine’s training really took that much out of you, huh?” Iria said with a hint of a smile. “I figured something had probably come up when you didn’t show.”

“Well, I’ve got things to do. Have fun you two! Work hard and don’t slack off,” Zhou announced with a grin and a wave, having teleported a distance away when Ren hadn’t been looking.

“Zhou, what the—”

Zhou ran down the street, and Ren was inclined to follow him. He remembered that look on his friend’s face, and he was concerned that Zhou wasn’t going to let the incident go.

“You’ve got a good friend,” Iria said from behind him.

Ren turned with a smile.

“Yeah. He’s been looking out for me ever since we were little.”

Ren paused, looking down at the half-assembled warming light in Iria’s grip. He took a seat beside her, pointing towards the main housing. Iria had laid out the schematics he had drafted beside her, and she was trying to use them to figure out how to assemble it.

“This part’s tricky. You have to disassemble the housing by unscrewing this—”

“That’s a screw?” Iria said incredulously, her ruby eyes darting to his. Ren smiled, picking out a screwdriver with a smaller head and inserting it into the grooves.

“Must have been some fall, huh?”

It was only then that Ren realised his proximity to the girl. They were huddled over the device, and Ren had a clear view of her features. Her dark lashes that shadowed her ruby eyes, and her long, glossy brown hair with bangs that drooped over her forehead. She had changed into a black blouse and jeans to match. Ren caught himself staring and quickly averted his eyes back to the device.

“It was my fault. I was a little clumsy in the showers,” Ren waved away.

“Well, you don’t have to worry,” Iria smiled back. “I had a word with the Academy, they’ll look into installing some anti-slip safeguards in the locker rooms to make sure it doesn’t happen again.”

“That’s surprisingly nice of yo—” Ren raised an eyebrow, sensing the playfulness in her tone. He frowned, noticing a small scratch on Iria’s cheek. “Hey… how did you get that?” He immediately put the device aside and unconsciously placed his hands under Iria’s chin, tilting her head.

The girl’s eyes went wide, staring into his own, and it suddenly registered to Ren just what he had done.

The motion had been almost automatic. A remnant of his time trying to get her to eat the ‘susho’ he had prepared when she had been sick in the Wastes. A light blush surfaced in response to his touch, but Iria didn’t draw away.

“S-sorry,” Ren said, withdrawing his hands.

He felt anxiety building in his chest as Iria stared blankly at him.

Oh no.

Is she upset—

“I must have nicked myself playing around with this,” Iria gestured to the warming light a second later. “Guess I was just really intent to figure out how you put it together.”

“Right… you should look into getting vaccinated for tetanus. Especially if you’re going to be around the workshop.”

“Worried about me, enclaver?” Iria said, her gaze playful.

“I can’t have my business partner bowing out on me. These lights aren’t going to sell themselves,” Ren said, giving her a flat stare.

“And neither will they market themselves… I have a bad feeling that that friend of yours has something sinister in mind,” Iria shuddered. She accepted the warming light from Ren, undoing the housing by unscrewing it like he demonstrated for her.

“Did you have a friend like Zhou? One that you knew from the time you were young?”

“Something like that,” Iria said, “we grew apart but… recently we’ve been getting closer again.”

“I’m glad.”

Iria paused, her eyes narrowing and smile widening as she stared at Ren. He could feel his cheeks warming but doubled down, glaring at his ‘business partner’.

“What? Friends are good for productivity. This way you’ll churn out more warming lights.”

“Sure, sure,” Iria snorted.


Chapter 23



Selphira

Three hours earlier

“Thomas, if you fuck up that mech, I’m docking your pay again!” she yelled out to her subordinate. The artificer was trying to do something creative with the wrench, which would have either the mech or himself out of commission in record time.

“Selphira, we’ve got a problem.”

“What is it, Dave? Is it a bigger problem than the one I’m currently dealing with? Thomas is about to land himself in an early grave—”

“Selphy.”

The voice rang out in her workshop, and the artificers and technicians around her froze.

Selphira stared at her former best friend, Iria Bladesworn.

Her hands were on her knees, and she was panting hard. That was saying something, given how fit the girl was. Selphira had always been envious of her physical ability, but she hadn’t envied the training that Archangel Archeia had put her through to get there.

“Selphy, I need your help.”

Selphira’s lips quirked into a grin.

“Oh? I know you’re in your new era Iri, but coming to me—”

“Please.”

Something in her friend’s tone made her hesitate. There was a raw desperation in it which had Selphira on edge.

Iria Bladesworn was prideful. She had been raised to be. An Archangel’s daughter was subject to expectations that others weren’t. Selphira knew that very well, and she had gone to deliberate measures to ensure that the expectations placed on her were systematically dismantled and shattered to pieces.

But Iria?

She had always been a slave to her pride for as long as Selphira had known her. When she had heard that Iria was joining the induction and descending to Earth against her mother’s wishes to rescue the enclavers, Selphira had almost choked on her meal. But even that she could understand. Iria wanted to make her way to Class A on her own merit. She didn’t want it handed to her by her mother.

This was nothing like that.

“They almost killed him. They beat him within an inch of his life in the locker room.”

“Woah, woah,” Selphira said softly, approaching her childhood friend and crouching down. “Slow down. Who are you talking about? What happened exactly?”

“Ren. After Combat 101, we went to the showers. I found him passed out on the floor, his face beaten to a pulp. The nurse said that if I hadn’t gotten to him sooner, he could have choked on shower water,” Iria panted, her eyes wide.

She really cares about him. Enough to put her pride aside. Maybe even enough to disinherit herself.

Iria, you idiot.

“What do you want to do?”

“It can’t happen again,” Iria said, her voice dripping with a mixture of desperation and venom. “If we let this slide, they’ll keep hurting him, over and over. Selphy…”

Selphira felt her blood chill.

I understand now. It isn’t just about him, is it, Iria?

Iria ran her fingers through her hair, her gaze fixed on the workshop floor.

“He was just coming around to us. Offworlders. I think... he’s like me. He’s been raised to hate us, but he decided to stay anyway. To give us a chance. And then this happens? We’re just proving him right, that the citizens think enclavers are useless scum.”

“Where do you want me, Iri?”

Iria seemed to steady herself, realising that Selphira’s arm was on her shoulder.

“You’ll… you’ll help?”

“Of course I’ll help, you dummy,” Selphira smirked. “I couldn’t care less about that enclaver, but…”

Iria stared at her.

“Oh, don’t make me say it. Now where are we goin—”

Iria lunged forwards, drawing Selphira into a tight hug. Her golden eyes were wide and her arms hung in the air. She was unsure where she should place them. Selphira grumbled but gave her friend a squeeze.

“I missed you.”

“You’re hopeless, you know that?”

“You’re really willing to do this?” Iria asked.

“I’ve been dying to get kicked out of that damned Academy since Mother enrolled me. I just hadn’t landed on a grand enough way to manage it. Are you kidding? I’m in,” she grinned, extending her arm out to the side and summoning her golden greatsword in a flash of iridescent, golden particles.

“Let me make a call,” Iria said. She dialled the number in and placed the receiver next to her ear.

“Hey Zhou. I’m going to… you’ve already found out who did it?”

Iria’s ruby gaze met Selphira, and the look that the Bladesworn gave her made her blood run cold.

***

“Ugh, that was cathartic, I needed it after that bitch’s lesson,” Ray yawned, leaning back in his pool. “Gerald, you’re an artist, you know that? That enclaver bastard was practically unrecognisable by the time you were done. You’re a modern genius.”

Gerald grinned, flexing his enormous biceps before taking a sip of his beer placed by the poolside. Ray laughed. The meathead barely had any functional braincells, but he was useful when it came to pushing his weight around in the Academy.

Ray sighed, working the ache out of his muscles. Instructor Loraine had pushed them hard, but there was a reason she had been selected to induct the newbies. He was crossing his fingers that he’d be paired up with that enclaver bastard next lesson. Accidents always happened during a spar, no matter how careful you tried to be.

“What are the Archangels thinking, letting that rabble into the Academy?” Ray remarked, swirling the champagne in his glass. “The way I see it, we’ve done them a favour. Why waste resources on—”

“Ray.”

“Yeah? What is it?” Ray turned to his friend.

“Heard something from inside the house,” Gerald grunted. “Want me to check it out?”

“It’s probably Deathcatcher acting up. It’s mealtime. Go sort it out.”

Gerald acceded with a grunt, pulling himself out of the pool.

“And remember to towel yourself off before— oh you dumbass,” Ray swore as he watched the meathead enter his apartment still dripping from his time in the pool.

Ray closed his eyes, enjoying the artificial breeze that blew through the habitable zone. His gaze drifted to the transparent roof of the habitat, which displayed the abyss filled with twinkling stars above them.

He heard a cluttering sound echo from his room.

“Gerald, you dumbass. You’d better not have broken anything in there.”

Ray heaved a sigh, climbing out of the pool and heading for his room.

“It’s a simple task, idiot. All you had to do was feed the—”

Ray froze.

He stared at his friend, slumped against the side of his bed. Blood trailed from the edges of Gerald’s lips and he was wheezing. His face was a mess of blue and purple hues, a tapestry that surpassed what they had left on that enclaver earlier that day.

Ray immediately spun on his heel, only to find the doorway blocked by a young woman. She had faintly glowing golden eyes, and her hands were resting on the black hilt of a glowing golden greatsword. Her lips were drawn into a sharp smile, and a broken HALO hovered over her head.

“Deadbeat,” Ray sneered, “if the public find out about this, they’ll drag your Mother’s name through the mud. Do you know who my father is—”

“All the better then,” she said, smiling sweetly. “I’m no big fan of my mother. But I’m not the one you have to worry about. She is.”

Ray felt a chill wash over him, goosebumps erupting across his forearms. He barely had time to react as the kick slammed into his liver. His vision flashed before his eyes as he doubled over, feeling an overwhelming wave of nausea. But his assailant didn’t give him the liberty of vomiting. Before he could react, he felt a punch bury itself in his ribs, feeling something give way.

The taste of iron surfaced on his tongue, before a palm slammed itself into the side plane of his face. His head lolled backwards, thumping up against the wall behind him. Through bleary eyes, he made out a girl with ruby red eyes and long brown-black hair. She sported a blood-red HALO over her head, a HALO that he had never noticed her sporting during their lessons.

“B-bladesworn,” he mumbled.

“Ray, is it? Tell me, are you going to threaten my family too?” she said with a soft smile, leaning towards him. “Careful, you’ll get into my good graces if you do. I’d love to see that hag crash and burn.”

He felt fingers grip his cheeks, squeezing them tightly and bunching up the folds of his skin.

“Do not attack Ren again. Or Zhou.”

“They’re enclavers—” Ray spat, a fleck of his spit landing on Iria’s face. He lashed out with a swipe of his own, which landed across Iria’s cheek. He grinned with satisfaction when he realised that the ring he was wearing had left a mark – a small cut just under her cheekbone.

Iria smiled.

“And you’re just a sack of meat when it comes down to it,” she whispered, leaning in fearlessly.

“Stay away from them,” she said simply.

“Go fuck yours—”

Iria kneed him in the abdomen, making his consciousness flicker. He collapsed to the ground, coughing and struggling to breathe as pain wracked his body.

He barely registered the fist as it slammed into his right cheekbone. Ray felt something dislodge in his mouth before the side of his face impacted the cold floor. Peering through the blood and tears in his vision, Ray watched Selphira crouch by the doorway.

“Hey buddy,” Selphira said as a dog wagging its tail sauntered up to her. “Iri, we should put out some food. I doubt either of them will be able to move a muscle tonight.”

“Here boy!” Iria called out, beaming as she scratched Deathcatcher under the chin. “They said dogs are like their owners, but you’re nothing like that trash,” she said sweetly.

Ray watched the pair of cadets pour out a heaped serving of dogfood onto the floor of his apartment, before striding out of his room.

***

Iria Bladesworn

Three hours later

Iria watched Ren tinker with the warming light in his hands.

He didn’t realise it, but whenever he was in the midst of tinkering, it was like he transformed into a different person. His eyes were alight with excitement, and it was like he had forgotten the pain of the bruises and lumps that covered his face. Every so often, she would watch him unconsciously wince from the pain of smiling and feel a deep stab of guilt in her chest.

But all she could do was smile and nod, wishing that she had been there sooner to stop it.

“It was my fault. I was a little clumsy in the showers,” Ren said.

Iria tried to ensure that neither of her eyebrows twitched as Ren delivered his pathetic excuse of a coverup.

“Well, you don’t have to worry,” Iria smiled back. “I had a word with the Academy, they’ll look into installing some anti-slip safeguards in the locker rooms to make sure it doesn’t happen again.”

“That’s surprisingly nice of yo—” Ren raised an eyebrow.

Ren’s grey eyes latched onto something on the side of her face. Ren’s brows drew together in a frown as his voice fell.

“Hey… how did you get that?”

Iria’s breath caught as Ren placed the device in his hands down, almost casually placing his hands beneath her chin and gingerly tilting her head to examine the cut.

His skin was calloused and slightly rough against her cheek. Even so, his touch was as light as a feather, and she felt a gentle thumb brush the skin beneath her wound.

Her heart was hammering in her chest, but she resisted the instinctive urge to pull away. Not that it was particularly strong.

After a moment, Ren seemed to register what he had just done.

“S-sorry,” he whispered.

Iria stared at the enclaver. Something at the edges of her memory tugged at her, itching at her attention. She frowned, desperately attempting to cling to the thought, but eventually aborting her efforts when she saw the look of worry painted across Ren’s face.

“I must have nicked myself playing around with this,” she gestured to the warming light.

***

Later that night, Iria stared at the ceiling in her room. It was almost three hours into the night cycle, and she hadn’t been able to fall asleep. Not out of fear of retribution from Ray or Gerald, or because of the consequences that might follow because of her actions.

Her attention was fixed on the memory at the very edges of her consciousness that continued to itch at her.

“Come on… why is it…”

Her eyes shot wide open as the memories of that day returned to her.

“He… he… I… susho…medicine…”

Iria buried her face in her pillow and screamed.


Chapter 24



“Iria… is everything alright?” Ren whispered under his breath. They were seated together in their very first Derelict Machinery class. From the moment he saw her out in the living room, Ren had the sinking feeling that something was on her mind.

Shit…

Saying I took a fall in the shower might have been a stretch. Is she beginning to doubt what I told her?

The swelling had subsided somewhat after a good night’s rest, but the aftermath of the assault remained visible across his face. Every so often, Ren would catch her casting furtive glances at him out of the corner of her eye.

Maybe I’ll have to start wearing a mask. It might even help with all the looks the other cadets are giving me, too.

“Androids,” a voice sounded out.

Ren was jolted out of his reverie at the word.

The Instructor for their Derelict Machinery class was an elderly man in his fifties.

Instructor Holo was what Ren imagined a university professor would have looked like in Earth’s heyday. A grey and subdued HALO hovered over his head, and he was paging through a book on his lectern as he delivered the lecture. An astute observer would have noticed that the Instructor wasn’t reading the books so much as feeling them.

His fingers ran over braille indentations covering the pages.

“An innocent term used to encapsulate a truly terrifying idea. A term uttered softly in dark rooms to instil us with the thrill of dread,” Instructor Holo’s lips quirked upwards. “A term equally uttered to our children to keep them compliant. A term employed in parables to deter them from speaking to strangers. ‘Android’, my dear students, is a term used to refer to Derelict that have managed to evolve to mimic humanity.”

Ren felt a wave of uneasiness wash over his classmates.

“Consider the implications. Derelict that have managed to bridge the gap between their soulless metallic forms and our own of flesh and blood. But it doesn’t stop at purely physical changes. They supposedly possess the ability to mimic the emotions that we feel – happiness, despair, envy, greed and sorrow,” he continued. “And to what end? Some say that they were meant to infiltrate human society. Sleeper agents meant to be activated to devastating effect when humanity was at its most vulnerable. Others claim that they are a subspecies of Derelict that has rebelled against their own kind.”

Instructor Holo gave them a wry smile.

“An urban legend and a myth. But a terrifying one, no less,” Instructor Holo pushed his glasses up the bridge of his nose. “Some of the refugees housed in enclaves across the planet espouse the view that we aboard the Pride Enduring are said descendants of the Derelict. Machines wrought in human form, that have forgotten their origin. Machines that now war against their creators, none the wiser,” Instructor Holo chuckled.

His milky eyes glinted as he adjusted the cane leaning up against the lectern.

“Perhaps they speak the truth. Perhaps, we have forgotten our origin, and we now mimic a forgotten people. Let us venture into the unknown, class. If we accept the premise that our flesh and blood are synthetic, that we are truly the product of Derelict evolution, then what do you make of our existence? Our worth?”

Instructor Holo’s words hung heavily in the air. Ren’s eyes slipped to Iria once more, and he caught her ruby eyes lingering on him before she blinked, redirecting her gaze to the front.

There’s definitely something troubling her.

“Hey,” Ren whispered under his breath, “I’m a little disappointed, aren’t you? I thought this guy was meant to teach us how to build stuff. Instead, he’s telling us stories,” Ren huffed softly.

“Stories, hmm?” Iria replied softly.

He could feel his cheeks colour.

Maybe I am laying it on a big thick…

“Ren Soros. Do you perhaps have some insight to share with the class?” Instructor Holo smiled.

How did he—

Instructor Holo has sharp ears.

“Uh… no Instru—”

“Stand.”

Ren stood to his feet. He could feel the gazes of his fellow cadets drilling into him. He was, after all, an enclaver from the surface. Little did they know, he had also previously been a staunch proponent for the view that Instructor Holo was discussing.

“Perhaps you could share your view on the question.”

Ren blanched, swallowing down a lump in his throat.

“I’d say that hypothetically speaking… synthetic skin and blood don’t really make a difference to one’s value… so long as their goals are directed towards—”

“Saving humanity?” Instructor Holo offered.

Ren nodded in reply.

Whispers rippled throughout the classroom. He swore that he noticed some of his classmates pointing discreetly in his direction with wide eyes.

“Some would say that such a view is sacrilegious,” Instructor Holo chuckled.

“But was it not the one that you were leading us to?” Ren protested. He watched Instructor Holo’s lips draw into a smile. “If you embody what it means to be human to the very core… does it matter what you’re made of?”

Ren bit his lip, resisting the urge to glance at Iria.

“Thank you, Mister Soros. You have brought us to the very heart of the debate. What does it mean to be human? It is a question relevant to us in not one but two ways. How much of our humanity do we sacrifice by integrating cores and awakening our HALOs? Does climbing the tiers change us? I will leave those questions to you to ponder and explore. But the other way that it is relevant to us, is how it relates to the exercise of creation.”

Instructor Holo smiled.

“If the Derelict were not our creators… if we are not machine creations of synthetic flesh and blood that have forgotten our origin… if we are human… then perhaps we had another creator. Or perhaps, we are truly born of the void, made of the stuff of stars and nebulae. Miracles born from chaos. Meaning born from nothing. Which brings us to my conclusion. The objective of this class is to create something meaningful to you. Not something that will sell, or something that will change the fates of everyone aboard Pride Enduring. It doesn’t have to be grand and complex, but it does have to matter. Now,” Instructor Holo clapped. “Without further ado, let us—”

A stern tone echoed through the lecture theatre’s PA speakers.

“Cadets Iria and Selphira. Report to the Headmaster’s Office immediately.”

Instructor Holo’s voice was drowned out by the mutters of the cadets around them that rose into a crescendo.

“Iria—”

“I’ll be right back,” Iria smiled briefly, waving him off when he made to stand with her.

There was something in her smile that set him on edge. Without another word, Iria rose from her seat, descending down past the tiered lecture seats and towards the exit. Ren watched the girl leave the lecture hall as the voices of the cadets around him rose higher.

“Settle down now!” Instructor Holo exclaimed, slamming his cane to the ground, attempting to regain control of his class.

Ren rose to his feet, heading for the exit.

***

Iria

“You do understand what you’ve done?” Archangel Zelphyr said, interlocking his fingers on the wooden desk before him. A navy blue HALO with two concentric rings burned over the head of the Headmaster of Blade Academy. “Breaking and entering. Use of your HALO to perpetuate harm against citizens of the Pride Enduring. Not just any citizen, mind you, but the son of an Archangel,” he gritted out.

The Archangel glared at the two cadets responsible for beating Ray and Gerald to within an inch of their lives.

“What do you have to say for yourselves?”

“That you’re a hypocrite,” Iria replied calmly.

Out of the corner of her eye, she could see Selphira crack a grin, desperately attempting not to burst out into laughter.

“Do you think this is a joke, Cadet Bladesworn?”

“I don’t go by that name anymore, Archangel,” Iria replied calmly.

“No, of course you don’t,” he said with a sigh, leaning back in his chair.

“I also think your Academy is a joke,” Iria continued, almost as an afterthought.

“Pfft,” Selphira snorted.

A dark navy hue entered the Headmaster’s irises. He flexed his internal energy, allowing it to fill the air around them. Iria felt the humidity in the room skyrocket.

After a minute, it felt suffocating to breathe. Some Blade Angels possessed powers over the elements, and Zelphyr was one of them. That was the Potential that he had unlocked.

“Trying to scare us, Uncle Zelphyr?” Iria scoffed. “You should know by now that that won’t work.”

Zelphyr stared at the daughters of two of the Pride’s strongest Archangels. They just so happened to be among the minority of cadets that he couldn’t intimidate with a flashy show of his powers. Girls he also happened to be familiar with from the time they were no taller than his knees, who were wielding said familiarity against him.

“Do not test my patience—”

“Testing your patience?” Iria’s eyes darkened.

“Ray and Gerald beat Ren almost to death in the men’s locker room for his crime of being born an enclaver,” Iria gritted out, stepping towards the Archangel’s desk. “They did it in open view of the entire cohort. You either didn’t care to intervene or failed to monitor the risk to them appropriately. If you had, there would have been no reason for Selphira and I to intervene.”

“I don’t think you understand the gravity of your actions,” Zelphyr said with a sigh. “The usual punishment for assaulting a student, whatever your justification, is expulsion.”

“Then—” Iria began, before Zelphyr raised a hand.

“And if you instead informed me of Ray and Gerald’s transgressions… I might have been able to do something about it. Now? My hands are tied. Which brings me back to my point.”

Zelphyr’s eyes shifted to Selphira’s.

“Expulsion. And for bringing your abilities as a Blade Angel to bear against your own kind, the penalty is clear. Core removal.”

Iria bit down the feeling of nausea that surfaced at the Archangels words. Although, she supposed she did have it coming for her show of petulance. She was feeling especially emotional that morning, and it had nothing to do with the recent memories from her time in the Wastes that had returned to her.

Not in the slightest.

“Don’t threaten me with a good time,” Selphira smirked, whose mood seemed to have improved immeasurably after Zelphyr’s threat.

Archangel Zelphyr heaved a sigh.

“Both of you will be barred from obtaining any ascension materials for the remainder of the courses you’re currently enrolled in, irrespective of your performance in your classes. Which would be relevant to you, Cadet Selphira, if you attended your classes in the first place—”

“What?” Iria exclaimed.

“Pussy,” Selphira muttered under her breath. “Remove my core and get it over with, I dare you.”

“You know full well that you would die, Cadet Selphira,” the Archangel said, interlinking his fingers once more and leaning over his desk. “Attempting to pull out the shards of the core that you yourself shattered would be a recipe for disaster. You would be grievously injured.”

“Exactly,” Selphira smirked, “I can’t wait to see the look on Mum’s face when she finds out. If I’m alive to see it, that is.”

Zelphyr looked at Iria.

“You have leave to continue attending your classes, Cadet Iria. But you will not be able to ascend further. Not until I decide otherwise.”

“And how exactly are you going to punish Ray and Gerald,” Iria snapped back, “are they—”

“A two-week suspension with the same condition. If I hear of another instance of bullying, they will be expelled permanently.”

“A suspension—”

The Headmaster held up a hand.

“You won’t always be able to fight Cadet Soros’s battles for him, Iria. As much as you and I might hate it, he will be on the receiving end of vitriol for the simple fact of his status as an enclaver. He will need to learn to navigate those challenges himself. Part of those challenges… are defeating his own demons, if you get my meaning.”

Iria glared at the Headmaster, but let out a sigh when she realised that he’d made up his mind.

“You’re free to go.”

Headmaster Zelphyr fixed them with a steady stare, and the girls’ flippancy slowly ebbed away as they sensed his sincerity.

“It is a controversial decision, I’m well aware. It will no doubt be spun as blatant favouritism, but the both of you are right. We cannot stand for such divisive violence in the Academy. Especially against the refugees. If we begin to fight amongst ourselves, then we are as good as doomed.”

Silence hung heavily in the air between them. The Headmaster’s words were a reminder of just what the stakes were. Something that Instructor Loraine had sought to remind them of with her class on ‘strategy’. They didn’t have the liberty of being embroiled in petty fights with schoolyard bullies.

Not when humanity’s very fate was balanced precariously on a knife’s edge.

“I’m proud of you both,” Headmaster Zelphyr said.

“Sorry, Headmaster,” Iria said reluctantly.

“You won’t hear it from me, Uncle Zelph,” Selphira said, sticking her tongue out at the Archangel.

“Out.”

***

Headmaster Zelphyr

The Headmaster watched the two troublemakers depart from his office.

Iria Bladesworn, the sole daughter of Archangel Archeia. She had done the unthinkable, breaking free from the cage her mother had created for her. Forging an alliance with the enclavers that they had welcomed into the Academy. An unprecedented development in the Pride Enduring’s history. The arrogant, prideful and spoilt girl had turned into something else altogether.

Then, there was the matter of the outcast. The chosen daughter who had forsaken the path that her mother had set for her. The girl who had shattered her own HALO to protest the injustice that her mother had overlooked.

The eldest daughter of Archangel Lilith herself. A young woman who now secluded herself in her workshop, eschewing the fate that her mother had written for her. One who had turned into a bitter, hateful shell of the young woman she had once been.

Close childhood friends whose bond had been forged despite their families’ opposition. He still remembered them when they were no taller than his hip. So different were they in their bearing and personality, that he had never imagined that there would be a friendship to be found.

They had proved him wrong.

And today, as Zelphyr watched Iria and Selphira leave his office, he realised that he had been proven wrong once again.

“The winds are shifting. I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised that you were right.”

His eyes fell on the greatest surprise of them all.

Ren Soros.

The enclaver boy who had been eavesdropping outside his office throughout their conversation. A boy raised in the Wastes, a talented Artificer, but far from the greatest that the Pride had seen.

Headmaster Zelphyr’s eyes lingered on the young man as he watched Ren confront Iria, the young man’s eyes filled with conflicting emotions as he discovered the truth behind her presence in his office.

“Lilith… I hope you know what you’re doing.”

Then, when he realised that the pair outside his door had started shouting, he let out a hefty sigh, knowing that he wouldn’t be budging from his office for the foreseeable future.

Some words needed to be exchanged.

“The things I do for my students.”


Chapter 25



Ren stared at Iria.

The smile that had been plastered across her face during Derelict Machinery had crumbled away and was nowhere to be seen. Selphira had brushed past them wordlessly, no doubt heading back to her workshop.

“You… you beat them up?”

When Iria tried to move past him, Ren stepped into her path.

“Why?”

“What do you mean why?” Iria’s voice was hoarse. “They beat you to within an inch of your life! What did you expect me to do? To smile while I knew that you had almost drowned in a puddle of your own blood? What did you do to deserve that, Ren?”

“You know what I said.”

Ren averted his gaze.

“I said that I hated you. That I hated all of you. I called you Androids. I mocked the lives that you lost fighting the Derelict by calling you their servants. I’m the last person you should be defending—”

“And are you forgetting what I said in return? Iria retorted, stepping towards him. “I said that you were wastes of space, not worth the air you breathed,” her voice hiked higher, cracking. “I didn’t see the enclavers as people. I saw you as points. As a box to tick to get into Class A. I don’t get to pin it on my mother. If I do that, then I’m no better than her.”

Ren gripped Iria’s shoulders, “I don’t care how you saw me. Every single thing you’ve done since then…” he trailed off. His eyes widened as he registered her words.

“Your mother… that’s right. You left your family.”

“ALERT. Truth, Mister Soros,” PodBot intoned, flying out of Iria’s satchel.

“Why did you leave your family, Iria?”

Iria scoffed, attempting to pull free of his grip.

“I just wanted to be independent—”

“ALERT. Lie.”

“She pissed me off—”

“ALERT. Lie.”

“Shut up!” she yelled at the PodBot.

“Why did you leave, Iria?”

“I…”

Iria fell silent.

“I was afraid I would turn into her.”

“ALERT. Lie.”

This time Iria’s eyes widened, darting to the PodBot in confusion.

“What did you say—”

“You changed, Iria.” Ren said simply.

“You don’t understand,” she gritted, tears surfacing. “I hated enclavers. I thought that we were wasting time and lives risking dives to the surface to rescue you. Worse. I thought that those who reached the Pride were out to sabotage us. I… I…”

Ren’s gaze softened.

“Don’t look at me like that!”

Tears were streaming down her face, her own fists curled tightly and her knuckles white.

“You think you know me, Ren? You don’t. Ray? Gerald? I was just like them. No. What I did was worse. Because what they did to you? You were a stranger. You meant nothing to them,” Iria’s voice escaped as a whisper. “What kind of monster would do the same to a friend?”

“What do you—”

Iria pushed past him, rushing away from the Headmaster’s office.

“Iria, wait!”

Heedless of his calls, she began to run down the corridor, far quicker than he could follow. His body was still wracked by pain from Instructor Loraine’s class and his misadventure in the locker room.

What the hell is she talking about?

Saying she was worse than Ray and Gerald?

“Damnit,” he muttered under his breath, following suit.

***

Ren found Iria in the forest habitat. The soft trickling of water echoed through the air, the small stream carving between the tree trunks and the moss underfoot. She had returned to her original camping site, and was seated alone on a rocky overhang.

The faint trails of her tears were visible on her cheeks, and her soft breaths were just barely audible from her silent sobs. Iria angrily rubbed at her eyes, as if frustrated at the tears that were escaping.

Ren took a seat beside her.

For a moment, they just sat together in silence. Feeling the artificial winds shift through the tree leaves and the sound of the small stream wash over them.

“There’s something I need to tell you about,” she said under her breath.

Ren nodded, staying silent.

“It started right here. At this very spot.”

***

Eight years ago – aboard the Pride Enduring

Iria Bladesworn – 13 years old

“Why do you hate your Mum?” Iria said, legs dangling off the rock she was perched on while she stared at the stream below. Her eyes wandered to her best friend, who was balanced precariously on a log that had fallen over the artificial river.

The habitat had been newly constructed and was inaccessible to the public. A useless and inconsequential room, when all things were considered. But as Iria looked up at the trees around her and carpets of moss and grass that covered its surface, she could almost fool herself into thinking that she was on Earth’s surface.

“She never comes home. All she talks about is work. She always wants something from me,” Selphira listed off as her arms tilted diagonally, maintaining her balance on the log.

“What about you?” she asked, golden eyes darting upwards to meet Iria’s where she was seated on the rocky overhang.

“Same…”

“That sucks,” Selphira offered.

“But I don’t care,” Iria harrumphed, crossing her arms. “She would never let me come here if she was home. So I’m happy.”

“Are you sure we can trust that guy?” Selphira quirked an eyebrow, shooting a frown towards Reevus, who was standing a distance away. “He’s shady. He might tell your Mum about this.”

The butler somehow had an uncanny tendency to fade into the background. Selphira had almost mistaken him for a distant tree before she caught herself.

“I can assure you, Selphira, I am perfectly discreet.”

“But how do I know for sure?” Selphira said, her brows drawing closer. “You could be a spy.”

“I can also assure you, Selphira, that I am here solely for your well-being and nothing more.”

“Prove it,” Selphira pronounced, crossing her arms and tilting her chin upwards. The girl of all of eight years of age stared down the older butler with a golden glare reminiscent of her mother. Or that was how she liked to think of it.

“We’ll promise not to do anything silly. Not to climb any trees. Now go away.”

“Selphira!” Iria protested. “Don’t be mean to Reevy.”

The butler smiled, and his glance seemed to shift to some bushes nearby, lingering for just a moment, before returning to Selphira.

“Of course. Do be careful, both of you. No climbing. Or swimming, Miss Bladesworn.”

“Hey! What about me?” Selphira protested.

“I’m not your butler, Selphira.”

“And you don’t call me ‘miss’ either! That’s not fair!”

“Perhaps I would if you started acting like one.”

With one final smile in their direction, the butler retreated a distance away. Iria wasn’t so dumb to believe that he would leave them entirely unattended. But it did seem like he was generous enough to allow the pair of them bonding time by themselves. Something that was a rarity to her, and something that made her all the more grateful to her guardian.

“Psst,” Selphira whispered out of the edge of her lips.

“That bush has arms.”

Iria’s eyes went as round as marbles as they fixed themselves on the pair of arms that were protruding from the bush.

“Woah.”

“Come out! We see you!” Selphira shrieked, running towards the bush.

“AHHHH! Get away from me!”

A girl with dark green hair and emerald eyes to match tumbled out of the bushes. She was dressed in clothes similar to their own. The elegant white clothes of those who lived in the Eden District – the district reserved for Archangels, decorated officials and their families.

The girl wore her hair in a bob cut, and her eyes were gleaming with open curiosity as she stared at them. She looked to be about their age. The lower part of her dress was scuffed with mud and dirt from crouching in the bush.

“H-hi.”

“Who are you?” Iria frowned, regarding the newcomer with suspicion.

“Who are you?” the strange girl replied back with indignance.

Iria bristled, staring at the interloper. Selphira, on the other hand, was staring at the girl with open curiosity.

“How did you get in here?”

“I… I followed you.”

The pair of girls exchanged a glance, watching as the green-haired girl plucked a twig out of her hair.

“Hey… want to go exploring with us?” Selphira immediately volunteered, extending a hand to the girl. Her emerald eyes grew as round as coins, before she eagerly accepted it.

“Selphy!” Iria protested. “We don’t know who she is? She could be—”

“A spy?” Selphira rolled her eyes. “We already have your butler around. We might as well make friends with her too. What’s your name?” Selphira asked, far more gently than Iria’s initial demand.

“I’m Evie.”

“I’m Selphy and that grumpy girl over there is Iria. Want to be friends?”

Evie’s eyes which had been previously filled with apprehension, brightened. To Iria’s intense disapproval, Evie linked arms with Selphy where they were walking ahead of her. Evie cast a sly glance back at her, sticking her tongue out in triumph.

“YOU—”

Selphira, who was watching Iria’s antics out of the corner of her eye, burst into laughter.

“HEY!” Iria shouted, chasing them as the girls ran through the forest habitat.

A distance away, a smiling butler watched on, leaning against a tree all but forgotten.

***

“So… your mum and dad are scientists? Working with Archangel Viltrick?” Selphira asked, chewing on the snacks they had prepared for the day. They were seated on a picnic blanket that Reevus had laid out for them, and were digging into some pastries.

“Mmhm!”

“No wonder you’re living in the Eden district,” Selphira said, swallowing down her pastry.

“Where did you live before?” Iria asked.

“In an… I mean, we lived in an apartment in Sector 2D,” Evie replied.

Iria’s ire had subsided when she realised that Evie the interloper wasn’t in fact trying to steal her friend, but just trying to get a rise out of her. Evie was clearly nervous around them, and she had a tendency to stumble over her words.

“Oh. That’s good.”

Evie frowned.

“Good?”

“Yeah! My Mum says that the dirty enclavers live in Sector 3C. You’re close to them… but not too close. They might hurt you, you know?” Iria announced matter-of-factly.

Evie’s emerald green eyes were wide and her mouth was agape as she stared at Iria. It was a reaction that many of her peers sported after she advised them as to the danger the enclavers posed.

“I’ve got an idea,” Selphira announced. “Let’s play hide and seek!”

“Hmph, you’ll never find me,” Iria crossed her arms.

“Then how about this… I’ll pair with Evie. I bet that we’ll find you in five minutes.”

“And what if you don’t?” Iria glared back with the full force of her confidence.

“Then… you get to choose where we hang out next,” Selphira gave her a smug smile.

***

Selphira

“Ten, nine, eight—” Evie began, before Selphira stepped up to her.

“Hey, Evie?”

“Y-yeah?”

“Don’t mind her,” Selphira said, her golden eyes lingering on Iria’s path through the forest. “Her mum is the one who fills her head with those ideas. Or that’s what my mum tells me. She isn’t a bad person.”

“W-what do you mean?” Evie said, her face as pale as a sheet.

“I know.”

“Y-y-you do?” Evie said, biting her lip to prevent her sob from escaping.

Selphira couldn’t help but feel for the green-haired girl. She gently took her hand up in hers as they began to stride into the forest in search of Iria.

“You’ll see. Iri is kind and she cares a lot about her friends. You can trust her. But…” Selphira’s smile fell. “You can’t trust her mum. You know Archangel Archeia?”

Evie’s emerald eyes widened.

“Yeah. So, let’s keep that a secret for now, ok?”

“M-my parents really are scientists. And we do live in the Eden district.”

“I don’t care who you are. And neither does Iri, no matter what she says.”

Selphira squeezed Evie’s hand.

***

Iria

“What’s taking those two so long?” Iria muttered under her breath. “They’d better not be talking without m—”

“BOO!” Selphira and Evie yelled from behind her, making Iria shriek and fall to the ground.

“W-what do you think you’re doing? How did you find me?” Iria stared at them incredulously. To her infinite frustration, Selphira glibly pointed at Reevus a short distance away.

“We followed your butler.”

“REEVY!” Iria exclaimed, stomping her foot. “You gave me away! No fair, I would have won otherwise!”

“You’re such a sore loser,” Selphira snorted, her golden eyes twinkling with triumph.

Evie, on the other hand, was just warily watching Iria. Noticing the other girl’s discomfort, Iria pushed down her annoyance, instead settling for sticking her tongue out in Selphira’s direction.

“But… because you’re my besty, you can choose the next place we hang out,” Selphira grinned.

Iria immediately brightened.

“Really? Then we’re having it at my house,” Iria said, barely containing her excitement.

“What about your mum?” Selphira said, her eyes narrowing. “You know that she doesn’t like me.”

“That isn’t true…” Iria waved away her words.

“Yes it is.”

Iria looked pleadingly towards her butler, whose face was utterly impassive.

“Promise that you won’t tell, Reevy. You gave me away.”

“I sincerely promise that I will not disclose your activities to your mother, Miss Iria.”

“There,” Iria proclaimed with satisfaction. “And… you can come over when she’s away. And she’s away a lot! We have tea together on Saturdays.”

“Only on Saturdays?” Evie said tentatively. “You don’t see her on other days?”

Something seemed to change in Evie’s face as Iria spoke. She could hardly understand what was so strange about what she shared. Her mother was very busy; it wasn’t like she could be there to spend time with her every day. Parents who had the time to do that were bums.

“Am I invited as well?” Evie piped up timidly.

“Hmph,” Iria harrumphed.

“If Evie doesn’t go, I won’t go either,” Selphira grinned.

“Hey, you—”

Selphira and Evie took off into the woods, their laughter bubbling upwards into the treetops.

Iria Bladesworn – 15 years old

Two years later

“Get down, they’ll see us!” Iria hissed under her breath.

The trio were crouched in a bush at the heart of Blade Academy. They were a long way away from where they were supposed to be – namely, their math class in Eden College.

A group of cadets passed by in their signature bodysuits. Every so often, they would glimpse a glowing HALO hanging over the heads of one of the instructors or a cadet, and they would take turns guessing the nature of their powers.

“She’s cool… and she’s got a purple HALO,” Iria whispered under her breath.

“That’s the Academy’s head doctor!” Evie exclaimed, before remembering that they were supposed to be on a discreet and covert infiltration.

“And how do you know that, hmm?” Iria smirked, poking her friend in the side. Evie shot her a flat stare as Selphira chuckled behind them.

“My, my. What do we have here?” the woman’s voice washed over them where they were crouched.

Iria broke away from her staring contest with Evie, realising that the subject of their conversation was staring at them with her hands on her hips.

Iria immediately pointed at Evie.

“She convinced me to do it!” she said with a barely concealed grin as her friend poked Iria back in her side, causing a laugh to bubble out.

“Evie? Anything to say for yourself?” the head doctor said with a smile.

“We… we just wanted to see the cadets,” Evie said meekly.

“Oh?” she said. “Planning on becoming Blade Angels yourselves now, are you?”

The trio blushed under the head doctor’s scrutiny.

“Well you’re hardly going to be able to do that if you keep messing about. But I’ll make an exception. Just this once,” she said with a wink.

“Wanna see the gymnasium?”

***

“That… was… awesome,” Iria whispered reverently.

“I told you it would be a good idea,” Evie grinned back.

“But how did she know you?”

“We’re family friends,” Evie waved off. “She spends lots of time with my mum.”

Selphira had broken off a few minutes earlier, heading back to her house. Iria was walking a short distance in front of Evie, her mind still reeling from the wonders that the head doctor had introduced them to.

She could hardly wait to join the Academy herself. And if the things she heard about Class A were anything to go by, she had to make it in.

“Hey… Iria?”

“Mm?”

“Are… you free this afternoon?” Evie said meekly, her cheeks coloured by a light blush. “There’s… somewhere that I want to bring you.”

All thoughts of the Academy instantly fled from Iria’s head.

“Are you… you’re actually going to…”

“Yeah.”

“I’ve waited so long! I thought you were never going to invite me to your house!”

Evie looked slightly apprehensive, but Iria’s energy was infectious. She nodded, gently pulling Iria in the direction of her home.

Iria knew that Evie had invited Selphira to her house before. The pair had gone to great lengths to conceal it, and it had all been very scandalous when she first found out. But Iria knew that they had something special. She wouldn’t let petty jealousy get in the way of their friendship.

“I still can’t believe it took you this long,” Iria mumbled under her breath.

“We’re here.”

“Oh…”

Iria looked up at a quaint cottage situated on the fringes of the Eden District. Where her house was situated at its very heart, a sprawling mansion filled with beautiful gardens and cavernous rooms, Evie’s home was…

“It’s… cozy?” Iria offered, self-consciously clearing her throat.

“You’re an idiot,” Evie snorted, poking her in the side, before pulling her towards the house.

“Mum, dad, I’m home!”

“Evie Leyfa, you are in big trouble, young woman—”

A middle-aged woman with faint smile lines at the edges of her eyes rounded the corner. She was dressed in smart black pants and a red blouse. She had sharp emerald green eyes that her daughter had inherited.

“Mum… meet Iria. Iria, this is my mum.”

Mrs Leyfa continued to stare at Iria for another second before breaking out of her momentary stupor. The frown colouring her expression was wiped off her face and replaced with a beaming smile.

“Iria, I’ve heard so much about you. Welcome to our humble home. I’ll prepare the two of you a meal,” she said with a smile, which only momentarily dropped as she frowned at her daughter.

“Why did Doctor Rainford tell me that she caught you in the middle of Blade Academy this afternoon?”

“Heheh. No reason,” Evie chuckled uneasily under her breath, before her arm shot out to drag Iria towards her room. Iria’s eyes flicked to the photos lining the wall as they strode up the stairs.

They depicted a smiling, happy family. Pictures of Evie with her mother and father through the ages. Of Evie at their laboratory, with her parents dressed in white lab coats. Iria spotted a picture of them posing with Archangel Viltrick, who was gaining notoriety amongst the populous with his inventions. He was the brainchild of some of the more recent modular habitats, like the forest. It explained how Evie managed to sneak in there on the day that they met.

“Iria?” Evie called out from the top of the stairs.

“Coming!”

Iria entered Evie’s room, her eyes falling on her bed.

Iria froze.

“There’s… something I’ve been wanting to tell you for a while now…” Evie mumbled, trailing off. Her eyes were averted, and her shoulders drawn together as she shifted anxiously from foot to foot. Eventually, she gathered the courage to look Iria in the eye.

“You’re my best friend. You both are. I didn’t want to keep secrets from you any longer.”

Evie’s voice escaped as a whisper.

“The truth is… that we’re enclavers.”

Iria’s eyes were fixed on the clothes strewn out across the bed. The familiar garb that she saw draped over enclaver refugees that were occasionally rescued and brought aboard the Pride Enduring.

“No,” Iria whispered, her ruby eyes widening. “No, you lied to me. For how long?”

“Iri?”

“You’re a liar,” Iria whispered, taking an involuntary step back.

“Wait!” Evie cried out, taking a step towards her. “Selphy told me about your mum, and I—”

“Selphy knew?” Iria said incredulously.

Evie’s hand stretched out towards her, only for Iria to slap it away.

“Get away from me!” Iria yelled. She twisted towards the room door, feeling anger, betrayal and sadness burning brightly in her ribcage.

They’re the enemy. They’re no better than the Derelict. All they do is take up our resources and endanger us. To sneak their way on-board the Pride and sabotage us. This is just proof of that. Don’t forget what Mother told you.

“Hi girls, can I get you anyth—”

Iria pushed past Evie’s mother, who had entered the room with a tray with a pair of plates balanced upon it. She barely avoided Iria as the girl whirled past her, running down the stairs.

How could she lie to me?

“Iria!” Evie’s cries echoed out behind her as she left her friend in the dust.

***

Iria returned home with her eyes tinged a light red, the faintest trails of her tears visible on her cheeks. She hastily rubbed at her cheeks to ensure that there was no sign of them left. She faked a hefty sneeze, hoping that she could chalk the redness of her eyes up to a passing cold.

“Iria.”

Her mother’s voice echoed out from her office, cold and demanding.

Iria mastered her expression, taking a deep breath before letting it out.

“Coming, Mother.”

She entered Archangel Archeia’s office. The moment that she walked in, she could feel the weight of her mother’s gaze settle on her. Iria kept her eyes averted and her face as impassive as possible as she approached the desk. She forced her gaze upwards, meeting her mother’s

Archangel Archeia’s ruby red eyes, eyes that Iria shared, were sharp and bright as she fixed them on her trembling form. She was seated in her office, the view of Earth behind her, visible through the vertical glass window.

I have to tell her.

I have to.

“You look unwell, daughter. Is something bothering you?”

The silence between them was heavy. Every one of their discussions had a purpose. Her Mother did not have time for idle chatter or jokes. The vision of Evie and her mother flashed momentarily in her mind. The homecooked food that Mrs Leyfa had brought to Evie’s room. The pictures of a happy family hung up around the house.

Iria felt a pang of jealousy surface within her.

Tell her.

“No, Mother. I’ve just been feeling a little under the weather.”

“Is that so? So this…”

Iria felt dread well up in her chest as her mother rose from behind her desk, taking a few steps towards her. She felt a cold hand brush her cheek, her mother rubbing the tips of her fingers together with a smile.

“Is just the result of a cold?” Archangel Archeia completed.

“Yes.”

“You’re a terrible liar,” her lips stretched into a smile. “I wonder... those two girls that you’ve been hanging around. The daughter of my main political opponent. What was her name... Selphira?”

Iria felt a chill creep down her neck as her mother drew closer to her.

“Hmm… so it wasn’t Selphira. Evie, then?”

Her blood ran cold as her mother read her like a book.

“Of course. A curious girl, isn’t she? I did a bit of digging into her family. Celebrated researchers, the pair of them. Her father has certainly made some strides in the realm of modular habitats. In a couple of years, we might have this junkyard resembling something closer to that paradise that Lilith keeps harping on about.”

An elegant finger tapped the side of her cheek as her smile widened.

“Who knew that enclavers could be so talented?”

Archangel Archeia’s blood red smile turned visceral.

“They aren’t enclavers,” Iria whispered. “You’re wrong.”

“Well now,” her mother chuckled, “that just as good as confirms it. I told you, daughter of mine. You are a terrible liar.”

Iria darted from the room, her mother’s words echoing in her ears.

***

Iria was breathless as she sprinted down the street. Her thighs and lungs felt like they were on fire, but she kept putting one foot in front of the other. She felt the seed of dread deep in her gut blossom, feeling as if a tangle of thorned vines had sprouted in her very core, scoring her flesh and bone.

“No,” she whispered.

The area was crawling with her mother’s subordinates. Blade Angels from House Bladesworn with provisional HALOs of a deep red were crawling all over the street. The front door to Evie’s home had been smashed in, and there was no sign of her friend or her family.

“IRIA!”

Selphira’s voice tore through the air in a visceral scream. The blood withdrew from Iria’s cheeks as she fixed her gaze on her friend, angrier than she had ever glimpsed in her life.

“Selph—”

“YOU TOLD ON HER!” she screamed, a pair of Bladesworn guards holding her back.

“N-no, I—”

As the guards continued to push her friend back, her eyes widened in shock as an iridescent and flawless golden HALO blinked into existence above Selphira’s head. People said that the quality of one’s HALO was a reflection of its potential. If the rumour was true, Selphira was clearly sporting a HALO that might one day be the rival of both of their mother’s own.

Since when did she have a—

“I’M GOING TO KILL YOU,” she screamed, her voice raw with rage.

Iria’s mouth was open, but none of her words emerged in response.

It was your fault. You gave it away. The least you could do is own it.

She shut her jaw, her eyes slipping from her enraged friend to fall to the floor.


Chapter 26



Ren

Present day

He stared at the girl beside him. Iria’s eyes were empty, and she hadn’t taken it upon herself to wipe away the trails of her tears that remained.

“They evicted Evie and her family. Back then… attitudes towards enclavers were far different. My mother sowed a lot of lies about them. That they were jealous of us. That they wanted to infiltrate our home and bring down the Pride Enduring. That they were our enemies,” she said, her voice ringing hollow.

Ren flinched when he realised that he had unconsciously stretched out a hand towards Iria. She was too lost in her story to notice, and he covertly withdrew his extended hand.

Instead, he listened.

“My mother used that distrust to her advantage to gain a platform. Archangel Viltrick was responsible for bringing them on board, but he didn’t follow the proper channels. She framed him as an enemy of us citizens, scheming to bring enemies into our home,” Iria whispered, her eyes fixed on the small stream below them.

“The public lapped it up, and he was banished to the surface, along with Evie and her family. And my mother?”

Iria’s laugh was empty as it softly echoed outwards.

“Her popularity skyrocketed. She was heralded as a hero who unveiled a deep and insidious corruption. And I made it happen.”

“You didn’t.

“I did,” Iria said, her eyes finally meeting Ren’s own. They were wide and pleading, and tears were springing from them anew. “If it wasn’t for me confirming her hunch-

“I’m convinced,” Ren nodded his head.

Iria stared at him, doing a double-take.

“Y-you are?”

“I’m convinced that you’re not an Android,” Ren continued, his eyes shifting from the girl beside him to latch onto a tree in the distance. “Because only a human could think of something so dumb.”

“Wh—”

Before she could muster her self-accusatory rebuke, Ren shook his head.

“You do know that your mother had likely been investigating Viltrick to depose him. Probably for a while by then. Evie and her family were just where she could hit him the hardest.”

“No, but I—”

“If anything,” Ren smiled, “I’m relieved.”

His smile gradually fell as his eyes traced the moving current of the stream below them.

“I never told you about my Mother… but she was a lot like yours.”

Iria who was looking like she was itching for the opportunity to interject, abandoned her efforts. They sat in silence, the quiet sounds of the shifting leaves and flowing water returning.

“She raised me to hate Blade Angels. She told me all sorts of lies about you. That you sacrificed your humanity to become what you were. That you were Derelict that lured enclavers to their deaths on the Pride Enduring.”

Ren let out a deep breath.

“She told me a Blade Angel killed my father.”

Iria’s body went rigid next to him, her eyes wide in shock.

“She spoke about how rotten Blade Angels were so much and for so long… that I eventually started believing it. You and Elsy were the very first that I encountered. And when I saw you… I genuinely did think you were machines walking in human skin. Cruel, ruthless and thirsty for our blood. Truth be told, I thought that you were just trying to get me to lead you back to the enclave so you could point the Derelict in our direction.”

Ren shifted in his seat, a blush rising to his cheeks.

“Then, someone had to come along and prove me wrong.”

“Well, not entirely,” Iria replied softly, her lips quirking into a small smile. “You were right about the chemicals,” she said with an awkward wink, before a faint blush spread across her cheeks.

Ren stared at her, biting his lip as he smothered down a laugh that threaten to bubble free.

“Yeah,” he mumbled, “maybe you’re right.”

“What was that?”

“Nothing. Anyway… you get the idea. So, if there’s anyone who can relate to you about living a lie… it’s me. It wasn’t your fault, Iria. None of it was. If anything… you were far better than I was,” Ren said. “Even after seeing you save me and the enclave… I still distrusted you. Thinking that you had some hidden agenda. As for you?”

Ren’s eyes rose to meet Iria’s own.

“You didn’t sell out Evie when you faced down your Mother. Even though you felt jealous of her, hurt, and betrayed. Even though you still believed your Mother’s lies about the enclavers at the time. I think you should be proud of that. And more than that… I think you’ve got a lot to tell Selphira.”

“No…” Iria shook her head. “She’ll never believe me—”

“Why don’t you just let her decide for herself?” Ren smiled.

Iria’s brows drew together in confusion as he rose to his feet.

“What?”

“I’ll see you later.”

Iria stared as Selphira strode out from behind a nearby tree.

***

Selphira

One hour ago

Selphira was leaning against the corridor as she watched Iria run past her in a blur. Her golden eyes lingered on the girl’s form as she turned the corner at the end of the hall. Shortly afterwards, a heavily panting Ren emerged, head swivelling about in search of her.

“You’ll never catch up to her, enclaver. She’s twice as fit as you are.”

Ren panted, his hands on his knees, angling his head to meet her eyes.

“She… she told me that she was worse than Ray and Gerald. Do… you know what the hell she’s talking about?” Ren said as he greedily gulped in air, attempting to recover from the exertion.

“Nope. Don’t have a clue.”

“Bullshit, you don’t.”

Selphira cracked a smile at that.

“The things she’s done for you, of all people, when she’s betrayed her closest friends. It’s pathetic.”

“If you say that… then why did you help her?” Ren retorted.

“I would pay you for the chance to give those assholes a beating. Don’t get it twisted, enclaver,” she grinned, golden eyes glinting, “I couldn’t give two shits about you.”

“Right. Sure,” Ren said, giving her an even stare. Selphira’s eyes narrowed, but before she could continue, Ren stood upright, wiping away the beads of sweat trailing down his forehead.

“If you think she really only did that for me, then I have difficulty believing you were ever her best friend.”

Selphira stiffened.

“And what is that supposed to mean?” her eyes burned as she glared at him.

“She damned near almost killed herself trying to leave a mark on that Machine Lord. She sure as hell didn’t do it just for my sake, I can tell you that much. Just like I know that you’re full of shit when you say that that the only reason you beat those two assholes up was because you took pleasure in it.”

Selphira’s crossed her arms, giving the infuriating enclaver a brief glower.

She felt her emotions warring within her. Emotions not directed towards the frustrating enclaver standing before her.

Emotions directed at her friend.

Anger, resentment, betrayal. Sadness and regret for the years they had lost. Hope, that had surfaced upon seeing Iria sever the chains that her mother had tightened around her ever since that fateful day.

Her golden irises lingered on the enclaver boy.

“She’s in the forest habitat. Catch up to her or don’t, I don’t care.”

“Whatever the terrible thing she did was… did you ever try speaking to her about it?”

“We weren’t on speaking terms,” Selphira growled, “you wouldn’t understand.”

“Then I guess you were just being wilfully blind,” Ren said fearlessly, even as Selphira’s glare intensified. “But hey, I’m no different. It’s far easier to hate someone than to try to understand them.”

The enclaver turned and began walking in the direction that Iria headed.

Selphira felt her anger building inside her.

Don’t listen to him. You know what she did—

“Come with me.”

Selphira looked up at him in surprise. The lanky enclaver with a punchable but handsome face, whose back was turned to her.

“If you really were her best friend for any amount of time… then you would know the kind of person she is. Give her a chance.”

Ren smirked.

“Or don’t, I don’t care.”

***

Iria

Iria stared at her former best friend. Selphira’s shattered glowing HALO was visible above her head. Her friend’s face was a complex mix of emotions.

“You dumbass,” Selphira whispered. “You’re a real piece of work, you know that?”

Iria remained silent.

The pair of them sat on the rocky overhang in the forest habitat.

“How many years, Iri. You never said a word to me. Why?”

“Because it was my fault.”

Selphira sighed.

“You know,” she began, “that boy of yours has a talent for annoying the absolute shit out of me. But I do agree with him on this one thing. It wasn’t your fault.”

“Maybe if I hadn’t become her friend. If she never met us here, all those years ago—”

“Then your mother would have hunted them down anyway. They were Archangel Viltrick’s weakness. They were always going to be vulnerable.”

Selphira squeezed the bridge of her nose.

“You and your fucking pride. How long were you going to blame yourself? Was that why you almost threw your life away fighting that Machine Lord? To make up for past mistakes?”

Selphira’s expression flickered, voice cracking.

“And what about me? Would you have been content knowing that I never learned the truth? It’s been six years, Iria.”

Selphira felt her anger slowly ebb away.

“And what makes me more mad is that I almost wouldn’t have learned about this if it wasn’t for that stupid enclaver.”

“Sorry.”

Somewhere along the line, Iria’s tears had renewed their path down her cheeks. Her body was trembling, infused with a cocktail of her regret and guilt. But even as she did, even if she knew that she didn’t deserve it, it was also filled with yearning.

“If… if you don’t mind being friends with me again—”

Selphira collided with her. Her friend's arms wrapped around her tightly. She could feel a wet cheek come into contact with her own as they embraced.

“Dumbass. Dumbass. Dumbass. Dumbass,” Selphira whispered in a flurry under her breath. “Why didn’t you just tell me?”

Iria remained silent.

“I’m sorry I jumped to conclusions that day. Your mother…” Selphira’s voice fell.

Iria went rigid.

“What did she do?”

“She visited our home and told us that you were the one who ratted on Evie.”

Iria’s vision went red. The sadness, regret and yearning swirling within her washed away.

Giving way to rage.

Iria rose to her feet, but Selphira’s grip tightened around her wrist, pulling her down.

“You know that she never approved of our friendship; it was my fault, Iri. For believing her.”

“You shattered your HALO. If you’d known the truth…”

Selphy gave her a soft smile.

“I shattered my core because my mother refused to intervene. She didn’t want the citizens to turn against her. You know what things were like back then. I would have shattered the stupid thing whether I knew the truth or not,” Selphira remarked, closing her eyes. “And besides, you were always the righteous one. I’m not like you or my sister. I don’t care about Earth or reclaiming it.”

“That’s not true,” Iria said with a slight smile. “I think you’re every bit as righteous as we are. But your eyes are just pointed in a different direction,” Iria said, looking through the clear glass roof of the habitat to the stars beyond, before turning back to her friend. “That’s why you’re so caught up in that workshop of yours. And I’m willing to bet that one of your inventions will save us.”

The pair of them fell silent, listening to the shifting canopies of the trees around them. They listened to the trickle of the stream below the overhang, caught up in the past.

“So, what now?” Selphira asked.

Her lips quirked upwards in a smile when they fell on Iria. Her silly friend, who had mustered the bravery to break free from a mother who had chained her for her entire life. Resolve burned brightly in her twin red irises as she rose to her feet.

“I want to make it to the surface, Selphy. I want to find her,” she said softly. “And apologise for everything,” Iria said, biting her lip. “She deserved a better friend on that day, all those years ago. I’m six years too late, but I want to make up for it.”

“I’ll get into my mum’s files. Failing that, I’ll ask her where Evie is outright.”

Iria blinked in shock, staring at Selphira.

“If you, of all people, are willing to swallow that pride of yours, then it’s the least that I could do,” Selphira said with a teasing smile. “Besides… I was in the wrong as well.”

“But even if we do find out where she is… if she’s even…” Iria trailed off for a moment, her eyes staring into the distance. She shook her head, steeling herself. “We’ll need to pass the first-year exam to go on missions. Even then… they’re confined. We won’t be able to roam free.”

“Have you forgotten who you’re talking to?” Selphira said with a smirk. “I’ll find us a way down and take us there myself. But you’re going to have to upgrade that core of yours before we even dare to brave the surface. At least one of us has to have a working HALO.”

Iria nodded, standing to her feet.

“Leave it to me.”

“There’s just one last thing,” Selphira said, accepting the hand that Iria extended to her to help her to her feet.

“That boyfriend of yours.”

Iria immediately averted her eyes, her cheeks flushing a bright red.

“He’s not my boyfriend.”

“But you want him to be,” Selphira said, her lips quirking into a devious grin as her golden eyes glinted. “I can see the appeal,” she said, her grin growing wider. “He’s cute. Cute enough to get you to reflect on your bigoted ways, apparently. Although… it seems like the two of you are peas in a pod.”

Iria’s hand lashed out, poking her best friend in the side as Selphira laughed.

“Shut up.”

“Not happening,” Selphira replied with a ‘sweet smile’ that sent shivers down Iria’s spine. “But we’re going to have to whip him into shape. He might have experience living down on the surface, sneaking past the Derelict, but he’s barely in the state to fight them head-on.”

“Right,” Iria agreed.

“I think some personal training is in order.”

“Right,” Iria agreed, heedless of the way that Selphira’s smile continued to widen.

“You should go talk to him.”

“Right,” Iria nodded. “I should.”

“Then you should fuck.”

“Right— SHUT UP!” Iria yelled, smacking her friend as Selphira’s laughter echoed through the habitat.


Chapter 27



Ren fiddled with the warming light in his hands, assembling yet another unit. He was about halfway through fulfilling Archangel Lilith’s initial order for the new design. He glanced briefly at some design drawings for the next innovation that he had hastily sketched.

It was a product that would require a lot more research, equipment and knowledge to produce. But even so, Instructor Holo’s words continued to ring in his ears as he assembled the units on autopilot.

Making something that’s meaningful to me.

Ren felt his cheeks warm, and immediately shook his head, shoving the papers aside.

I wonder how their conversation went.

He gritted his teeth immediately, feeling embarrassed that his thoughts were still lingering on Iria. For some reason, he just couldn’t get her tear-streaked face out of his head. For as long as he had known her, Iria had always been prideful, aloof and frustratingly self-assured. Then, he had learned that she had stepped up in his defence. Almost getting expelled by putting those bullies in their place.

It’s none of your business, Soros.

He was drawn out of his thoughts at the sound of soft footsteps entering the workshop.

“Hi.”

Ren looked up, and he was greeted to a tired-looking Iria. Her eyes were slightly tear-stained, and Ren could make out the barest hint of their trails down her cheeks. But even so, there was something in her ruby gaze that surprised him. The barest hint of resolve in them that had been previously absent.

Their eyes met for a second before both of them immediately averted their gazes.

“Hey,” Ren replied, focusing his attention on the warming light in his hands. Those devices were notoriously difficult to assemble, after all. It wasn’t like he could assemble them in his sleep or anything… they demanded his full attention.

“How… did the talk go?”

He saw Iria smile briefly at him out of the corner of his eye, before fiddling with her hands that were clasped in front of her. It was a genuine smile, and Ren felt his pulse quicken at the sight of it.

“It… it went well. You were right, I should have let her decide for herself. I’m frustrated that I didn’t do it sooner.”

“So… you’re friends again?”

“Mmhm.”

“I’m glad,” Ren smiled back, meeting her eyes.

He felt a burden lift from his shoulders. He knew that he was taking a risk asking Selphira to come along with him. For a moment, they fell silent. The soft sounds of Ren’s tinkering filled the workshop air.

“I’m Iria.”

Ren hesitated, his eyes flicking to the extended hand of the girl before him.

“What I said down on the surface,” she said, shifting uneasily from one foot to another. Her voice was barely a whisper as it escaped, but it commanded his entire attention.

“What I said about us being strangers. I don’t want that. So… you know—”

“I’m Ren.”

He extended his hand, lightly clasping hers before they quickly withdrew their arms. His heart was hammering in his chest, and he could vaguely feel a warm prickle in his cheeks.

“I… don’t want to be a stranger to you either,” he mumbled, internally chastising himself for the awkwardness of the words that inelegantly tumbled from his lips.

“Uh… friends?” Iria offered.

“Friends,” Ren blinked in response.

“ATTENTION. Heart rate assessment complete. I advise an immediate visit to a general practitioner to conduct a thorough health assessment. I have detected extreme irregularities originating from your respective pulses. To address abnormal palpitations—”

“PodBot,” Ren said in a low, warning tone.

“ATTENTION. I would also advise both of you to seek the counsel of anyone at the sixth grade or above for advice on the stunted development of your social skills. Given your relative age, I have identified a critical deficiency in your ability to socialise and form meaningful bonds with members of your own age—”

“Shut it, PodBot,” Iria whispered, the flush across her cheeks deepening. “You must have messed up when you repaired it, enclaver. It’s malfunctioning.”

“Y-yeah. That’s my bad,” Ren quickly agreed.

“ALERT. Lie—”

“S-say, are you working on a new design?” Iria quickly interjected, eyes alighting on the design drawings placed on the table beside him. “Are these—”

Ren’s hands shot out, immediately gathering the drawings up and crumpling them to his chest in his haste. Iria stared at him with wide eyes in response to his abrupt reaction.

“NO. I—I mean, they’re not worth looking at yet,” Ren cleared his throat. “I’ll… I’ll let you know when I get them in a good enough state. They’re kind of bad. It’s… embarrassing.”

“Ok.” Iria nodded, and the pair of them fell silent once more.

“I’m… going to head back to the apartment.” Iria frowned, and she almost unconsciously extended her hand towards his bruised face before her eyes widened and she withdrew it.

“You should get some rest too.”

“Yeah. Thanks, I will.”

Iria turned on her heel, leaving the workshop. His eyes were drawn to the outline of her hips and the way her black bodysuit perfectly conformed over slender thighs and her shapely ass, before he immediately wrenched his gaze away.

It was a good thing he did, because Iria turned right around and walked back towards him.

“Blade Academy gym. Tomorrow 9 am. See you there?”

“ATTENTION. Verbal capacity and syntactic construction has deteriorated to a sub-second grade elementary level. Proposed explanation for the regression—”

“Sure. I’ll see you then,” Ren cut PodBot off with a smile.

“Goodnight, Iria. And um… thanks. For what you did yesterday.”

Iria nodded wordlessly, heading out of the workshop. Ren placed his head in his palms, heaving a heavy sigh as he blushed a deep crimson as the embarrassment washed over him.

“Mister Soros. Would you like me to book a medical appointment for you? Elementary English classes are also available at Eden College. If I inform them of your current literacy levels as well as your age, I may be able to secure you a subsidised rate for your educati—”

“Shut it, PodBot.”

***

The next day, when Ren rose, Iria was nowhere to be found in the apartment, having seemingly made an early start. He changed and made his way to the Blade Academy gym.

Blade Angel cadets filled the area, engaged in various forms of aerobic exercise and strength training. The Academy had invested heavily in its training facilities, and Ren could understand why.

Down in the Wastes, a direct confrontation with a Derelict unit usually spelled one’s demise. If you were detected by a machine, it was already too late. Blade Angels on the other hand, trained to confront the machines directly. While their powers were augmented by their HALOs, they needed to build upon a good foundation to be able to outlast the Derelict in prolonged engagements.

He spotted Iria and Selphira in a secluded corner of the gym.

To his surprise, both of them had traded their cadet bodysuits out for workout attire. Iria was dressed in a black synthetic sports top and a pair of grey tights that perfectly conformed to her slender legs. The slightest hint of her midriff and belly button was exposed by the airy black top which didn’t fully extend to cover her torso.

Selphira was wearing a white sports bra and matching white tights. Her long, blonde hair was tied into a high ponytail. Her lips were pulled into a smirk, and her bright golden eyes were locked onto his. The familiar shattered golden HALO burned above her head, attracting stares from the other gym goers, but the Blade Angel didn’t seem to pay them any heed.

“Enclaver. Nice of you to join us,” Selphira said, her smile widening.

Before Selphira could continue, Iria quickly stepped towards him. He tried not to react as he caught a whiff of her deodorant.

“Thanks for coming.”

“Uh… thanks for inviting me,” Ren nodded.

“You two are adorable—”

“I figured it would be good to get ahead of Instructor Loraine’s classes… and also to discuss our plan,” Iria said, her voice falling as she shot a brief glare at her friend who was grinning back at her.

Their plan?

“Iri’s asked for my help to get you into shape,” Selphira smiled, cracking her knuckles. “It seems like you’re barely keeping your head above water in Loraine’s classes.”

“Pfft,” Ren chuckled nervously. “I didn’t do that badly. Right, Iria? Iria?”

Iria’s eyes were fixed in a far corner of the gym, suddenly enraptured by something happening in the distance. Selphira gave him a casual push in the back, causing him to stumble towards a weightlifting rack nearby.

Selphira continued with a chill-inducing smile. She settled her hands ‘lightly’ on his shoulders, forcing him down onto the seat, causing his knees to buckle.

“Iria… could you—”

“Iria’s not here to help you, enclaver. It’s just you and me now,” Selphira whispered sweetly. His eyes widened as he watched Selphira load weights on either end of the barbell racked directly above his head. He strained to angle his head towards Iria who was standing with her arms crossed, her eyes carefully averted from his own.

The view that Selphira presented was not helping either. Her white tights were an inch away from his face, and the girl’s supple breasts encased tightly by her white sports bra were situated directly above him.

“IRI—”

“I guess I never formally introduced myself,” Selphira smiled down at him, casually lifting another plate with one hand, and sliding it onto the barbell with practised ease. “I’m Selphira. My friends call me Selphy. You aren’t my friend. You might have met my sister. Elsy.”

Uh oh.

“She’s too nice for her own good, you see. She has a habit of setting herself on fire to keep others warm. Truth be told,” Selphira’s voice dropped into a conspiratorial whisper, “she’s been in a bad way since that induction mission. I’m a little angry about the whole thing, but I’m pretty good at keeping a hold over my emotions. I promise I won’t let it affect our training sessions. But unlike my sister, you’ll find that I have no problems setting others on fire to keep myself warm.”

“Uh—”

“Eight reps of five sets. Off you go!”

Selphira’s training regimen was gruelling. She subjected him to a strict rotation of squats, the bench press, dead lifts along with a range of isolation exercises. All the while, Iria was caught up in her own training regimen a short distance away. Every now and again, Ren would catch her glancing over at them, before wrenching her gaze away.

I’m glad they’re on good terms at least—

“Worrying about her?” Selphira said with a smile.

“No—”

“You should worry about yourself, enclaver. We have some big goals, and you’re going to have to get up to speed if you’re going to join us.”

“And… what exactly are those goals?”

Selphira’s voice fell as she leaned in. Her white sports bra showed a generous amount of cleavage, and Ren found his eyes wandering to the tiny beads of sweat that were sliding down her pale skin at the motion. From the grin that was creeping across her face, he realised that her choice of clothing had very likely been a deliberate decision.

“To return to the surface, find Evie, and bring her back here.”

Ren slowly nodded his head.

“But… it isn’t going to be easy. You’ll both be keeping up with your classes. If we’re aiming to go down to the surface… doing so with a Tier-5 core is suicide. We’ve been banned from receiving ascension materials from our current courses, which means that you will have to do the hard work for us… at least until we enrol in new courses.”

“Easy,” Ren nodded slowly.

“We get our first upgrade handed to us by passing Combat 101 – the Tier-4 core. Once we pass the first-year exam and gain access to second-year courses, we gain limited access to missions to the surface. On those missions, we might be able to scout for potential enclaves. I’m currently trying to obtain some intel on just where she might have left to.”

Selphira smirked, golden eyes glinting.

“I suppose you’re wondering what’s in it for you.”

“I…”

“If you help us find and extract her… we’ll promise to share our ascension materials with you. Not to mention, private training sessions from both of us, and access to my full inventory of parts and components for your own projects. On a permanent basis.”

Ren blinked at Selphira as she placed a hand on her hip, leaning against the rack. She casually adjusted her white sports bra, shooting the watchful Iria a cheeky grin before her golden eyes slid back to his.

“So, you in?”

***

After Selphira demonstrated a range of other exercises to him, she eventually released him from their training session and returned to where Iria was working out. Ren caught himself smiling as he watched the girls banter with each other. For some strange reason, he would occasionally catch them looking in his direction and bursting out into giggles. It was night and day to when he had first seen them reunite in Selphira’s workshop.

I’m happy for them.

“Selphira is a bit of a bully… but I guess her heart’s in the right place,” he muttered under her breath.

“Yeah, dude. Totally agree,” Zhou replied beside him.

“They’ve got a crazy plan, though. Going to the surface to retrieve their friend?” Ren continued out loud.

“Crazy,” Zhou nodded.

Ren did a double-take, staring at his best friend who had spontaneously appeared on the treadmill beside him. Zhou was sporting a white headband and a pair of matching fluffy white wristbands as he puffed, arms swinging in a brisk walk.

“Where the hell did you come from?”

“Where we all come from! One day, my mum and dad went on a date, and a stork dropped me out of the sky—”

“Zhou. Where have you been?”

“REN! Buddy! What the hell are you doing here?” Zhou exclaimed with a glowing smile. This time, Ren couldn’t help but grin back.

“You know… just fitting some training in.”

“Dude, that’s awesome. Give it a couple more years and you might get the beginnings of a six-pack.”

“Speak for yourself, asshole. Where have you been? What classes did you enrol in?”

“Oh, you know… this and that,” Zhou shrugged.

“Care to expand on that?” Ren said, raising an eyebrow.

“Well… we don’t have a huge budget. Just like you, I’ve enrolled in one other course apart from Combat 101. Medical product design and innovation.”

Ren stared at his best friend as Zhou’s cheeks puffed outwards with each intake of breath.

“Zhou…”

“Anyway, that’s it for my workout. I’ll catch you around. We’ve got to catch up sometime, dude. Lots to do.”

Without another word, Zhou made a beeline for the exit. Ren swore, jumping off his treadmill and following his friend at a distance. On the way out, he made eye contact with Iria, who was shooting him a look of concern. Ren just returned a brief smile of reassurance before exiting the gym.

***

“What the hell…”

Zhou’s trail led right back to their workshop. He watched his friend nip inside, emerging a couple of minutes later, having changed out of his workout clothes. Ren’s eyes narrowed, watching as Zhou turned the corner, headed back towards the Academy.

Ren entered the workshop, eyes scanning the area.

His eyes eventually fell on the door to a supply closet at the far end of the room.

“Surely not.”

Opening the supply closet, Ren’s eyes widened as he took in the objects strewn across the room.

Pages and pages of design drawings were scattered about the area. Picking up one of the nearby sketches, Ren felt his heart drop as he scanned the messy rendition of a design scrawled across the page. Zhou had never had a propensity for art, which Ren had come to learn about when he had tried to teach his friend the basics back in their enclave. In fact, his drawings resembled those of a child.

Even so, Zhou had sketched out the beginnings of a full-body suit. Particular attention had been afforded to the components around the legs. Reading the annotations beside the messy drawings, Ren let out a long breath, finally realising who Zhou had been keeping in mind as he slaved away at his hundreds of designs.

“Zhou,” Ren sighed.


Chapter 28



Ren’s entire body was sore by the time he showed up to Instructor Loraine’s class. Today, she was wearing a sheer green dress that had the male cadets and some of his female classmates especially interested in her presentation. Her first outfit had thoroughly concealed her voluptuous figure, while this one left barely anything to the imagination at all.

He felt a poke in his side and caught Iria glaring at him.

“You’re paying a lot of attention today,” she whispered.

“I’m lagging behind. I need to pay attention. Selphira said it herself,” he replied under his breath.

“Mmhm,” Iria rolled her eyes.

“It is wonderful to see you all again,” Instructor Loraine smiled brightly. “Now, we are ready to get right into improving your close combat abilities. While I am sure that sparring with your classmates and following my drills has been instructive, today you will learn a new way to perfect your techniques.”

“Let me guess,” Ren said flatly. “More simulations?”

“Afraid a ghost is going to spook you,” Iria said, pursing her lips.

“Who told you that?” Ren glowered at her, only for Iria to shrug.

Damnit, Zhou.

“Just like last class, you will be pairing up with your partner for the exercise. Your skill with a waveblade is a crucial part of your skillset. It is also one that will remain relevant as you progress through the tiers of ascension. Especially once you gain your Weapon.”

Instructor Loraine silenced the whispers and chatter around him when she extended her arm outwards. Ren’s eyes widened as brilliant, glowing green particles blinked into existence, coalescing into a long, viridian spear.

“You have little control over the form that your Weapon takes, and in your subsequent years, you will be funnelled into different classes based on the type of Weapon your HALO grants you. But for now, your goal will be to master the waveblade. After all, you will need some proficiency with a waveblade to obtain a core in the first place. Now, without further ado… break up into your pairs and proceed to the simulation rooms.”

***

CALIBRATING…

SYNC SUCCESSFUL

WELCOME CADET REN SOROS

This time, Ren found himself standing in a plain white room that appeared to stretch infinitely into the distance. Iria was standing beside him, staring at him with her arms crossed. Before he could greet her, a large hologram of Instructor Loraine blinked into existence a short distance away.

She was still dressed in her sheer green dress, only this time, her scale had been multiplied manifold. Ren’s eyes were fixed on the two dark brown spots poking into the fabric, which clearly outlined her large breasts.

“Is everyone settled in? Excellent. Now then. We’ll begin with standard waveblade drills before moving on to free sparring. Please pay attention to the—”

“Hmm… so that’s how I can make you pay attention,” Iria’s soft voice echoed outwards, cutting through Instructor Loraine’s instructions like a blade. “She never used to wear that sports bra. Now I understand,” she muttered under her breath, as if having gained some crucial insight.

Ren stared at the waveblade that had appeared in Iria’s hand.

“Iria… how did you—”

“Just imagine it, and it’ll come to you. Be careful what you imagine, though. Wouldn’t want to summon Instructor Loraine’s boobs instead.”

Ren stared at Iria as her ruby eyes twinkled. He gulped, extending out a hand and ensuring that the only thing he was picturing was the standard-issue blade of a dull grey sheen. He felt an intense surge of relief when his attempt was successful. A waveblade of the same style and make as Iria’s appeared in his hand. He attempted to mimic Iria’s stance, the weapon feeling unwieldy in his grip. While he had kept one on hand in his time in the enclave, he had always treated it as something to rely on as a last resort.

“I prefer the explosives,” he muttered.

To his surprise, two mannequins wielding waveblades popped into existence a short distance away. Ren watched the mannequins execute a basic sparring drill. The attacking mannequin executed an overhead cut with the blade, which the other avoided with a quick sidestep. The defending mannequin fell into a diagonal slash to counter the attack, which the attacking mannikin deflected. The pair of mannequins continued to execute the basic combination in a loop, their footwork and strikes remaining consistent.

A brief glance in Iria’s direction revealed that her ruby eyes were fixed on him as she thoughtfully pursed her lips. Mercifully, she was content for him to review the intended drill before they began.

“I’m ready.”

Iria nodded, advancing towards him with her waveblade raised. She was lithe in her movements, and Ren got the distinct impression that she would be capable of dodging around most of his attacks with ease.

Following the loop set by the dummies, Ren executed an overhead slash. With a flick of her wrist, Iria deflected his blow with ease, barely even paying attention to it. Iria followed up with a horizontal slash, that Ren only barely managed to intercept with his blade. He winced when their waveblades made contact, taking a step backwards from the force behind Iria’s blow.

They continued to practice the exchange, and with every iteration, Ren gradually felt the movements becoming easier to adopt. Iria would occasionally point out mistakes in his footwork or his swings, and Ren would move to correct them.

Before long, their exchanges were identical to those of the mannequins.

Iria lowered her sword, her brows furrowed.

“Do you think I’d look good in her dress? What Instructor Loraine was wearing.”

“Yeah,” Ren replied instantly, before his brain caught up to his words. “You… aren’t going to get upset. That I was staring at her… uh…”

“I was staring at them too. They’re practically out for all of us to see.”

“Oh… that’s good. I was worried—”

“Why would you be worried?” Iria replied.

“Oh… no reason.”

“Right,” Iria nodded her head. “Business partners don’t worry about this type of thing.”

“Yep,” Ren nodded. “Business partners. Right. Absolutely.”

Wait a minute...

What happened to becoming friends? Did we somehow regress?

“Besides,” Iria said, brows furrowed. “I always thought you were more of a butt guy. But then again, Instructor Loraine hasn’t turned around yet, so there’s no way to tell.”

Ren kept his expression impassive, electing to remain silent.

“Speaking hypothetically… business partner to business partner… did you have a crush on anyone back in your enclave?” Iria ventured.

“Why do you want to know?”

“Oh, you know,” Iria laughed, waving off his question, even as her eyes momentarily widened in surprise. “I’m just curious. If I know what you’re into, I might be able to set you up with one of my friends. Hypothetically speaking. I doubt you’d find any of us Androids attractive, of course.”

She’s messing with me. Well, I’m not going to sit around and take it. She doesn’t remember that night anyway.

“Well… Yes, actually. There was someone. We went on a date.”

“O-oh.” Iria’s eyes widened in surprise.

“Well… this girl and I crept out of the enclave and spent the night together.”

Iria’s eyes went as round as globes. She had practically forgotten the waveblade in her hand.

“Y-you did?”

“Yeah… she got a little sick, and I had to go scavenge for some supplies.”

“Such a turn-off, am I right?” Iria said, even as her eyes lingered on his.

“Not really. I thought she was cute. Picky eater though, she was mumbling about her favourite food the whole time,” Ren said, shaking his head. “She would only agree to eat sushi.”

“S-she has good taste,” Iria nodded slowly. “And what did you like about her?”

Ren’s eyes narrowed.

Could she… Nah, there’s no way.

“J-just to get an idea of what I should be looking for! Don’t hold anything back,” Iria said, ruby eyes twinkling.

“Well… she’s kind of frustrating. She was teasing me throughout the whole date. She’s also proud and aloof. What else…” Ren trailed off as he scratched his chin. “For the record, she had a great butt and great boobs. And she wasn’t afraid to show them either,” Ren said, his eyes glinting.

He recoiled, realising that somewhere during his explanation, Iria had silently crept up to him, and was now standing a hair’s breadth away. Her ruby red eyes were fixed intently on his own. She seemed unaware of their sudden proximity.

“How so?”

“W-well… it’s nothing—”

“Go on,” she said.

“She… I don’t think she was interested in me.”

“What do you mean?”

“She sort of forgot that I was there and stripped down in front of me—”

“YOU PERV!”

Iria lashed out with a blindingly quick downward slash with her waveblade. Ren’s eyes went wide, and he just barely managed to deflect it by mimicking the mannequin’s technique.

“Iria—”

“PERVERT!”

She followed up with a horizontal slash that Ren ducked under.

“My, look at the two of you go! I can certainly see that you’re taking your training very seriously.”

Instructor Loraine blinked into existence, striding forwards as Iria continued with her barrage. Strike after strike came at blinding speed, and Ren felt a dull sensation of pain whenever one of her strikes slipped past his guard.

“Cadet Soros, remember your footwork. You overextend yourself when you attack. And don’t look so terrified, smile. The fun is in the practice. Just look at how much fun Cadet Bladesworn is having!”

“Instructor—help—”

“Toodleloo, you two! Keep up the great work!” Instructor Loraine chimed, before blinking out of existence.

“Iria, I looked away! I swear! What’s it to you anyway?”

“W-whoever she was… she was a helpless girl! How dare you take advantage of her that way!”

“I didn’t! I turned away and I didn’t see a thing. I promise.”

A PodBot blinked into existence.

“ALERT. Truth, Miss Iria.”

Iria faltered in her attacks, staring at the PodBot who had found a way to interface with their simulation.

“S-sorry. I got carried away. So you like girls who aren’t afraid to show some skin and who have a great butt and great boobs… because you’re greedy,” Iria whispered almost to herself.

“But… when it came to her personality, all you listed were negative qualities… you didn’t list any positive ones,” she trailed off, before her eyes narrowed into slits. “Or are you just concerned with how perky a girl’s boobs and butt are before you decide to date them.”

“Woah, woah, woah,” Ren raised his hands in defence.

“You didn’t let me get that far. Even though she sort of disliked me, she went out of her way to do some… really nice things for me. And…” Ren’s voice fell.

“It was fun.”

Iria hesitated, her expression softening.

Ren cleared his throat, averting his eyes.

“I guess… at the time… there was a lot on my mind. As chaotic a day as it was, spending time with her was nice. She was kind and thoughtful, even if she found weird ways to express it. I picked it up in the little things that she did for me.”

Ren waited for her next rebuke to come, but Iria simply nodded.

“One last question.”

Thank God.

“Ok.”

“How did she wear her hair?”

Ren’s eyes shifted over to Iria’s brown-black hair that fell across her shoulders to her lower back. He glanced at the bangs that covered her forehead, framing her ruby eyes.

“Pigtails.”

“Ok, I’ve got someone in mind.”

Ren blinked.

“Wait… you do? What brought this on anyway? Who are you going to set me up with?”

“Not telling,” Iria smirked. “As for why I’m doing this… I figured I’d return the favour. After… you know.”

Ren stared at her questioningly.

“Don’t make me say it,” Iria mumbled.

Ren bit his lip, trying desperately not to let his laughter escape.

“I’m glad,” Ren smiled back. “But are you forgetting what you did just the day before? You got back at Jay and Gerald and almost got expelled for it. You’ve got nothing to pay me back for. Not to mention all those times you saved my ass down on Earth.”

“Well… I’m setting up the mixer anyway. With a pervert like you on the loose… we’d better find you a match ASAP or no one aboard the Pride is going to be safe,” Iria muttered.

Ren tried not to take it personally.

“There’s really no need—”

“Tomorrow night. Bring Zhou too.”

“Zhou?” Ren asked incredulously.

“I think I know someone who’s interested in getting to know him.”

What the hell have I gotten myself into?

“Now enough talk. We need to focus,” Iria nodded to the mannequins. “Now that I can’t earn ascension materials from our classes… you’re going to have to step up, enclaver.”

Ren’s eyes widened as they fell on the mannequins a distance away. They had been slowly building upon each drill, gradually introducing additional complexity and allowing the cadets to practice the moves before adding more elements.

As caught up in their conversation as they’d been, it was immediately clear to him that they had missed the opportunity to practice quite a few of those additional moves. Before Ren could attempt to catch up on lost time, Instructor Loraine appeared before them once more, towering over them in her sheer green dress.

“Cadets! It seems you’ve had a fruitful sparring session. I would like to invite cadets Soros and Bladesworn up to the class stage to demonstrate your learnings. The pair of you were especially diligent in your practising, and I look forward to seeing the demonstration!”

Ren stared in horror at Iria, who was biting her lip and holding in her laughter.


Chapter 29



When Ren woke up the next day, his entire body was sore and aching. His gym session with Iria and Selphira, along with his subsequent sparring session in the simulation had turned his muscles to stone. The aches and pains were so intense that they even warded off the embarrassment of his abysmal demonstration in front of his classmates in Combat 101.

Ren yawned, forcing himself out of his bed and towards the bathroom. He winced as his muscles flared with pain, but persisted through it as he strode through the living room. It was a good thing that he was spending the day working on fulfilling his orders and on his next design project. He was looking forward to the excursion to the cargo bay that Instructor Holo had planned as part of their Derelict Machinery class.

Even so, his thoughts hovered over his strange conversation with Iria during their training session in the simulation.

What was that about?

“Trying to set me up with someone… what is she thinking?” he mumbled under his breath.

Ren opened the door to the bathroom.

Iria was standing opposite the mirror. Her hair was still wet from her shower, and her midriff was covered by a pink towel that she had tied around her torso, reaching down to her upper thigh. Ren was greeted to smooth, pale skin that her bodysuit previously obscured. A generous portion of cleavage was visible above the lip of her towel, which was pressed tightly up against her breasts.

Her head was tilted while she squinted at the mirror. Her hands were bunching her hair up into twin pigtails while she chewed her lip in consternation.

Time seemed to slow as Iria’s head turned, her eyes shifting to lock onto his.

“I’m just trying out a new hairstyle,” Iria replied calmly.

“It looks great on you,” Ren replied equally as calmly.

“Pigtails are in fashion,” Iria said, in a manner that surpassed his level of calmness.

“They are,” Ren nodded as if Iria had proclaimed a universal truth.

“Do you want to try them too?” Iria asked.

“Pigtails?”

“Yeah.”

“Yeah, sure!” Ren nodded enthusiastically, closing the bathroom door shut before him.

*Click*

***

“Ren! Buddy! Woah, are you alright? What’s the matter? You were running fast.”

“Zhou… I’ve discovered something extraordinary.”

“You have? Is it going to make us rich?”

“No,” Ren shook his head. “This morning, I thought I wouldn’t be able to move an inch after waking up from all the physical training I did yesterday. But I’m surprised at just how quickly you can forget about excruciating pain with the right incentive.”

“What incentive would that be, bud?”

“Avoiding death,” Ren replied with a bright smile. “Say, could you do me a favour?”

“Anything for my best bud,” Zhou nodded faithfully.

“If Iria comes by, tell her I’ve jumped off the side of the station.”

“Roger that,” Zhou saluted. “Is that where you’re off to now?”

“I’m actually headed to my Derelict Machinery class. I figure I’d be less likely to die with witnesses around.”

“Smart thinking,” Zhou said, tapping his temple, “you were always the one with the brains.”

“Oh yeah… I almost forgot. Are you free tonight? If I do survive to the end of the day, Iria’s planning a mixer. She wants you to come along.”

To Ren’s surprise, Zhou’s face fell. He watched his friend cast a passing glance towards the storage room, which he now knew to be filled with drawings of full-body suits.

“Sorry, bud. No can d—”

“I need you, man.”

“I’ll be there,” Zhou nodded instantly.

“One last thing...” Ren began. “We’ll make a start on that idea of yours,” Ren said with a nod towards the store room. Zhou’s eyes widened imperceptibly. “You’ve done a great job with all the concepting. Feel free to take it easy, yeah? Get some sleep. You haven’t in a while, have you? I’ve got all the sketches I need. Focus on that marketing campaign of yours instead. But only after you get some rest.”

Ren gave his best friend a casual smile, watching as Zhou’s bottom lip wobbled.

“You’ve been working hard, man. I’ll catch you this evening if I haven’t jumped off the station,” Ren nodded, before running off in the direction of Blade Academy.

***

The cargo bay of the Pride Enduring was bustling. Mechanics and technicians tended to towering piles of scrap, separating useful components from the useless ones. Wholesalers of the components had set up stalls in another section of the cargo bay and were peddling their wares to artificers in need of components.

“Any artificer worth their salt knows the importance of the underlying quality of the components that they use,” Instructor Holo lectured to his Derelict Machinery class. “Neglect the parts, and you neglect your invention. You will eventually build relationships with trustworthy wholesalers, but you must develop a discriminating eye for detail. Anything less will see you swindled, and your chances of building meaningful relationships with suppliers will wink out.”

Instructor Holo smiled, adjusting the pair of opaque glasses perched on his nose bridge.

“Initiate artificers are not usually allowed direct access to the cargo bay, but I have pulled some strings to accelerate your development in this area. You are free to source the components for your projects directly from wholesalers. If you have any questions, find the quartermaster. I will be down in my workshop”

The crowd of students dispersed, excitedly heading towards the stalls in the corner of the cargo bay.

“Cadet Soros.”

“Yes, Instructor Holo?” Ren turned to face his approaching Instructor.

“Walk with me.”

Ren frowned, feeling a tinge of regret at being drawn away from the suppliers’ stalls. They entered a dingy service elevator, which began its descent into the bowels of the cargo area.

“Are you feeling well, Cadet Soros? Is something the matter?”

“I’m perfectly well, Instructor. Thank you for asking.”

“ALERT. A lie, Mister Soros,” PodBot helpfully chimed.

Instructor Holo gave the PotBot an affectionate pat, before turning to smile at Ren.

“I might be blind, Cadet Soros, but I’m not an imbecile. If there are any problems that I can help you with, any at all, do share them with me. That is what we are here for, as your instructors,” Instructor Holo nodded. “We have the wisdom to guide you through troubles that you yourself might lack in your relative inexperience. I would be eager to assist, no matter the nature of the problem.”

Before Ren could reply, the elevator’s brakes engaged, and they came to a halt.

The lift doors parted, and Ren felt his pulse stutter.

“Woah.”

Unlike the ‘workshops’ that could be found in the Artificer’s District, Instructor Holo’s workshop was like a habitat onto itself. Ren gaped as he stared at a Type-2 underwater Derelict unit that spanned the entirety of the room in its length. It was held up by thin silver wires and cast a vast shadow beneath it onto the workshop floor. The remains of other Derelict units similarly filled the area, and Ren felt a chill when he glimpsed a familiar aerial unit – the Aerondight.

His eyes drifted to the grey HALO burning over Instructor Holo’s head.

I tend to forget that he’s a Blade Angel as well.

“Please, make yourself comfortable. Do continue, Cadet Soros,” Instructor Holo said, gesturing to a table and some chairs prepared a short distance away from his main workbench. It was currently bare, but Ren could only begin to imagine what miraculous inventions Instructor Holo had had a hand in devising. In light of that realisation… it felt silly disclosing his ‘issue’ to him. But after Instructor Holo had invited him down into his workshop, sensing something amiss…

“Instructor Holo… I might have embarrassed a friend of mine.”

“Ah,” Instructor Holo nodded gravely, his face filled with empathy and understanding.

“A girl friend of mine.”

“I am afraid that even wisdom has its limits, Cadet Soros,” Instructor Holo nodded wisely, his finger pushing the pair of opaque glasses perched on his face further up his nose bridge.

“Sometimes, the optimal solution is a change of scenery. There are many ways to depart for Earth, Cadet Soros. You are always welcome to avail yourself to the rubbish chute in Sector 4S. I am partial to it myself, as it presents the most direct means off the station.”

“Thank you, Instructor.”

“Now, is there anything further that I can assist you with?”

“Two things, Instructor. What do you know about self-mending polymer?”

“Ah,” Instructor Holo exclaimed, with more than a hint of relief in his voice. “A truly miraculous material. One harvested almost exclusively from Derelict units at the Swarm Commander rank and above. Many have attempted to incorporate it into their designs, but none have been successful.”

“And why is that?”

“None of our artificers have found a way to structure its regeneration. Then there is the matter of triggering its cessation. As you might know, the polymer does not regenerate indefinitely. However, it will continue to regenerate until it hits its capacity. If you can find a way to surmount these two issues, then you would be breaking new ground, Cadet Soros.”

“Thank you, Instructor.”

Instructor Holo let out a hearty laugh.

“Well, well, well… no further questions on this particular matter? I look forward to the coming patent,” Instructor Holo said with a smile. “It is, however, a controlled substance. As you might imagine, leaving self-mending materials unattended would be a recipe for disaster aboard the Pride. While they do not expand indefinitely… they certainly have the potential to inflict some damage if not attended to with care.”

Ren’s hopes fell as Instructor Holo let out a chuckle.

“But of course… I would be pleased to authorise its dispensation to you.”

“Instructor… I would be very grateful. Thank you,” he said, taking a step forwards.

“You know, Cadet Soros, I was one of the Instructors who advocated for your admission,” Holo said softly. “I have always maintained that enclavers have many contributions to make aboard the Pride. You have an eye for detail that most offworlders lack. Your proximity to the machines and your knowledge of their mechanics give you a unique advantage. But I digress. You had another question?”

Ren’s eyes widened at the Instructor’s revelation, but he quickly recovered.

“Mech suits. I’ve noticed that the Blade Angels have developed large-scale weapons platforms. Bipedal and quadrupedal armoured vehicles. But I haven’t noticed any armoured suits.”

Instructor Holo smiled.

“What would be your best guess?”

“The nature of Blade Angel abilities obviates the need for smaller mech suits. Nanoarmour fulfils that role. And from a technical perspective… it's generally more challenging working to integrate smaller components.”

“Excellent. You’ve answered your own question, Cadet Soros.”

“But what if I wanted to make one anyway. Speaking hypothetically, of course. Are there any other obstacles I should keep in mind?”

“There are many inventions that have been left unvisited, Cadet Soros, for the sole reason that they lack the requisite commercial viability,” Instructor Holo smiled. “Do not be deterred by the complexity of a project and define your own limits. My only advice would be to avoid spreading yourself too thin. It seems like you are developing not one, but two projects that are meaningful to you. Might I dare ask for whom?”

Ren hesitated, his shoulders falling.

“My best friend. And…”

“This girl… friend of yours?”

“Yes.”

“Then they are lucky to have you in their lives, Cadet Soros. Keep them close. But remember the rubbish chute all the same. I look forward to the innovations to come, and I will watch your career with great interest. Feel free to peruse the cargo bay above.”

“Thank you, Instructor. On second thought… perhaps there was one other thing,” Ren said, scratching his chin. “My ‘potential’. After my first simulation, I awakened my potential called ‘[machine intuition]’, but I haven’t been able to activate it. Do you have any idea what it might be?”

“Ah, of course! I’m familiar with this particular ability. A popular skill for elite squads.”

“Oh?” Ren’s eyes widened.

“It allows you some insight into signals that Derelict emit. Some of them foreshadow particularly devastating attacks, or when a Derelict commander initiates its healing. A useful ability,” Instructor Holo nodded. “As you might imagine, the reason it has not ‘activated’ is because you haven’t used your Potential around any Derelict units. Summoning your Potential should be as simple of speaking the words or mentally willing it into existence.”

Ren slowly nodded, feeling a brief thrill run through him. Instructor Holo chuckled, waggling a finger.

“But, Cadet Soros, do not be limited in your thinking. Perhaps, it might have some application beyond combat contexts.”

Ren’s eyes widened.

If Derelict use signals to trigger their regeneration… maybe that’s how they prevent their self-mending alloy from going haywire! If I could apply a similar principle to my project…

“That’s… I never thought of that. Thank you, Instructor!”

“Should you manage to break new ground with the self-mending polymer, Cadet Soros… I will keep my ascension materials ready as a commensurate reward.”

Ren’s eyes widened. With one final wave at the Instructor, Ren entered the service lift bound for the cargo bay. He glanced towards the PodBot hovering above his right shoulder.

“PodBot… there’s something off about Instructor Holo, wouldn’t you say?” Ren murmured under his breath. “I wonder what ability he awakened as a Blade Angel…”

“The same could be said about you, Mister Soros,” PodBot chirped.

Ren frowned at the floating bot beside him.

“I swear I didn’t touch your sass filter… and what are you doing here anyway? Didn’t I tell you to stick to Iria?”

“Cadet Iria was exhibiting abnormal cortisol levels. Having thoroughly assessed the situation, I concluded that she posed an existential threat to my continued existence.”

Ren gulped.

Pushing all thoughts of Iria from his mind, he began to peruse the mechanical components on display. His distractions melted away as he murmured under his breath, selecting the proper components for his projects. He scribbled down the necessary materials on a manifest, handing it to an administrative officer, before returning to the workshop.

***

When Iria hadn’t turned up by the time the night-cycle arrived, the dread building in Ren’s gut had accumulated to a tipping point. The only thing that kept it from bubbling over were the complex mechanical problems standing in the way of his intended inventions.

Ren looked up from the pile of artificing textbooks that he had extracted from Blade Academy’s library. He stared at the intricate lattice that he had painstakingly constructed, holding his breath as he extracted the stabilised drop of self-mending polymer in liquid form.

“Please work.”

Ren gingerly dropped the liquid polymer onto the lattice. The issue that Instructor Holo had raised had been the lack of structure to guide the self-mending fabric. The material seemed to be at the heart of how higher-ranked Derelict were able to heal injuries inflicted upon them.

His heart was thumping heavily in his chest as he watched the polymer spread across the intricate lattice that he had designed, guided by the structure it provided. But just as he suspected, it continued to expand past the lattice, bunching up and amalgamating in random and chaotic patterns.

Ren extracted one of the Academic papers he had scrounged up in the library.

Understanding Derelict Signals and their Significance.

“Right… here,” he muttered, his finger hovering over the intended paragraph.

Ren gingerly extracted a wire connected to a small battery, holding it against the lattice construction and continually expanding self-mending alloy. There was no danger of it expanding indefinitely; the polymer did have limits to its ‘regeneration’. But stopping it prematurely was a whole different matter.

Here goes nothing.

[Machine intuition]

Ren began by attempting to will his potential into existence, and he frowned when he saw the slightest ripple across the self-mending polymer. With bated breath, he activated the current, watching as it washed over the material to no great effect. The material continued its unchecked expansion.

I see… it isn’t resonating. Maybe if I change the voltage…

This time, when Ren activated the current, he watched the ripple brought into awareness by his potential shift into a wave.

The rapid expansion of the material… halted.
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Central District was bustling as the night cycle came around. After a few weeks aboard the Pride Enduring, Ren was finally getting accustomed to life here. He no longer had the bouts of nausea that he had been prone to. He had never managed to get to the bottom of what was causing it, but tonight, the nausea had returned for a very specific but mundane reason.

He was dressed in a smart black dress shirt that Zhou had dropped off at his apartment. He was grateful to his friend. As caught up as he had been with his artificing projects, he probably would have been forced to show up in a t-shirt if Zhou hadn’t come through.

Soft classical music filtered through the air. His eyes widened as he took in the Japanese restaurant’s interior, which was furnished immaculately. They had incorporated verticality into their layout, and a long staircase led to branching paths, which in turn led to various private booths.

“Ren!”

Ren turned to find a grinning Zhou dressed in an identical black shirt as he was. His shoulder shrank in relief when he noticed that the dark circles beneath his best friend’s eyes had somewhat subsided.

Good.

“Dude, I’m glad you’re still alive.”

“We still have this evening to get through, Zhou,” Ren said under his breath. “You got some rest?”

Zhou nodded with a smile of gratitude.

“Yeah. Thanks for agreeing to help. I was really out of my depth.”

“Truth be told… I am too. But that’s never stopped us before, has it?”

They exchanged a grin. They turned in unison as a waitress approached them with a practised smile.

“Mister Soros and Mister Yingrou? Your companions are expecting you. Right this way, please.”

“Psst. Bud. Any idea who Iria is trying to set us up with? Full disclosure… I’m not interested in dating anyone right now.”

“Neither,” Ren replied. “But let’s just play along. There might be consequences… if we don’t.”

“Roger that.”

“This is your booth. Please enjoy your evening at the Ralton.”

The waitress opened the sliding door to reveal its occupants.

Ren’s eyes immediately gravitated to the girl seated closest to the door. Iria was dressed in a sleeveless black dress that perfectly adhered to the contours of her body. A touch of reddish eye shadow drew his attention towards her ruby eyes and her long lashes. His attention gravitated towards her tight black dress, and to the soft, pale skin that was visible in the generous ‘cutout’ that the dress accommodated. Ren felt a hint of disappointment when Iria crossed her arms across said cutout, pouting as her brows drew into an adorable frown. Notably, her hair was worn as it usually was, with bangs that draped across her forehead, and glossy brown hair falling to her butt.

“Perv. You really do go for both, don’t you?”

Shit.

His eyes drifted to the girl seated next to Iria.

What the f—

“Hi! I’m Katie!” Selphira said, excitedly waving at him. She was wearing a body-hugging white dress, which exposed a single slender shoulder. Her broken golden HALO was hovering above her head, a match for her faintly glowing golden eyes. Ren’s eyes dropped to the edge of her dress which was pressed tightly against her large breasts. Her body-hugging dress perfectly outlined their shape, and it was practically beckoning him to trace the curves and contours it outlined. Ren gulped when he noticed the pair of nipples pressing up against the fabric, just barely visible to the naked eye. But as eye-catching revealing as her dress was, his attention was instead drawn to her dark blonde hair.

Worn in the style of pigtails.

You’ve got to be kidding me.

“So... this was who you had in mind to introduce me to.”

“Her name is Katie, and she’s—”

Ren sat down with a sigh opposite Selphira, whose smirk had only grown.

“She’s so low on friends that she’s taken to reusing them with different hairstyles and names?”

“The enclaver has a point, Iri.”

Iria’s cheeks were a bright red before her smile returned, which sent a chill down his spine.

“Shut up, Katie. Did you have a good morning, Ren?” Iria asked sweetly in response.

He gulped. But before he could respond, a voice called out from the entrance of the booth.

“Ren! Zhou! It’s nice to finally see you again!”

The cheery voice was just as he last remembered it. Only now, Elsy was not standing upright, but seated in a wheelchair. Ren felt a wave of guilt wash over him. He remembered it like it was yesterday, watching Elsy leap to his friend’s rescue, the Machine Lord’s blood shards plummeting into her thighs.

But if he was feeling guilty...

Zhou had locked up beside him, his face as pale as a sheet, as if he had seen a ghost.

“Sorry I’m late,” the girl beamed, wheeling herself beside Selphira, coming to a halt right opposite Zhou.

Zhou’s eyes were locked on the new entrant, and he hadn’t moved an inch since her entrance.

“Elsy, it’s... really nice to see you too,” Ren smiled.

“Woah,” she breathed, her golden eyes wide. “You have changed. Not even a single comment about Androids?”

“You can thank Iria for that,” Selphira said, nudging her friend in her side.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Iria grumbled.

Zhou stood to his feet.

Shit—

“Zhou—”

Zhou sprinted out of the booth and rushed down the stairs. Ren shot to his feet, swearing under his breath as he attempted to catch up to his friend.

“I have to go,” Zhou muttered just as Ren latched onto his friend’s arm.

“She’s here for a reason.”

Zhou halted in his tracks. He was distraught, and Ren could see Zhou’s shoulders visibly tremble with the emotions that were warring within him.

“She came along because she wanted to see you.”

“Me?” Zhou said incredulously.

“She certainly wasn’t batting her eyes at me when she entered,” Ren smiled.

“Oh. I thought that was just some dust that got in her eyes.”

“Zhou, buddy. If I’ve learned anything about the offworlders… Blade Angels included… it's that they’re no different to us. I know that she’s putting on a brave face. But she still wanted to come along and to see you. You’re going to have to put on a brave face, too. We’ll make it up to her, alright? How do you think she feels seeing you run out like that? I’m willing to bet that she doesn’t want you feeling guilty either. Guilt isn’t going to serve any of us.”

Zhou’s face fell, a shadow crossing his expression. But Ren felt a swell of pride as his friend nodded. A glance in the direction of their booth revealed the girls peeking out from around the corner of the doorway. Upon seeing the boys look back their way, they hastily retreated back inside.

“Sorry about that,” Ren said, clearing his throat as they took their seats.

“Thought I’d get a jog in before we started. Helps me work off the nerves,” Zhou nodded.

“I feel left out, Zhou. You should have invited me along,” Elsy winked. “I’ll race you.”

Zhou gaped as his gaze dropped to her legs. Elsy devolved into giggles, a snort escaping as she unsuccessfully attempted to suppress her laughter at his friend’s reaction.

Iria and Selphira wore similar expressions to his as they watched the exchange between Zhou and Elsy. Ren’s eyes narrowed as they found Iria’s, and the girl bit her lip, attempting to conceal a smile.

From the occasional withering glares that Selphira shot in his friend’s direction, Ren suspected that she still held a grudge against them for what had happened to Elsy. But if she agreed to come to this in the first place… maybe it meant that she was willing to forgive them. Or at least, attempt to try.

There was a knock on their booth door, and a series of waiters and waitresses brought in their food.

“Sushi, hm?”

“In memory of your enclave crush,” Iria nodded, batting her eyelashes at him, looking considerably pleased with herself.

“Aren’t you wondering whether she was evacuated with the rest of the enclave?” Ren said as he placed a piece of sushi on his plate. “You never asked.”

“I guess I assumed that she was. But you did say that she wasn’t interested in you. Thus, the mixer, and introduction to… Katie over here.”

“Hai,” Selphira said, waving coyly at Ren. He felt a deep sense of primal fear wash over him at the smile that Selphira shot him.

Utterly terrifying. But still somehow… hot. That’s a concerning thought.

“What’s this about a crush?” Elsy perked up, leaning over to look at Iria.

“Oh… it’s nothing—”

“I’d hardly say it’s nothing, Iri,” Selphira said, golden eyes dancing with mirth. “Elsy, Ren told her about a crush that he had back in the enclave.”

“Ooooh,” Elsy echoed.

“Wait a minute… you didn’t have any—” Ren interceded before Zhou could finish his sentence, clapping a firm hand over his mouth.

“Anyway,” Selphira smirked, “he was just telling her how he spent the night with a prideful and spoilt girl with great boobs and a great butt, who really liked sushi.”

“Wait a minute,” Elsy said, her eyes narrowing as Iria went pale.

“That sounds a lot like—”

“ANYWAY,” Iria exclaimed, her cheeks flushed red. “Forget about that. The real purpose of our meeting today is to discuss our plan. Combat 101 is coming to an end soon. We have to make sure that you two are ready for the assessment.”

“Us?” Ren said in confusion.

“You’re the only ones who are eligible to receive rewards, after all. Iria will need to find another way to get her hands on a Tier-4 core because of the Headmaster’s restriction,” Selphira chimed, shooting Ren a wink before smirking at a blushing Iria beside her. “To do that… you’re going to need cash for the new courses. How are your inventions coming along?”

“I’m just finalising my project for Delierct Machinery,” Ren said, his eyes hovering on Iria before returning to Selphira. “It should be done in the next couple of days. And then… I believe Zhou has a marketing campaign that he’s interested in getting us involved in.”

Ren’s eyebrow twitched at the grin his friend was shooting him.

“The shoot is scheduled for next week, so you should aim to have your products ready by then,” Zhou nodded. “We’re going to be marketing both of them.”

Ren glowered at Zhou.

How the hell does he know what I’m making for Derelict Machinery?

He must have been snooping around the workshop.

“Wait a minute… what do you mean by ‘shoot’?” Ren said slowly.

“So, to summarise – we get both of you into shape for the Combat 101 assessment. Launch your little marketing campaign, and enrol in a few more courses if your products perform well,” Selphira said. “We’ll be well on our way to passing the first-year assessment and making our way into missions in no time. There is one other thing,” Selphira said, casually stirring her drink with her straw. “I broke into my mum’s office last night,” she announced casually, even as Elsy gasped at the end of the table.

“You did WHAT—”

“Get with the times, sis. But I found something strange.”

The levity in Selphira’s expression gradually faded.

“There were no records of Evie’s departure. Nothing. No records on her profile, or the profiles of her parents. All records related to Evie and her family was either wiped from the system…” Selphira’s eyes narrowed.

“Or they never existed in the first place.”
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“But that’s…” Iria frowned, struggling to process Selphira’s claim.

“I always wondered just why Archangel Viltrick was so interested in Evie and her family. I always assumed that it was because her parents were talented scientists. He was a Master Artificer before he was an Archangel. I figured that he was motivated to rediscover some of the technical leaps that we’ve lost to time and the Derelict… and that Evie’s family were the ones to help him in that endeavour.” Selphira bit her lip. “But it’s strange… talented scientists don’t just sprout out of nowhere, either.”

She’s right.

“I think there might be more to Evie than we originally knew about, Iri.”

Iria’s face fell. Ren felt a pang of sadness watching the girl deflate, her blank gaze lingering on the table before them.

“I’m going to speak to mum about it. I wanted to avoid it… thus the sneaking around… but I guess there’s no way around it.”

“Selphy…” Elsy trailed off.

“What’s the worst she can do?” Selphira scoffed, “ground me? It’s fine, Els. Finding Evie is more important. But if she refuses to tell us anything, then we’re just going to have to find her ourselves. But there was something else that I found, digging through her files.”

Selphira cast a brief glance towards the door to their booth before lowering her voice.

“She’s looking for a ship.”

“A ship?” Ren frowned in confusion. “But doesn’t the Pride Enduring have plenty aboard already?”

“Not just any ship,” Selphira shook her head. “One capable of interstellar travel. A starship. A Blade Angel with Nanoarmour is free to traverse the expanse of space, yes. But without some sort of movement ability, travelling long distances would take years. The Derelict have been careful to wipe out any ships capable of interstellar travel – they don’t want us to be able to escape them, or to reach other planets.”

Other planets?

“Before the Derelict arrived on Earth,” Selphira continued, “humanity established bases on some of the other planets and their moons.”

“Do you think there could be survivors on those bases that Archangel Lilith wants to reach?” Ren’s eyes widened.

“It’s possible. It seems like she’s interested in Mars, in particular. In any case… I doubt it has any relation to Evie, but it could be something that we use as leverage if we want to get the information out of her.”

“Wouldn’t she simply requisition the ship if we did manage to find one?” Ren countered.

“That’s why I’d wire it with explosives, cutie,” Selphira replied, artificially hiking her voice by an octave and batting her eyes at him.

Remind me never to get on her bad side.

Ren spared Iria a glance. All throughout Selphira’s explanation, the girl had been subdued and quiet. She was staring at her plate in silence, her face blank.

***

The rest of their meal was subdued. Every so often, Elsy would occasionally pipe up with a quip, attempting to lighten the mood, which Zhou would riff off. But their attempts failed to snap Iria from her rumination.

“Psst. Enclaver.”

Ren turned, seeing Selphira’s golden eyes locked onto his as they made their way back towards the residential district.

“Go cheer her up.”

“I don’t think there’s anything I can say that would make things better.”

“Get creative,” Selphira replied flatly.

“Right…” Ren muttered. “Simple.”

Ren increased his pace, catching up to Iria.

“Hey.”

“Mm,” she replied, her red eyes dull. Iria looked crestfallen ever since Selphira had broken the bad news to them.

“You know… if you told me last month that we would go toe to toe against a Machine Lord and come out alive on the other side… I would have said that you were crazy.”

“Mm.”

“If you also told me that I’d be living together and working with the daughter of an Archangel... and that the highlight of my day would be watching her drink my stupid stew...”

Iria blinked.

“A-anyway... I think what I’m trying to say is,” Ren fumbled with his words, letting out a breath. “Finding Evie was always going to be a long shot… but we didn’t let poor odds stop us before.”

Ren felt his cheeks warm as Iria turned to regard him.

“You think?”

“Yeah. I think so. So, let’s do this one step at a time. Let’s pass Combat 101. Get this marketing campaign underway, enrol in some courses, climb the tiers and pass the first-year assessment. But we won’t forget our goal.”

Iria smiled, and this time, it was genuine. Ren felt his heart skip a beat. She really was gorgeous in her black dress, but it wasn’t her amazing boobs or butt that was making his pulse flutter.

“Ren… I’ve been meaning to ask… what is your goal? I thought you were trying to find your mother?”

He blinked, caught off-guard by her question. He let out a long breath, nodding his head.

“That was originally my plan. But unlike your friend… she chose to leave the enclave… and me, behind. So as far as I’m concerned, she can do whatever the hell she wants down there,” Ren said gruffly.

“Ren…”

“And besides, we’ve got our new goal to focus on.”

“Oh? ‘Our’ goal?” Iria’s lips quirked into a smile.

“What are friends for?” Ren replied, clearing his throat. “Also… thanks for today.”

Ren lowered his voice, taking a step closer to Iria.

“Zhou’s been taking what happened to Elsy pretty personally. He’s enrolled himself in a medical product design course, and he’s been trying to design—”

“Yeah, we know,” Iria smiled back.

“You do?” he looked at her in surprise.

“Why do you think Selphira was open to this in the first place? She was getting so sick of him coming around her workshop trying to plagiarise the design of her mechs that she caved,” Iria giggled.

“Does Elsy know?”

“Well…” Iria said, turning to glance back towards where Zhou and Elsy were trailing them.

She halted, her eyes wide.

“Iria?

Her jaw had dropped wide open, and she was openly staring behind him.

Ren hurriedly traced the trajectory of her stare, and his jaw dropped wide open. Zhou was leaning over, his lips entwined with Elsy’s as they made out in the middle of the sidewalk. Elsy’s hands were bunched up around the front of his shirt, pulling him down towards her where she was seated in the wheelchair. As their lips enmeshed, Ren, Iria and Selphira were all forgotten as they lost themselves in each other.

“You cheeky bastard…” Ren couldn’t help but grin with relief. “It seems like I was worried for nothing. Well… I guess that’s it. I’m going to head to the workshop to finalise the prototype for Derelict Machinery. Goodnight.”

“Y-yeah,” Iria said, licking her lips as her eyes darted to his. It seemed as if she wanted to say something, but was struggling to find the words. Eventually, she settled for a smile.

“Goodnight Ren.”

***

Selphira

Selphira watched her best friend, the mastermind of their ‘mixer’ stare hopelessly after Ren as he departed in the direction of the Artificer’s District. Casting one final glance back at her sister and Zhou with a scoff, Selphira strode up to her friend.

“He said the highlight of his day was watching me drink the soup,” she mumbled under her breath.

“You do know that you shot yourself in the foot?”

“W-what do you mean?”

“You did ask him to be ‘friends’, did you not?”

“Yeah, and?” Iria looked at her pleadingly, silently begging to provide her with a solution.

“You drew a boundary. Not only that, you told him that you would set him up with a friend.”

“I… I… was just trying to tease him. Besides… it’s you. You hate Ren and Zhou!”

“Well…” Selphira smiled, her eyes lingering on Ren’s back. “Not as much as I used to. He’s cute.”

“Selphy!”

“Relax… I’m not going after your boy… unless you want me to,” she winked.

Iria wordlessly worked her jaw as she tried to muster a response. Seeing her friend at a loss for words, Selphira took the opportunity that was presented to her.

“You do know that a lot of strong Archangels form their own harems. Who knows just how high he’s gong to climb.”

“S-selphy—”

“Fertility rates have been at an all-time low, Iri,” Selphira pouted, “my mother has been trying to do everything in her power to get us to fuck more. If there’s one instruction I’m willing to take from that hag, it’s this.”

Selphira gently guided her friend, who was silently opening and closing her mouth over to a large, glowing billboard. The ‘advertisement’ depicted two half-naked Blade Angels locked in a sultry embrace. The words ‘do it for the Pride’ were visible in gleaming golden lettering.

“If you’re going to keep it up with this whole ‘friend’ and ‘business partner’ thing… just tell him that you’ve got an obligation to fulfil to be a good citizen—”

Selphira finally relented when it looked like her friend was close to tears.

“Oh, Iri,” she said softly, pulling her friend into a hug. Iria sniffed as she angrily swiped at her tears.

“I’ve messed things up, haven’t I? He s-sees me as a friend now. He isn’t attracted to me.”

“The way he was staring at your tits suggests otherwise.”

“B-but he was staring at your tits as well!”

“Iri… you were staring at my tits.”

“They’re nice!”

“Exactly,” Selphira grinned back. She leaned closer to her friend, cupping her face in her hands.

“You’re horrible at flirting, Iri. You’re going to have to start pulling some moves of your own. More obvious ones than whatever this is. Take a page out of my sister’s book. She’s got more balls than you and both of those enclavers combined. But if you aren’t willing to start licking his face from the get-go… then maybe you can start with giving him a couple of hints.”

“Please, Selphy… you have to help me,” Iria said desperately, shaking her shoulders.

“You’re living with him, Iri,” Selphira rolled her eyes. “I’m sure you can get creative while dancing around those rules that you wrote up. Think about what he likes.”

Selphira left her friend to her own devices as she muttered the words ‘boobs’, ‘butt’ and ‘rules’ under her breath. She had a feeling that her friend had taken away the wrong insight, but she was just relieved to see that the night had taken her mind off the recent development.

“But if you take too long to make a move on him… I will myself.”

Iria stared at her, utterly aghast. But then, to Selphira’s surprise, a hint of mischief entered her expression.

“You know… maybe I wouldn’t be totally opposed to it—”

“Ok, stop it,’ Selphira muttered.

“You do have great tits after all,” Iria teased back. “You know what, I’m beginning to warm to the idea—”

“Stop it.”

***

The next two weeks flew by in a blur. The revelation that Archangel Lilith didn’t have any information on Evie was a double-edged sword. While they were missing a key piece of information, their goals were now more defined than ever.

The next step was launching their marketing campaign for his products. Then, Zhou and Ren needed to pass their Combat 101 assessment to gain their Type-4 cores. Once they gained the funds to enrol themselves in other courses, and after they ascended high enough, they would need to complete the first-year assessment to gain access to a far broader range of courses and missions to Earth.

Ren had finally completed the prototype for his second creation. From the way Zhou had started chuckling, Ren was starting to dread what his friend had cooked up for their marketing campaign. But even so, other concerning ‘issues’ had started to pop up.

Over the past two weeks, Ren had noticed some interesting changes in his roommate. First, there was the matter of her attire at home. Gone were the baggy pyjama tops and bottoms. Her outfits had undergone a gradual shift. She started donning tighter and tighter t-shirts, before trading them out for spaghetti-strap singlets that perfectly outlined her breasts. Ren was confident that the next stage of evolution was removing her bra altogether. Then, the only way to go further would be to do away with her top altogether.

An identical progression was also evident with her bottoms. Pyjama bottoms morphed into gym tights which morphed into dolphin shorts which just barely covered her perky ass. Iria had begun shooting him looks that he could only interpret as silent challenges, adopting more and more provocative poses whenever she was splayed out on the couch in the living room.

It’s just like that time back in the Wastes. Maybe she doesn’t see me as a man at all.

She did say she wanted to be ‘friends’...

Iria emerged from her room, wearing a white spaghetti strap top which perfectly conformed to her chest and torso, along with a pair of tiny dolphin shorts.

“Morning,” she called out.

Ren swallowed when she walked past him to the kitchen, bending down as she reached for the coffee beans stored in one of the lower drawers. The edges of her dolphin shorts rode up her upper thighs, teasing him with the slightest hint of soft curves beneath. Ren ripped away his gaze, mentally chiding himself for his momentary lapse.

“We’ve got a busy day today, huh?” he remarked, fiddling with the warming light in his hands.

“Whatever Zhou has planned for his ‘marketing shoot’… Elsy keeps laughing at me whenever she sees me,” Iria grumbled, dark ruby eyes darting to him before returning to her coffee mug. She leaned forwards as she waited for the coffee machine to do it job, leaning over the kitchen island. Her breasts hung down, pressing her top downwards, and giving him a direct view of her cleavage. Any further, and they would be spilling out of her shirt altogether.

Ren could feel something stiffen from between his legs, which he promptly covered with a pillow on the couch.

This is getting out of hand… I need to speak to her about it. She might not see me that way, but she’s driving me crazy with all this unintentional teasing. If we don’t make some changes soon… there could be some very awkward accidents in the near future.

“I’m going to get ready,” Ren stood hastily, forgetting that the pillow remained in his grip. “I’ll see you in an hour? We can make our way to the studio together.”

“Mmhm,” Iria’s eyes met his own as she took a sip of her coffee, before they were shaded by her dark lashes as they dropped to the floor.


Chapter 32



Iria and Ren stared up at the studio entrance.

Alarm bells had started ringing in Ren’s head the moment that Zhou told him that he wouldn’t be attending his own marketing shoot.

“Listen, bud. I’d love to, I really would. But… I wouldn’t want to get in the way of you two, you know? You should have the space you need to bloom.”

Ren’s eyes narrowed as he made out hushed whispers on the other end of the phone.

“Zhou… is Elsy there with you?”

“HI REN!” she called out in the background.

“Sure, Zhou… giving us space is the reason you’re not here today.”

“I’ve set everything up for you two. All you have to do is follow the instruction pack that I left inside. Follow it to a T, and you’ll be selling more of those products than you can make. Elsy, knock it off!”

Ren sighed as he heard a series of giggles erupt from Elsy. Still, he couldn’t help but feel a great deal of relief for his friend. It was clear that Zhou had liked the girl from the moment they’d met back in the enclave. Ren had been afraid that Zhou’s guilt would have slowly eaten away at him.

But it seemed like his worries were all for naught. Elsy had been very clear with how she wanted their relationship to progress.

“Alright… have fun, you two,” Ren sighed. “But don’t have too much fun and miss out on our Combat 101 assessment later this evening. We’ve got a Tier-4 core on the line.”

“Leave it to me, Ren!” Elsy said brightly, before her voice fell low and sultry. “I’ll make sure that Yingdaddy isn’t too late to his assessment. Or too drained to perform.”

Ren immediately hung up the call. He pinched the bridge of his nose between his fingers as Iria stared on in concern.

“Did something go wrong with the studio booking?”

“Oh… no. I’m just going to have to bleach my ears,” Ren muttered, turning to the building before them. The film studio that Zhou had hired was in the Central District. Ren hefted the keycard that Zhou had left him, inserting it into the slot and pushing open the door leading to the studio. After progressing through a small foyer, they reached the studio proper.

“Zhou… what the hell were you thinking?”

Zhou’s grand plan revealed itself.

The studio had been prepped for a photoshoot. Tall, standing lights had been set up around the central area, illuminating it brightly. A tripod with a large, heavy-duty camera had been stationed a distance away.

The set itself was made of a few different environments. One section resembled a beach and was filled with mounds of sand. There was even an umbrella and a beach towel laid out across the ground. Another appeared to be set in a dark cave, with icicles hanging from the ceiling. The final section was plain and contained only a single feature. Ren stared at the sleek vehicle – a sports car. A relic from the past, perfectly preserved. Back in the day, it would have cost an arm and a leg to afford, but up in the Pride Enduring? It was little more than a collector’s curiosity or a set prop.

Staring at the vintage sports car… Ren finally gained the insight needed to comprehend Zhou’s artistic vision. The vehicle looked suspiciously like one of the those he had glimpsed in Old Man Reetrick’s catalogue.

Old Man Reetrick’s steamy catalogues.

“Oh! There’s something over here…” Iria trailed off, picking up a stack of papers placed on a desk set up a short distance away from the set.

‘Iria, wait!”

A blush rose across her pale cheeks. Iria’s lips parted as she stared in stupor at Zhou’s instructions. Without wasting another second, Ren ran up to her, attempting to snatch the paper from her grip. Iria, however, was engrossed in said instructions. She was mumbling to herself as her eyes scanned the words, effortlessly darting out of Ren’s reach every time he attempted to advance.

“Iria, can you please—shit—”

He watched her bite her lip, as if contemplating something, before folding the instructions in half and stuffing them in her utility pouch. She zipped it up and placed a protective hand over her pouch. Ren got the distinct impression that he would not be seeing those instructions.

Zhou. I’m going to kill you.

“No need for those, I’ve committed them to memory,” Iria smiled. “They were pretty straightforward.”

“Huh? Then why did you—”

“Like I said,” Iria said evenly, her gaze unwavering, “they were pretty straightforward.”

“Right… well… here.”

Ren hefted the item in his grip. His main project for his Derelict Machinery class. He could feel his heart hammering in his chest, and his breath growing shallow.

Get it together, Soros. You’ve stared down a Machine Lord and lived to tell the tale. Surely you can give a gift to a girl without pissing yourself.

Iria’s eyes widened as she slowly accepted the wrapped parcel, turning it over in her grip.

“Zhou might have already ruined the surprise with those instructions of his… but… I figured that you could use a spare. You might have left the rest of them back at home… and the one you’re using right now is a bit beat up, so I figured…”

Iria gently undid the tape holding the wrapping together, extracting the bodysuit made of self-mending polymer from within. She ran her fingers gently across its smooth black surface, her eyes wide.

“I… give me a second,” Iria said, her voice wobbling. She grabbed the suit, running straight out of the main studio.

“Does she think it’s too much? She definitely thinks it's too much.” Ren mumbled. Then his gaze narrowed, suddenly remembering that his best friend’s little idea was just proving to make the encounter even more awkward than it needed to be.

He rapidly dialled Zhou’s number into his phone.

“Zhou, what the hell did you put in those instructions—”

“Hey there, valued client! You’ve reached Yingdaddy Enterprises! Sorry I’m unable to return your call—”

“Damnit.”

Zhou let out a sigh, cancelling the call and slumped into a chair. With every passing moment, the anxiety within him continued to build.

I wouldn’t blame her if she just ran away. What was he thinking?

“Hey.”

Ren’s head snapped upwards at the sound of Iria’s voice.

The soft black fabric perfectly adhered to her body. As Iria walked towards him, the suit revealed the slight sway of her hips and the smooth curve of her abdominal muscles as they tensed from the motion. Her large, perky breasts were firmly supported and perfectly outlined by the self-mending material.

Then, her HALO blinked into existence.

It had a blood-red hue, and it cast a dim light onto her long brown hair, giving it a red tinge. Her hands were folded in front of her, and her gaze was fixed at her feet.

“How do I look?”

Ren blinked, staring at Iria.

“Beautiful,” he mumbled.

“What was that?” Iria perked up, frowning in suspicion.

Ren quickly shook his head.

“It… it suits you.”

Iria smiled, running her hands over the fabric.

“Thank you. You didn’t have to do this.”

“Actually… I did.”

Iria blinked in surprise. Ren took in a deep breath before letting it out. He scratched his neck, swallowing down the lump in his throat. Somehow, he would still rank facing down a Machine Lord as an easier challenge to overcome than the one presently facing him.

She deserves to hear this. No matter how embarrassed or scared you are to tell her.

Grow some balls, Soros. Or you’re going to regret not saying anything for the rest of your life.

“As PodBot has made very clear… I’m not the best with my words. But there’s been something I’ve been meaning to tell you.”

“Mmhm?” Iria said softly, staring at him in anticipation.

“Down on Earth… you saved my life three times. Twice when the Machine Lord attacked the enclave… and once when you showed up with that tank,” Ren said, meeting Iria’s gaze. “Then again, when I got in trouble with the other cadets at the Academy… you were there for me. In a big way.”

Gaining some momentum, Ren barrelled through his angst and hesitation.

“You almost got expelled standing up for me. Not to mention everything with the workshop. You could have sat back and relaxed… but you didn’t. You tried to cover my fees as well to take pressure off me while I was ironing out the prototypes. I think what I’m trying to say is…”

Ren swallowed.

“I’m really grateful for you and for everything you’ve done.”

Iria nodded, her cheeks flushed. Ren’s heart dropped as Iria turned, rushing away from him.

“Wait. Hold on. Here.”

Before he could process what she was doing, she returned with something small in her grip. It was a small package clumsily wrapped in paper.

“This was my project for Derelict Machinery. I know it isn’t anything much, but…”

Ren peeled back the packaging to unveil a small, handheld device. It had an extendable antenna, and he noticed that some of the parts were haphazardly glued and pieced together. But it was clear to him that its creator had put a lot of care, thought and time into it.

“A short-range radio…” he said, his eyes widening.

“I’ve heard that it's the enclavers’ preferred method of communication… and I figured…” Iria shrugged, biting her lip, “that maybe if you started going on missions to the surface… it might help with the search for your mum.”

She shifted awkwardly from foot to foot as she awaited his reply.

“Sorry,” Iria stuttered, “I know that it’s not the best, I’m sure you could find a better one elsewhere—”

“This is perfect. Thank you.”

Iria glanced at him in surprise. The blush across her cheeks only deepened as her gaze fell to the floor.

“When you do go looking for her… I’ll help you. You’re doing the same with Evie, it’s… it’s only fair. But that’s only if you want me to!” she rushed to mention.

“I wouldn’t have it any other way.”

The pair of them met each other’s eyes. He could feel his heart thudding in his chest, his pulse racing as his gaze dropped to Iria’s lips, and the way that she pressed them together, wetting them.

“A-anyway, we should—” Iria began, before Ren took a step towards her.

“I don’t really want to be your friend,” Ren said.

Iria faltered, blinking up at him in confusion.

“I’d like something more than just friendship. Or just being your business partner. I like you.”

Iria stared open-mouthed at him, and Ren felt his own cheeks warm under her scrutiny.

“Look… I know that you probably don’t see me that way. With how comfortable you’ve been getting around me in the apartment… and even back when we were down in the Wastes. You might not see me as… someone you’re interested in, and that’s ok. I just figured that I would regret it if I didn’t tell you how I felt—”

“Are you KIDDING ME!” Iria shrieked, making Ren flinch back in shock. She clamped her hands over her mouth. She blushed a deep crimson and looked like she was attempting to spontaneously will herself out of existence.

“I thought you were a eunuch!”

“Huh?” Ren stared at her.

“Do you know how many skimpy clothes I had to buy? I thought I had to throw out the ‘half-naked’ rule just to get a reaction out of you! You… you didn’t give me a second glance! All you would do was sit there on that couch, staring at the wall in front of you, with that damned pillow over your—”

Iria blinked.

“Oh.”

“Wait…” Ren stared at Iria.

“I remembered what you did for me back in the Wastes,” Iria bit her lip. “Taking care of me when I was sick… trying to save me from confronting that Blade Angel’s remains.”

Iria took a step towards him, jabbing him softly in the chest with her finger.

“Even when you were a bigot… you were crap at it,” she said softly. “I was unkind to you when you found that ‘camp’ of mine, and yet you didn’t mock me. You never did. I know my coffee tastes terrible, I know I can be a prideful idiot, but you were always just so…”

Iria’s eyes met his.

“Kind. In everything you did. And not just to me, but to others as well.”

She let out a breath, stepping back.

“Ren, I like you too.”


Chapter 33



Ren stared into Iria’s dark ruby eyes, not wanting to believe his ears.

He felt happy.

So happy.

Happier than he could remember being in recent memory. His body felt light, now that all of the words that he hadn’t dared to share were delivered.

Then why… why do I feel like this?

Ren stumbled back, taking an involuntary step backwards.

“Ren? Ren!”

He fell to his knees, clutching his gut as an intense wave of nausea overwhelmed him.

No, I won’t. Not in front of her. Not now.

The temptation to retch was overwhelming. It felt like something within him was protesting with the words he had delivered to Iria. He clenched his fists tightly, his nails digging into the soft skin of his palms. The pain was like a final bulwark holding the nausea at bay. His hearing was dull, and a high-pitched ringing gradually intensified as the feeling built into a crescendo.

No.

The feeling shattered across his will, disappearing into nothingness. Ren blinked in surprise, slowly casting an eye over his palms. He could still see the indentations left behind by his fingernails, but he doubted that the brief self-inflicted pain had been the antidote to the feeling that had hounded him for countless days.

He could feel a warm palm on the side of his cheek. Iria was kneeling before him, her thumb lightly brushing his skin while her eyes were filled with worry. Even so, he had detected the slightest hint of hurt in her expression.

“Ren… what’s wrong? Is it…” her eyes fell, withdrawing her palm as if afraid that she was the source of his repulsion.

“No. No. It isn’t you,” he said firmly. He watched her shoulders relax slightly at his reassurance. “Ever since we encountered that Machine Lord…” Ren shook his head. “I’ve been feeling strange. I would get these bouts of nausea, especially after boarding the Pride Enduring. But over time… they seemed to fade.”

“Do you think… it was the blood shards?” Iria frowned. “But Evie hasn’t mentioned experiencing any similar symptoms…”

“I’ve had a couple of medical check-ups since then, but none of them have returned anything. I was hoping that it was gradually fading, but…”

“You’re sure it isn’t me?” Iria said, raising an eyebrow somewhat playfully.

“Absolutely. I…” Ren reddened. “I know that for sure.”

“Oh? Is that so?” Iria smirked, standing to her feet and extending a hand to help him up. Their hands lingered in one another’s before they seemed to register the physical contact, pulling away.

“I… I suppose that just in case, we could take things slow?” Iria offered.

I’m going to look like a total sleazebag if I disagree. Damnit, Soros.

“Right,” Ren nodded his head, his gaze lingering on Iria. He felt the urge to step forwards, to pull her into an embrace, and to meld his lips with her own. But after almost throwing up on her, he felt like she had gained the right to dictate their pace.

Iria’s hips swayed, pressing up against the fabric of her bodysuit as she strode towards the table, bending down to pick up her pouch. Ren watched the way the black fabric pulled tight across her supple ass, bringing it into definition for a brief moment, before she rose.

Right.

Taking it slow.

Piece of cakes. Cake. Singular. Don’t think of her ass.

Fuck, I’m screwed.

“I guess we should make a start?”

“The photoshoot!” Ren mumbled, his eyes widening. “Shit, how much time do we have left?”

“The instruction pack said two hours,” Iria replied.

“Two hours…” Ren muttered, his eyes narrowing.

Why would he have booked it for that long? Surely a couple of marketing photos wouldn’t take us more than half an hour? Still… it was a good thing that he did. We got a little sidetracked. “

“It seems like Zhou wants to advertise both the warming light and the bodysuits as a bundle. And it seems like he wanted both a male and a female model to be in the photos. The overall theme of the shoot is…”

Iria hesitated, glancing at him, before pulling Zhou’s instruction pack from her pouch and handing it to him. Ren’s eyes immediately fixed on the underlined word on the very first page that crudely encapsulated the overall theme of the shoot.

Zhou…

This couldn’t have come at a worse time. How much more painful are you going to make this for me?

“He has… very helpfully included some reference photos,” Iria said as she slowly paged through the assembly of reference materials that Zhou had meticulously prepared. Ren gulped as he watched the models’ clothing progressively disappear the further they paged through.

“He does know,” Ren cleared his throat, “that both of us are going to be the talk of our cohort if we go through with this.”

“I think… that’s exactly what he’s going for,” Iria mumbled. “What better way to get eyes on your products… and generate buzz around them. Sex…” she said, glancing at the underlined word, “does sell.”

“So… you’re okay with this?” Ren replied incredulously.

“I think it will really piss off my Mother… which is great. And I frankly don’t care what the others think about me. Unless…” Iria trailed off with an uncertain glance his way. “If you’re embarrassed being seen with me, then—”

“Let’s get started,” Ren said instantly.

Iria blushed at the certainty with which he proclaimed his stance, but nodded.

“But if we’re both going to be in the photos… then who’s going to be taking the pictures?”

“ALERT. That would be my role, Miss Iria.”

Right on cue, their trusty PodBot entered from the adjacent room. It flew straight towards the camera on the tripod, its pair of claws hefting it into the air. Despite its small frame, it handled the oversized camera with ease, flying into position.

“All that’s left is…”

“Here,” Iria said, extending a package out to him. Ren frowned in confusion, undoing the package and extracting a suit made of self-mending polymer.”

“What the…”

“Selphira made it,” Iria giggled at the dumbfounded look on his face. “So… yeah, I did know what your surprise was. But it didn’t change anything, if you’re worried.”

“She replicated it?” Ren said, his eyes wide.

“Yeah. Zhou was insistent that we needed to target both guys and girls. Don’t tell her I said this… but she admitted that she was impressed with what you came up with. But that’s not all he’s prepared.”

Iria crouched down next to the table, extracting a crate full of other assorted outfits. She pulled out a pair of fluffy winter coats, handing one to Ren.

***

The shoot started out relatively standard. PodBot took a few shots of Iria with the winter coat draped over her bodysuit, while Ren got changed into his. Shortly afterwards, he joined her in the pictures.

They stared at the first ‘couple’s’ shot that Zhou had prepared. It depicted a pair of models spooning one another, hugging the other for warmth. Iria and Ren silently headed to the centre of the ‘cave’ floor, lying down in the manner depicted.

“You… can get a little closer if you want.”

Ren shifted himself closer to Iria. Given their proximity, he could make out her sweet scent, which only seemed to have been amplified by the thin layer of sweat that the winter coats had provoked. He hesitantly draped an arm over her midriff, holding it a centimetre away from her body.

“ALERT. Discrepancy detected to reference photograph. Reduce distance from one another.”

PodBot…

His eyes widened when Iria pressed herself up against his arm.

“Mister Soros, you are not appropriately flush against Miss Iria. Please correct this deficiency.”

Ren felt a tinge of dread wash over him. Iria’s slender form, her proximity to him, and the tension that had gradually built up over the past few weeks with her behaviour in the apartment had him at the very edge. He very well knew that he couldn’t afford to press his lower half against her.

Before Ren could react, Iria took the initiative, pressing her ass up against him. He swallowed as her curves settled right up against his erect member. Before Ren could say a word, PodBot swooped into position.

There was a quick series of flashes as PodBot took the photos.

“FEEDBACK: the reference picture depicts two lovers trapped in an icy cave. Your rigidity gives the impression that you are strangers. CORRECTION: you would make strangers look like a pair of star-crossed lovers. Please immediately rectify this deficiency. As Mister Yingrou says, ‘profits are at stake’.”

That little…

Before either of them had time to say a word, PodBot was already shifting into the next position. As the ‘winter’ photoshoot drew on, they adopted more and more intimate positions. The stiffness between Ren’s legs only began to intensify. The gradual fading of his erection that he was counting on never eventuated. His only saving grace was that the firmness of his bodysuit served to conceal his stiffness, giving him a plausible excuse.

“Please get into position for the final winter scene.”

The final picture appeared to be the prelude to a kiss. Iria’s lips drew closer to his, hovering a hair’s breadth away from his own. He could feel her breath on his skin. Her eyes lingered on her lips, and it took every modicum of his willpower not to lean in and kiss her.

Get your shit together, Ren. Go according to her pace.

You’re not the one who was almost thrown up on after being confessed to.

“OVERALL ASSESSMENT: ‘D'.”

“A ‘D’?” Ren said incredulously, inclining his head towards the PodBot.

“D stands for: do better, or I will fire you,” PodBot cheerily intoned, its yellow smile gleaming. “Constructive feedback delivered. Progress to the next set.

“I still think that thing is defective,” Iria whispered to him. “I guess… we get changed now?” Iria said. “PodBot, are we using the warming light and bodysuit in all of the sets?”

“Incorrect, Miss Iria. The ‘ice cave’ shoot is meant to display both products in tandem. Our next shoot will be a shoot with the vehicle displaying only the bodysuit. Miss Iria will participate in this exclusively. The ‘beach’ shoot will be dedicated solely to the warming lights.”

This isn’t making any sense. The solo vehicle shoot, I get. Hot girls and sleek vehicles have been selling since before the apocalypse. But the warming lights and the beach?

“Chop, chop,” PodBot emitted cheerily.

Together, they headed to the second set – which was the set with the sports car.

Ren’s eyes locked on the model depicted in Zhou’s instruction pack. The woman’s jumpsuit was unzipped, showing an inordinate amount of cleavage as she leaned over the hood.

There’s no way in hell Iria would—

He heard the soft sound of a bodysuit unzipping.

“Iria?”

His mouth dried up as Iria unzipped her bodysuit, the zip halting just beneath her sternum. Through the gap in her suit, her pale cleavage was on clear display, only emphasised as she bent over the hood of the car, her eyes locked onto his. Her lips were curled upwards in a hint of a smile. It didn’t escape his notice how Iria wetted her lips, as she pushed her bust up against the vehicle.

Holy. Shit.

“ALERT. Acceptable. Next pose.”

Ren tried to prevent his jaw from falling to the ground as Iria glanced at the instruction pack, before adopting her next pose without even an ounce of hesitation. She arched her back, sticking her ass out and bringing it into clear definition against the thin fabric as she looked back at the camera.

The poses only got raunchier and raunchier. But to Ren’s shock, Iria seemed to be taking it all perfectly in stride. The photoshoot culminated with a photo of her lying across the car hood with her back arched, her suit coming precariously close to slipping off to completely expose her chest.

She must REALLY be out to piss off her mum if she’s taking things this far.

The ache between Ren’s legs was palpable. His breaths were shallow, and he could feel Iria’s heavy gaze fall on him. Her eyes drifted towards the lump at his crotch that he could no longer explain away as a feature of his suit.

“FEEDBACK: Miss Iria exceeded all expectations. CONCLUSION: Mister Ren is the weakest link. Immediately rectify your poses, or you will be replaced with a more suitable candidate.”

“You wouldn’t want that, would you?” Iria said, slowly walking towards him, her bodysuit still precariously unzipped. Ren resisted the urge to stare as she drew closer, each movement causing the middle edge of her open suit to drift further aside.

“For the final shoot, please change into the relevant attire. It is paramount that you do not deviate from the recommended attire. It is needed to maximise the efficacy of the marketing campaign.”

Ren finally understood Zhou’s gambit when the lights across the beach set turned a pale blue. All of a sudden, it was as if they were standing on a beach in the light of the moon. The warm glow of the warming light shone across their features as PodBot deposited it in the required spot.

“ALERT.”

Ren and Iria turned to the PodBot.

“Strip,” it chimed cheerily.

***

The briefs Zhou intended for him to wear were tight around his package. Never mind wearing it in front of Iria… the thought of everyone aboard the Pride Enduring catching a glimpse of it in the marketing photos made him want to flee the studio.

There was one tiny little thing keeping him right where he was.

Whoever had picked out Iria’s outfit had deliberately gone for the smallest black bikini they could get their hands on. The thin fabric pressed tightly against her nipples, allowing Ren to see their vague outline beneath. Her black-brown hair was lit gently by the blood-red HALO hovering over her head. His eyes drifted down to her bikini bottoms, tied together high on her hip by a thin piece of string that left the side of her legs almost entirely exposed.

Her hands were folded over her breasts in an attempt to obscure them. But rather than cover them up, all the motion served to do was to press them more firmly against one another, exposing pale side-boob that peaked out from around the edges of her bikini.

But Ren wasn’t the only one who had taken a keen interest in the other. Iria’s ruby red gaze was locked onto his briefs, and the noticeable bulge within. After an afternoon of being in close proximity with her in various states of undress…

Ren was at his limit.

“ALERT. It appears that Mister Ren has an—”

“Let’s just continue with the shoot, shall we, PodBot?” Ren cleared his throat, the warmth across his cheeks intensifying to an uncomfortable degree.

“Mister Ren, if you would take a seat over here.”

Ren cautiously strode over to the spot indicated by podbot, as nonchalantly as he could manage.

“Miss Iria. Please take a seat in Mister Ren’s lap.”

Uh…

To his surprise, Iria strode over to him. From where he was seated, he had an excellent view of the way her slender thighs jiggled ever so slightly with every step that she took. He could make out the slightest hint of a camel toe as she drew into his proximity.

He felt her ass wedge up against his crotch as she sat against him. He could feel the throb of his member as she moved ever so slightly, causing it to pulse, engorging itself.

“ALERT. Get closer.”

Ren could smell the scent of her hair as the soft and smooth skin of her back pressed into his chest. His dick was wedged into her round ass, and from just how tightly she was pressing up against him, there was little chance that she didn’t feel his erection.

“Better.”

PodBot deposited the warming light nearby before proceeding to take a couple of photos from different angles. Iria was facing away from him, but he could see a slight blush colouring her neck.

“Miss Iria. Please turn around for the next pose. Embrace Mister Ren.”

Shit.

He felt a slight pressure ease up on his crotch as Iria rose, only to turn around, sitting right back down immediately. Her legs encircled him on both sides, and her crotch was pressed right up against his erection. Her pale breasts were pressed into his chest, and she brought her arms around his neck, encircling him.

Ren’s heart was beating heavily as he met Iria’s gaze. Her cheeks were coloured with a light flush, but in place of embarrassment, was a slight, sly smile.

“Sorry. Just getting comfy.”

Iria shifted her legs, grinding up against him and causing the throbbing in his groin to amplify. His member was now pressing firmly up against her crotch, and he could feel Iria’s intermittent breaths dissipate across his cheeks.

“Excellent!” PodBot chimed. “Mister Ren, this next pose will have you standing.”

‘I… I can’t do that, PodBot.”

“Failure to comply with the prescribed modelling standards will result in your imminent replacement. Please state a reason for your refusal.”

Ren reluctantly rose to his feet.

His erection was pressing painfully against his briefs, pushing them outwards.

“I-iria… could you… shift a little to the—”

“I’m fine where I am, thank you.”

Iria’s face was hovering an inch away from his crotch, her eyes locked on his erection. Iria briefly ran her tongue over lips, wetting them as she drew closer.

“Mister Ren, please immediately address your arousal so the shoot can continue!” PodBot chimed cheerily.

“G-give me a second, it’ll—”

“We can’t have that,” Iria looked up at him, her smile growing wider as a hand wandered to his briefs. A single finger slowly began to pull it down. “Our profits are at stake. I guess it’s time for me to step up as your business partner.”

So cheesy.

Ren bit down a laugh, but let out a yelp as his cock slipped free. He could feel Iria’s breath across his bare skin as she stared at it with wide eyes. Her lips were glistening as she unconsciously wet them again, raising a hand to encircle his dick.

“I-iria…”

“Well? Feeling nauseous now?”

Iria’s ruby eyes glittered as she slowly began to massage his cock. Her soft palms glided up and down his dick, guided by his precum that had been leaking free from his prolonged arousal. Ren let out a breath, his eyes drifting to the way that Iria’s breasts jiggled as she hastened in her stroking, her eyes fixed intently on his crotch. Iria leaned forwards, her mouth parted in anticipation. Her soft lips came into contact with it, and Ren groaned as she lubricated it with her saliva.

“You’re eager,” she whispered, her mouth wandering to the tip of his cock before sandwiching it between her lips. Ren shivered as he felt her tongue run across the base of his cock. Iria began her blowjob in truth, her eyes shaded by her dark lashes as she honed in on his pleasure.

“Iria… I’m—”

“No.”

Iria instantly halted in her motions, tightening her grip around his member. That simple act threatened to push him over the edge. The anticipation was only made worse when he realised that Iria’s nipples were erect, and pushed firmly up against the thin fabric of her swimsuit. One of her hands had wandered to her crotch, the fabric covering it slightly darkened.

“We can’t have that.”

Iria blushed when she realised where he was looking. She crossed her legs in an attempt to obscure his view, but Ren simply crouched down towards her, pushing her back into the sand. His lips hovered over hers for a moment, before he leaned in.

Iria gripped the back of his neck, drawing him towards her. Her soft lips melded with his, and her sweet scent washed over him, filling his senses. Her body was pressed up against his, and she was kissing him clumsily, with enthusiasm that he matched. Ren’s hands almost unconsciously roamed towards her tits, and she let out a gasp as he slipped his fingers beneath her black bra and against bare skin. He pulled her bra to the side before running his tongue over her erect chocolate nipples. Iria released a soft moan, arching her back with a shiver of pleasure. Ren began to wander lower, licking the pale underside of her breasts before running her tongue over her soft midriff as he drifted towards her navel.

“Ren…”

Ren tugged at the knot holding together her bottoms, watching it unravel with a smile.

“Business partners, remember? It goes both ways.”

“That was how I sounded?” Iria shuddered. “Please never say that—R-ren? M-mf!”

Ren slowly drew aside the fabric, exposing her pussy. It was slick with her anticipation, and the her intoxicating scent filled his senses, making his dick throb in anticipation. Ren’s tongue gently wandered over smooth, shaved skin. He could feel Iria shudder and arch her back as his tongue drifted over her engorged clitoris. Her fingers entwined with his hair as she gently pulled him into her.

“I-if you keep doing that,” Iria whispered breathlessly. “I’m going to—”

Ren halted, his eyes locked onto hers. When Iria attempted to shift and move, he remained still, lips twitching as he danced just out of her reach.

“You… you…”

“Can’t take a bit of your own medicine?”

“Actually, I have a better idea,” Iria said, her smile taking on a cunning glint.

Before Ren could react, her legs clamped down on him, her thigh muscles engaging as she twisted him sideways and onto his back. She rose, darting forwards, her soft ass settling against his thighs. His erect member was pressed firmly against her navel, and she was gently rubbing it as she wedged it between a palm and her stomach.

“Do you want to?”

There was a slight hint of uncertainty in her voice, despite the efforts she made to conceal it. Ren answered by sitting upwards, bringing his lips to hers. His fingers tugged at the string holding her bikini top to her chest. It fell away and Ren began to kiss her breasts as she angled his cock into her.

Ren slipped inside.

Iria was tight around him, and he could see her wince ever so slightly. He slowly began to run his tongue over her nipples, his fingers gradually stimulating her clit. He felt her relax around him, before she started to take her own initiative. She began to push herself into him, as he slowly thrusted inside her. Iria bit her lip as she stared into his eyes, her fingers tightening around his ashen-grey hair.

“Harder,” she whispered.

Ren rushed to oblige. He had been holding himself back, not wanting to rush it. But there was a desperation that he could relate to in Iria’s gaze. Their sensual movements devolved into quick and harried fucking, and he stared entranced at the way her breasts jiggled with each thrust.

“Fuck me, Ren,” her voice rose, as she buried her face into his neck. Her red HALO blinked back into existence as her moans grew louder and more unrestrained. Somewhere along the line, Iria had stopped caring about how much noise she was making, and her cries of pleasure bounced off the studio walls.

“I’m… I’m going to come,” she whispered with a shiver.

Ren felt her contract around him, the motion sending him over the edge. Iria’s fingers dug into his back as she reached her orgasm, and Ren felt waves of intense pleasure wash over him as he reached his own.

Iria collapsed on top of him breathlessly, her bare chest heaving. When she seemed to register what they had just done, her cheeks coloured a deep crimson, and she buried her face into his neck.

“That was… it was…”

“Yeah, go on,” Ren replied smugly, wrapping his arms around her.

“It was decent,” she said, her eyes narrowing at the sound of his smug tone. “Not bad, for an enclaver…” her brows furrowed, and he watched her swallow. “Isn’t… isn’t it meant to go down after you—”

“Do you know how much you frustrated me this past week,” Ren said softly. “Wearing those clothes constantly in the apartment. I couldn’t think straight. I’m not nearly done.”

“B-but the photoshoot!” Iria protested.

“PodBot… how much time do we have left?”

“You have one hour left, Mister Ren.”

“PodBot, it was here the whole time!” she said, her blush growing more intense. “Can you—”

“Wait…”

Ren gave her a mischievous grin.

“It’s not every day that we have a studio to play around with. And a camera.”

Iria’s eyes grew wide, before they shifted to the camera in PodBot’s grip.

“You aren’t suggesting…” she mumbled, swallowing. “I suppose we could take it… then delete it afterwards… if we wanted to.”

“So, what do you feel like next?” Ren grinned.

“The cave or the sports car?”


Chapter 34



“I’m going to admit,” Zhou scratched his chin. “I was not expecting the two of you to look so natural in these. I was expecting the worst, but these are… great.”

Iria was biting down a giggle as Ren glowered at his best friend.

“That natural flush… I wonder how you pulled it off. Did you do some cardio before the shoot or something?”

“Yeah, we ran laps.”

“Huh,” Zhou nodded. He paused, squinting at one of those photos. “Wait a minute… are those stains on the windshield? I swear these lazy bastards… can’t even prepare a half-decent set to save their lives!”

“I-I was leaning all over that thing,” Iria said, a blush reaching her cheeks. “I must have scuffed it or something.”

Iria and Ren exchanged a silent glance before their attention fell back on Zhou.

“Alrighty… we’ll send this off for processing, and before you know it, those warming lights and bodysuits will be selling like hotcakes. You two have got great chemistry. Not a hint of awkwardness in any of these photos whatsoever. Uncanny—”

“Alright, alright. You ready for this assessment?”

Zhou grinned back.

“Are you kidding? We’re going to kill this. Let’s go.”

***

“The time has finally come, cadets. I have seen many a bright and hopeful face pass through my class,” Instructor Loraine said with a cheery smile. “And I have seen many of them again in repeat courses. I do not care about your plans and I do not care about your dreams. All I care about is ensuring that you are prepared for the challenges to come and that you make it out alive.”

Instructor Loraine spread her arms.

“We will begin with your close combat assessment. As I have cautioned you before, your encounters down on the surface will not be neat and predictable,” Instructor Loraine continued. “You will be injured, and you will be forced to persist through those injuries. Remember the rules. No incapacitation. No broken limbs. No deaths, or I will see to it that you are equally held to account,” Instructor Loraine smiled.

Ren had never heard such a polite death threat before.

“Your pairings have been announced. Please refer to—”

The screens positioned along the lecture seats flickered, populating with their close combat pairings. Ren let out a snort when he realised that he recognised the cadet he had been paired with.

Ray. Funny how that works out. I wonder if it was deliberate. Knowing Instructor Loraine…

Ren glanced at their smiling Instructor.

I wouldn’t be surprised.

“Ren…”

“I’ll be fine,” Ren grinned in return. “I’m glad for the chance to get back at that asshole. Besides, at least I wasn’t paired up with Gerald,” Ren shuddered, before remembering to check Iria’s pairing.

His stomach dropped when he saw her name listed against Gerald’s.

There’s no way this isn’t intentional.

“I’ll be fine too. Trust me.”

To his surprise, Iria reached over to squeeze his hand reassuringly. His cheeks warmed, but he didn’t pull away, maintaining her gaze.

“Be careful,” he replied, prompting a smile from the girl.

“The following cadets, please make your way down to the stage. Jay Heartfield. Ren Soros. Lucy Treffield—” Instructor Loraine began, calling out the pairs who would be taking the stage first.

“Whatever the outcome is… thank you for your help. I know I would be repeating her class if it wasn’t for you. I’m miles better than I was before.”

Iria blushed, but she found it in her to return his smile.

“Then prove it, enclaver.”

“I will, android.”

She leaned closer to him, her lips brushing up against his ear.

“There might even be a reward in store if you do.”

Resisting the urge to kiss her right then and there, Ren rose, striding down to the stage. His fellow cadets were filled with nervous energy. He could feel the other cadets’ eyes on him as he began to stretch and warm up. Instructor Loraine had picked on him a couple of times for her demonstrations, and Ren was half-convinced that she did so to kick his ass into gear. It was no great mystery that he was behind his classmates in terms of his combat prowess and almost all elements of his physical fitness when he first entered Blade Academy.

But now?

Ren smiled at his opponent, raising his fists in preparation. Ray bared his teeth at him, and it looked like the young man was content to ignore all of Instructor Loraine’s warnings if it meant having plausible deniability after crippling him during an assessment. Ren didn’t think Ray particularly cared if he had to repeat Loraine’s class.

I don’t have the same luxury.

“COMMENCE!”

All around him, cadets advanced towards their sparring partners. Some approached cautiously, while others charged head-on. Ray took the latter approach, breaking out into a sprint in Ren’s direction. Ren waited carefully, poised on the balls of his feet to react once Ray came within striking distance.

Ray charged towards him, angling his shoulder in an attempt to body-check him. Ren deftly sidestepped at the last possible moment, causing Ray to fly past him and attempt a last-ditch effort at correcting course. Ren lashed out with his right foot, landing a kick across Ray’s exposed thigh.

He felt a surge of satisfaction at Ray’s yell of pain, but he wasted no time in stepping right into Ray’s range to prevent a similar charge. Unlike Iria’s pairing, they were of similar builds, which placed them on even ground. Ren lifted his fists, ducking under a jab that Jay sent hurtling towards his skull. Ren replied with a jab of his own, before sliding his foot forwards, twisting his body and following it up with a second hook that slipped through Jay’s guard, clipping his chin.

Even as Jay reeled, Ren was stepping forwards again, this time, angling for a kick towards Jay’s exposed kidney now that his guard was dropped. But just as he unleashed it, he realised his mistake. Jay spurred into action after lulling him into a false sense of security, sending a punch into his ribcage.

The wind was driven from Ren’s lungs as he gasped, but Jay was nowhere close to finished.

“FILTHY ENCLAVER!” he screamed, his second punch clipping the side of Ren’s jaw and making the familiar taste of iron surface in his mouth. Ren waited a beat, employing Ray’s own tactic against him. Gaining confidence from the hits that he landed, Ray overextended himself, executing a hasty kick in an attempt to finish the fight.

Ren lashed out in a quick, precise kick to his inner thigh, making him fall into a crouch and abort his attack mid-kick. Ren slipped past his desperate attempt to reach out for him, putting Ray into a chokehold and tightening his grip. He could feel Ray’s fingernails desperately clawing against the fabric of his bodysuit, but gradually beginning to weaken.

“I… I yield,” Ray choked, before Ren shoved him to the floor.

“Victory to Cadet Soros,” Instructor Loraine intoned with a smile. “Please proceed straight to the simulation room.”

“But Instructor, could I wait for—”

“Immediately, Cadet Soros, or I will disqualify you.”

“Yes Instructor.”

Ren cast a brief glance at Iria who was waving at him from high up in the lecture seats. Returning her wave with a smile, Ren winced as he massaged the throbbing ache in his ribcage.

That bastard probably broke something.

CALIBRATING…

SYNC SUCCESSFUL

WELCOME CADET REN SOROS

COMMENCING ASSESSMENT SCENARIO…

Ren blinked, and his environment shifted. He was greeted to an all too familiar sight.

The Wastes.

Blade Angels and Derelict units met in unholy matrimony high above him. Dropships swerved out of the way of Tier-4 aerial swarms and anti-aircraft rounds unleashed by Derelict units. Blade Angels used their Weapons to carve through Derelict units, whittling down their numbers.

“Ground unit!” his sergeant yelled. “Clear out the Type-5s and secure the Landing Zone! MOVE!”

“Yes sergeant!” his unit echoed out as they entered the clearing. It was crawling with Type-5 Clawrend units. Upon their entrance, the Derelict fodder charged towards them. Ren unsheathed the waveblade at his side, falling into a slight crouch as he waited for the units to approach. He kept a careful eye on two pesky units that were attempting to flanking, ducking at just the right moment as the first attempted to leap on top of him.

He swung his waveblade in a clean arc, bisecting the Clawrend in two. He pivoted, shifting his weight from leg to the other in preparation to cleave the second approaching unit in half.

Around him, his team was clearing out the units with similar ease.

What the hell is going on?

Just as the thought occurred to him, he saw a black silhouette drop out of the sky. Unlike the Type-3 Aerondight, this Derelict unit was streamlined and fast. Even though it was an aerial unit, it had no reservations touching down on the ground, raising its weapons in their direction

“TYPE-2, TAKE COV—

Before his sergeant could complete his sentence, the Type-2’s guns kicked into gear. A hail of bullets exploded through the man’s torso, sending him tumbling to the ground, along with all of the other Blade Angels grouped around him.

Shit. Shit. Shit.

Think, Soros—

Ren felt the bullet spear into his chest, quicker than he could react. Pain like he had never felt before suffused his being, as the simulation froze.

YOU DIED

Ren panted as he stared at the words in his vision.

The difference between that and the Type-3 that I took on in the enclave can’t even be described. I can forget about taking it on without something heavier duty than a waveblade. I don’t even have a Weapon to call on. Having us face a Type-2?

His thoughts were interrupted by another notification which blinked into his vision.

PICK BETWEEN TWO OPTIONS

	REDO THE MISSION

	UNDERTAKE ALTERNATIVE MISSION




ONE ATTEMPT REMAINING

Ren selected the second option, which opened a second window.

ALTERNATIVE MISSION: Infiltrate another cadet’s mission as a Type-2 Derelict and sabotage their mission. Choice of cadet is up to your discretion. Here is a list of available options—

He gritted his teeth, even as the pain that he experienced lingered in his body. It was excruciating, and the simulation being paused only seemed to prolong the pain. Even so, he forced himself to deliberate the decision properly.

They’ve given us an impossible test. There’s no way that any of us would be capable of taking down that Type-2… it’s not even operating on typical parameters. Which leaves me with one single option… the alternative mission. Seeing as a Type-2 invaded my scenario, did one of the other cadets choose to sabotage me?

Ren shook his head, attempting to block out the pain.

I can’t afford to retake this class. We’re strapped for resources as it is. Zhou and I need to upgrade our cores as quickly as we can. That way, we’ll be in a position to help Iria and Selphira advance by sharing any cores we gain with them.

Ren’s finger hovered over the alternative mission option. In his haze of pain and discomfort, Ren’s thoughts returned to his time back in the Wastes.

With a sigh, he selected the first option.

But this never was about choosing the ‘optimal’ choice, was it?

Yes, the Academy is unforgiving, and only those who make it to the top get the chance to ascend. But I don’t think that was the point of showing us the scenario with the Sage of the End. The choices of hundreds of thousands of powerless humans bought us our survival, because they thought of something other than themselves in that battle.

This is about loyalty. And whether we would put our own interests before that of our comrades.

Because if we don’t stand united against the Derelict, we’re all as good as dead.

CONGRATULATIONS CADET REN SOROS

WELCOME TO THE BLADE ANGELS
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“I did it,” Ren whispered, staring at the words hovering in the blank white space around him. He let out a laugh of relief, sinking to his knees as the pain that filled his body disappeared into nothingness.

Making the pain stick around must have been a deliberate decision. They were tempting us with an easy way out. This was less a test of physical skill and more a test of fortitude and integrity. Makes sense, they addressed that with the close combat assessment.

The lights around him winked out.

That’s strange… a glitch?

Or is it another test within a test?

“Hello?” his voice echoed out in the pitch-black room. “Is anyone out there?”

Ren closed his eyes, attempting to will himself out of the simulation.

“Abort simulation.”

Ren was met with complete silence. He could hear the slightest echo as he called out into the dark room. It was like someone had turned off the lights in his simulation, but he still felt the sensation of existing in that space.

“Hello?” Ren whispered once more. He felt goosebumps erupt across the surface of his forearms, his hair standing on end. Panic was slowly starting to settle in. His skin prickled as the quiet dark loomed all around him. The only things audible to him were the sound of his heartbeats and his harried breathing. Ren’s head whipped around as the skin of his scalp prickled.

It feels like… there’s something in here with me.

Like there’s something watching me.

“Who’s there?”

Ren whipped his head around once more, staring into the darkness.

I swore I heard—

“Ren? Ren!” a faint feminine voice echoed around him.

Ren blinked. The moment he opened his eyes, the dark room had disappeared. He felt the welcome sensation of the incline chair as he returned to reality. Ren shoved the curved screen away from his face, before slipping out of the simulation pod. His skin was clammy and his chest was still rising and falling as he tried to shake off the adrenaline and terror mixing within him.

“Hey, hey. You’re alright,” he heard a voice whisper to him. He felt something warm and soft press up against his cheek. She tightened her arms around him, drawing him into a hug. Ren let out a slow breath when he was greeted to the familiar scent of her hair and skin. She pulled away briefly, staring at him with wide ruby eyes filled to the brim with worry. He could feel the gentle touch of her breath as she furrowed her brows.

“H-hey,” he replied with a weak smile.

Iria lunged into him again, hugging him.

“You were in there for almost an hour…” she said softly, her grip around him tightening. “There have been glitches with the simulation systems before… but they rarely get this bad. It’s happened twice now; it can’t be a coincidence. Instructor Loraine is investigating it.”

“Thanks… for waiting for me,” Ren said.

“What did you see in there? What was it like?”

“You know that default simulation room? The white one?”

Iria nodded.

“It felt like someone turned off the lights all of a sudden, and that there was something in there with me. Something I couldn’t see. But it felt like it was watching me.”

Ren’s thoughts turned back to the strange silver eyes he had seen during his previous venture into the simulation.

The doors to the simulation room swung wide open as Instructor Loraine strolled in. For perhaps the first time since he had taken her class, his instructor wore an expression of open frustration.

“Cadet Soros. Are you well?”

“I… I suppose, Instructor.”

“Can you explain what happened?”

Ren recounted his experience to their Instructor. She nodded along, her gaze sharp as she processed his account. Instructor Loraine’s glare was steely, and Ren pitied the poor tech professionals who she had probably chewed out for the glitch.

“I will assure you, Cadet Soros, that I will thoroughly investigate this oddity. I apologise to both of you,” Instructor Loraine said calmly, giving them a reassuring smile that sent a shiver down his spine.

“Having to go through this twice no less,” Instructor Loraine said, her voice dangerously low. “If it was a malicious attack, I will see to it that the person responsible is held to account, and I will do so personally.”

Instructor Loraine’s brows furrowed, her gaze hovering on the pod, before the intensity in her stare fell away. She clapped her hands together, her cheery smile returning to her in an instant.

“But onto better things!” Instructor Loraine smiled warmly at him. “Congratulations, Cadet Soros.”

“Thank you, Instructor.”

“If I may leave you with two final words of advice.”

Ren blinked in surprise, meeting his Instructor’s eyes.

“This marks the very beginning of what I hope to be a long and fruitful journey,” Instructor Loraine smiled. “I can still remember the day when I stood in your shoes, after I obtained my first core upgrade. I felt like the world, no, the universe was my oyster. The power that ascending through the tiers grants you can be addicting, all-consuming, and there is a good reason for it.”

Instructor Loraine folded her arms, her warm smile fading.

“I have seen the fervour with which you’ve trained in my classes. While it is true that there have been many cadets who’ve matched your discipline and initiative… they haven’t been enclavers.”

“Instructor Loraine—” Iria began, stepping in front of Ren defensively.

“Do not misunderstand, Miss Bladesworn. I’m very proud of Cadet Soros for being the second enclaver to pass my class.”

Ren grinned.

That cheeky bastard. He did it. There was never a doubt.

“In fact,” Instructor Loraine continued, “I’m certain that the pair of you have opened the floodgates.”

“The floodgates…” Iria continued in confusion.

“No one fights as desperately as someone who has lived through the terror of the Derelict, Cadet Bladesworn. Cadet Soros over here, is proof of that fact. You are by far, the most improved cadet in my class, in no small part due to the diligence of your faithful partner,” Instructor Loraine smiled at Iria, causing the faint blush across her cheeks to deepen.

“But if you rush your journey through the Tiers… you risk crippling your ascent. Build up a strong network of allies and advance slowly and steadily. While fighting and killing the Derelict is at the forefront of your mind… consider how you can live a good life at the same time.”

“Thank you, Instructor.”

“You may also find that your greatest enemies and threats are not the Derelict monstrosities that roam the surface, but far closer to home than you think.”

Ren shook off the chill that washed over him at his Instructor’s words, returning a firm nod.

“I’m not allowed to show favouritism to my students, but… upgrade your cores, pass the first-year assessment and enrol in my second-year class. Both of you have droves of untapped potential. There is much that I have left to teach you, and it would be a shame if this marked the end of our journey together. Good luck, to the both of you.”

Instructor Loraine flashed them a smile before departing from the simulation room.

***

The Academy’s medical centre was bustling with cadets from Instructor Loraine’s course, all waiting to receive their core upgrade. The energy in the air was electric, and their anticipation was almost tangible. Ren himself was suffused with a mixture of nerves and excitement at what awaited them..

“Ren?” Iria said, her hand tightening around his forearm. “Are you sure you want to do this now? We can wait for you to recover. That simulation seemed… rough.”

“Are you kidding? Not a chance,” Ren said, flashing Iria a grin before glancing around the corridor. “But we’re missing a certain someone. Knowing him, he’s probably already in a meditation room trying to break through to the next Tier.”

“Oh? Lucky me. It’ll be just the two of us,” Iria smirked, subtly pressing her body up against his with a wink. Ren gulped, looking away. He had hardly gotten used to the change in their dynamic, and Iria was fully intent on making the most of his inexperience.

“I want to give it to you.”

Iria paused, blinking up at him in confusion.

“Huh? What do you mean—”

“Cadet Soros? Please proceed to receive your core.”

Avoiding Iria’s curious glances and attempts to get his attention, Ren proceeded down the hall with her in pursuit. Eventually, he came upon a familiar operating theatre, the door slightly ajar.

“Ah, Cadet Ren. And a friend, I see,” Doctor Rainford looked up from her datapad with a smile. “It’s lovely to see you after so long, Iria.”

“D-doctor Rainford,” Iria replied, her body going rigid.

Doctor Rainford was dressed similarly to how she had been when Ren had last visited her. Just like last time, she sported a long white lab coat that contrasted starkly with her dark burgundy hair. Her dark purple HALO of two concentric rings hovered over her head, casting a soft glow around her. Ren caught his eyes wandering towards her black blouse, and the generous degree of cleavage that she had on display.

“Ow!”

Ren winced at the sudden poke that Iria had driven into her side. But when Ren turned towards her, Iria’s expression was clouded. There was a tension in her gaze as it hovered on the older woman.

“You must be here for your core upgrade. Congratulations on passing Loraine’s class,” Doctor Rainford smiled, walking towards a large silver compartment that resembled an industrial fridge. She entered a code, and after a high-pitched beep emerged, she swung it open to withdraw a core from within.

It resembled the very first machine core he had been granted. It was spherical and had a dark grey metallic surface. To his surprise and mild relief, Doctor Rainford didn’t ask him to take a seat in the incline chair situated beneath the ring of autonomous robotic limbs.

Instead, he was greeted with something far more terrifying.

A woman’s sultry smile.

“Iria, would you care to assist me with Ren’s procedure?”

Iria blinked in surprise as the woman spoke to her. The tension in her shoulders seemed to melt away when she appeared to understand the intention behind Doctor Rainford’s nebulous words.

“I would love to.”

Iria’s eyes gleamed as she began to take slow steps towards him. Ren shivered as the anticipation in Iria’s eyes only seemed to grow with every step she took.

“I-iria… what are you doing?”

“Tell me, Cadet Soros,” Doctor Rainford said, slipping her hand in a long, white surgical glove and fixing it in place by pulling on its end, prompting a bone-chilling crack as she released it.

“What do you know about upgrading your core?”

Ren paled as he recalled his mother’s words. That Blade Angels carved out their heart, replacing it with a machine core in its stead. That core integration and the awakening of their HALO marked the decline of their humanity, every step of the process taking them closer to the Derelict.

Don’t tell me…

“Everyone’s always so excited about their first upgrade…” Doctor Rainford’s eyes flashed.

“Until they find out about the rectal insertion.”

“The WHAT insert—”

A hand fixed itself over his mouth as Doctor Rainford strode to him, Iria whispering in his ear.

“Welcome to the Blade Angels, Ren.”
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Iria

Iria watched Ren depart from the room, his hands positioned protectively over his rear. Her tummy was still hurting from all the laughing at his reaction to their little prank. But as hilarious as the moment had been, she could still feel something lingering on her mind.

“Hey, Ren?”

“What is it now?” he glowered at her.

“I’ll be just a sec. Head to the meditation rooms. I’ll meet you there.”

Ren hesitated, his glare fading.

“Are you…”

“I’m fine,” Iria nodded, running a hand up her forearm. “Just something I have to do.”

“Alright.”

Ren slowly and reluctantly strode away, casting a brief glance back towards her. Iria broke into a smile, running up to him and planting a kiss on his cheek. She watched in satisfaction as a blush spread across his face as he cleared his throat.

“I’ll be fine. This has been a long time coming.”

Iria turned, walking back the way she came. She knocked on the door to the operating theatre and strode in.

“You’re back? It’s lovely to see you, Iria,” Doctor Rainford smiled. “I’m glad you remembered Evie’s little prank.”

“I wanted to talk to you about her.”

Doctor Rainford’s expression didn’t waver as she calmly watched on. She rose from her seat, leaving the datapad on the desk behind her as she approached.

“I’m sorry,” Iria’s shoulders shrank. “I know that you were close to Evie and her mother as well.”

“Oh, Iria,” Doctor Rainford’s lavender eyes softened. “It wasn’t your fault, it never was.”

“So people have been telling me,” Iria replied. “But I’m not totally free of fault. The things I said to her before she was taken away…” she squeezed her fists tightly. She looked up at Doctor Rainford, pushing aside her feelings of guilt and regret that were burning in her chest.

“Is there anything you can tell me about her? About why Archangel Viltrick was so interested in her? What were you seeing her for?”

Doctor Rainford’s smile turned regretful. She walked towards Iria, gathering her hands up in her own.

“You are a good friend, Iria. Her best.”

“Oh no,” Iria waved, shaking off Doctor Rainford’s words. “That was Selphira—”

“She considered you both her best friends. She never put one of you over the other. And believe me… she told me a lot about how much the two of you meant to her.” Doctor Rainford paused, and Iria felt a chill as something passed over the woman.

“If I was able to tell you about what was plaguing her… I would. But I’m afraid there are things that, if disclosed, would shake the very foundations of our precarious existence aboard this slice of paradise of ours,” she smiled sadly. “Hope is an invaluable commodity, Iria. One that the Archangels have fought tooth and nail for. There are some things we just cannot afford to disclose. But… if you learn about it yourself,” Doctor Rainford’s lavender eyes glittered, “well… then I could hardly fault you.”

Iria felt her skin prickle at Doctor Rainford’s soft but ominous words. Before she had a chance, to reply, Doctor Rainford’s strange expression had faded, replaced with her familiar warm smile.

“I miss her too, and her mother, dearly. Times have changed since then. What I can tell you, is that the Pride lost contact with Archangel Viltrick a few years back. If you do find her…”

Doctor Rainford gave her hands a brief squeeze.

“Won’t you tell her that she’s missed?”

“I will,” Iria nodded.

***

Ren

Ren was seated in one of the Academy’s meditation rooms. The soft scent of sandalwood permeated the area. He stared up at the infinite blinking stars around him. His eyes eventually fell towards the machine core in his grip.

After Doctor Rainford had so kindly debunked the myth of upgrading one’s core that Iria had led him to believe, Ren had learned the true way that ascension to the next tier occurred.

When he took a deep breath, clearing his mind of his lingering thoughts, Ren could feel the energy within his machine core. He was vaguely aware of his white HALO hovering over his head. He could feel the faint thread of energy connecting it to the core within him.

But even if he had been on the brink of ascension and ready to take in the Tier-4 core… he had already made up his mind.

“Look at you staring profoundly into the distance,” a teasing voice echoed from the entrance to the meditation room. Iria strode in with a slight smile. “Thinking about something?”

“Just your silicone cheeks.”

“Pfft,” Iria rolled her eyes. “I didn’t ask what occupies your mind at all waking hours of the day. What are you thinking about now?”

“Here.”

She froze, turning rigid when Ren extended the Tier-4 core out towards her.

“W-what? No, I can’t take this. It’s yours.”

“That’s the thing about the Academy’s rules, isn’t it?” Ren smiled. “Gaining ascension materials and resources is meritocratic… but once it’s in our hands, it's for us to choose what we do with them. Besides…” Ren’s smile stretched into a self-satisfied smirk. “I have to make it up to you for breaking rule number one. The list is still on the fridge, you know?”

“Ren… I can’t.”

“You can and will. You and Selphira will get that restriction off you in no time. But until then, you’re the one who can make the most use of it. I’m guessing we’ll need all the power we can get as we enrol in more difficult courses. What did you say we should enrol in next again?”

“Derelict Duels,” Iria murmured, still attempting to weakly push away his extended hand.

“And what exactly does that involve?”

“Fighting Derelict units…” Iria muttered, shooting him a withering glare. “I’m still not going to accept it,” she said, crossing her arms.

“You do know that there’s a reason I’ve been thinking about your silicone cheeks,” Ren chuckled as he strode up to Iria. “I’m sure we all have different preferences of ascending. If you need a bit of a hand with the rectal insertion, I’d be happy to help—”

“Sorry to interrupt your flirting… if that was what it was,” a voice called out from the entrance of their meditation room. Zhou Yingrou’s head was sticking through the gap in the doorway, his eyes narrowed into a squint. “You guys are into some kinky, kinky, shit. But hey, I’m not here to judge.”

Iria’s cheeks flushed a deep crimson, and Ren could feel his own prickle with embarrassment, but the joy of seeing his friend washed away the emotion.

“Zhou! Where the hell were you?”

“I just made history as the very first enclaver to pass Combat 101,” Zhou sniffed. “I’m a very important man and I’ve got places to be… so I’ll make this quick.”

Ren gaped as his best friend threw him a small, grey machine core. He scrambled to catch it and secure a hold on the core before it could slip free of his fingers.

“What—”

“A legend like me doesn’t need an upgrade to leave a legacy,” Zhou shook his head with a solemn frown. “But not everyone is so lucky.”

“Zhou, I’m not taking your core,” Ren protested.

“Doesn’t feel great, does it?” Iria whispered, nudging him in the ribs.

“You can and you will. If all goes to plan…” Zhou whispered, his lips curving into an evil grin which sent a shiver down the length of Ren’s spine. “The both of you will be very busy in the coming weeks. The pair of you did exceptionally well with the marketing campaign. You’ll be the talk of the Pride for weeks to come, and once we’re rolling in cash, someone has to grind out the cores for the rest of us. You’re the best people to do it. So, shoo!”

“Zhou…” Ren eyed the Tier-4 core in his grip. “Thank you.”

“Don’t thank me, it’s just delegation,” Zhou shrugged. “Now don’t let me hold the two of you from your butt play stuff. Elsy is going to be so fascinated when she learns abou—”

Zhou wisely slammed the door to the meditation room shut when Iria took a lightning quick step towards him. As the echo of the resulting slam dissipated, Ren cleared his throat when Iria’s ruby gaze continued to bore a hole into the door of the meditation room. He could just barely make out whispers about ‘misinformation’ and ‘lies’, but the rosy tint of her cheeks remained. He was sure that if he glanced into a mirror, he would find the very same tint in his own.

After all the dramatic talk about giving her my core… Zhou does it again. I’m going to have to thank him properly.

“I guess… that just leaves the ascension materials. We might not have enough between the both of us to get to Tier 4,” Ren muttered, unzipping his pouch of Tier-5 cores. Ren eyed his dispensation from the quartermaster after clearing the Hope Made Manifest simulation.

“Well… about that.”

Iria turned her core over in her grip.

“You know… it’s generally impossible to begin your ascent before being admitted as a cadet in the Academy… with all that talk about the Academy having a monopoly over cores. The Archangels were afraid that people would injure themselves without the proper guidance or cripple their progress with unguided ascension. But there are always exceptions.”

“I thought so… it makes sense, seeing how both Elsy and Selphira have their HALOs. Elsy already has her wings,” Ren nodded. Iria smiled back, her prior embarrassment forgotten.

“My mother could have done the same if she wanted. Building me up and giving me an edge if she so chose. She did that, but it was always conditional,” Iria said, gripping the core tightly in her palm. “She was careful never to give me anything too substantial, to always dangle her prizes and promises in front of my face, because it was another means of controlling me. You wanted to know why I was so desperate to get that commendation?”

Iria’s eyes lingered on the core in her grip.

“It was true that I did it for my pride. I didn’t want my admission into Class A to be because of her. But it wasn’t the only reason. I… wanted to be free of her.”

“Well, now you can. Thanks to me,” Ren grinned, giving her a thumbs up.

Iria stared at him for second before falling upon him, wrestling him to the ground. Her fake scowl morphed into a grin as their laughter echoed in the small meditation room. Finally, they fell still, splayed out on their backs and staring up at the stars.

“I don’t think I ever apologised for the things I said down there. When I first met you,” Iria murmured, burying her face in his shoulder.

“Or for pinching me. You said you’d settle for a poke,” Ren grinned.

“You…” Iria hesitated, pulling away. “You were awake for that?”

“Sure was.”

“Wait a minute,” Iria sat up. “Why were you even knocked out in that cave in the first place? We thought… that the Derelict might have gotten to you.” Iria poked him in the side, causing him to jolt.

“Hey, knock it off—”

“Especially when we found that whole crowd of Derelict units outside the cave.”

Ren paused, his eyes darting to Iria as she continued, utterly oblivious to his reaction.

“There were tons of them. All sliced apart. There wasn’t even a hint of resistance or a drop of blood to be found. Whoever took down those units was good. From the damage inflicted… it also looked like they’d used a Weapon. I checked with Sergeant Rosy… it didn’t seem like any Blade Angels scouted the area before Elsy and I arrived. It might have been a defector who stumbled upon our operation, helping out discreetly.”

Iria poked him again with a snort.

“It’s a good thing that they did, otherwise you would have been turned to mince if they’d found you lounging on the cave floor. So why were you there, anyway?”

Ren remained silent.

“I can’t wait for that day we’re knocking around Type-3 units like they’re nothing,” Iria sighed wistfully. “Don’t you think, Ren?”

She paused, her brows furrowing.

“Ren?”

“You wanted to know what I was doing on the cave floor just before you found me?”

He turned, smiling at Iria.

“My Mother knocked me out and left me behind.”

“Your…”

Iria’s face went white.

***

Iria brewed them some tea, which Ren accepted with a weak smile. Her recollection of what she had seen outside the cave had shaken him to the very core.

“Hey. Are you alright?” Iria asked gently, laying a hand on his arm. They were seated on the meditation mat, with their two steaming cups of tea placed on the low table that occupied the centre of the room.

“I wouldn’t even be surprised at this point. She’s lied to me so much for as long as I can remember… if she turned out to be a Blade Angel herself,” Ren chuckled, “it would be par for the course.”

Iria slipped her arm into his, squeezing it. She leaned her head against his, and for a moment, the pair of them just sat in silence.

“If there’s anyone who can relate to having a mother who’s a pathological liar,” Iria said with a soft smile. “I suppose I might be able to relate a teeny bit.”

Ren shook his head.

“Everything would make sense. Just how she was so good at tinkering with tech. No one gets that good out of nowhere without a teacher or some affinity to it. I’m still nowhere near her ability, as hard as I’ve tried to catch up to her.”

“What do you want to do?”

“To forget about her, and live my own life,” Ren said softly. “I’ve spent enough time living according to her lies. It isn’t for me to fix things up with her; that’s on her. She can find me and make it up to me herself for all I care,” Ren said resolutely.

“Well, you’re right about that,” Iria said, settling into his lap with a sultry smile.

“You really think I’m that easy to cheer up?” Ren said gruffly, averting his gaze. A soft finger pressed itself into his cheek, returning his eyes to hers. Iria wiggled in his lap, making him swallow.

“There’s not much my silicone cheeks can’t fix,” she snorted.

Ren eventually relented, resting his head against her shoulder. Iria encircled him in her arms, drawing him into a hug.

“I’m so angry. And yet… I still want to see her. Is it…” he trailed off softly, turning to look at her.

“The same for me? Yes. And I hate it, because she doesn’t deserve it,” Iria whispered back, squeezing him tight. “Neither of them do.”

“Thanks.”

“What are business partners for?”

Iria and Ren exchanged a smile before Ren held up the core in his grip.

“So… how does this work? When we take in the other core, does it just destroy our previous one? We also lose the Potential of our previous core, right? [Machine intuition] was handy for making the bodysuit… but it was pretty underwhelming otherwise,” Ren muttered.

“You do know that it’s rare to find a Tier-5 core with Potential at all, don’t you?” Iria said, folding her legs and gesturing for him to do the same. “Rumour was, that we once had the capabilities of extracting cores intact. Back when the Blade Angels were first founded, and we still had access to important facilities on the planet.”

“Oh?” Ren raised an eyebrow in response. “That would have been a game changer. Does its Potential stay the same, along with the conditions for unlocking it?”

“Mmhm,” Iria confirmed with a nod of her head. “There was a whole economy around unlocking the Potential of cores and putting them up for sale.”

“That would be something,” Ren smiled.

“But you know…” Iria trailed off. She leaned forwards, greeting Ren to the tantalising sight of her breasts pressing up tightly against the black fabric of her bodysuit. “There is one thing that might cheer you up.”

“And that would be?”

“They say that there is one thing better than sex. And its ascending to the next tier. But they also say,” Iria whispered, as she ran her finger softly down the bridge of his nose, her ruby irises close to his. “That sex immediately after ascension feels really, really good.”

Ren stared blankly at Iria as she rose, striding over to the door of the meditation room and turning the lock on the room door into place with a soft click.

“Take out your cores and close your eyes.”

Ren gulped, immediately acquiescing.

“Breathe in and absorb the energy in them.”

“But what about y—”

“Shhhhh,” Iria pressed a finger up against his lips, having taken a seat opposite him. “If there’s one thing I can thank my mother for, it’s giving me enough resources to take me to the brink of Tier-4. But the last thing I want to do right now… is think about my mother,” Iria whispered into his ear. Her sweet scent had washed over him, and Ren could feel his heart pounding heavily in his chest. His breathing had grown shallow, and he his body was tingling with anticipation.

“Breathe in.”

Ren followed Iria’s instructions, his palms fitting into her own. When he breathed in, just like his first time absorbing the cores, he could sense the vague feeling of energy circling within the confines of the metallic, spherical shells which were the machine cores. Gradually, the energy flowed into him as he attempted to will it into the core he had integrated. It steadily began to build, until he felt a strange sensation of fullness. Like he had filled a teacup to the very brim and was watching the tea lap gently across the surface. He would occasionally feel the sensation of the energy roiling within him, some of it escaping his grasp, similar to carrying that overfull teacup across the room. No matter how careful he tried to be to keep the liquid within its confines, his minute movements would send the liquid spilling from the lip of the cup as the tea lapped within.

“Press the core against my chest.”

Ren felt Iria slowly unzip his bodysuit. He felt the soft touch of her fingers as they gently ran across the surface of his skin. The feeling was electric, and Ren could feel his erection pressing up tightly against his bodysuit in anticipation. He vaguely knew that it would be visible, but he couldn’t find it in him to care.

Ren opened his eyes. A glowing red HALO was burning brightly over her head, just the slightest bit brighter than he remembered previously. From the gentle white glow across his surroundings, Ren immediately knew that his own HALO had blinked into existence. Iria’s ruby eyes were wide and fixed on his own HALO.

That’s right… I don’t think I’ve ever shown it to her.

Ren felt his member twitch as his gaze drifted towards Iria’s unzipped bodysuit. Her zipper was resting at her sternum, just beneath the supple bulge of her visible cleavage. She was leaning towards him, inviting him to press the core up against her pale, soft skin. There was a longing and hunger in her eyes, that he was certain was reflected in his own as he reached for her.

Together, they pressed the cores up against each other. To Ren’s surprise, instead of being met with resistance, the cores seemed to slip right through their skin and into their bodies. Iria immediately leaned back, closing her eyes, her brows furrowing as she focused.

“Send all of that energy you’ve accumulated into the new core. Every single ounce of it.”

Ren closed his eyes, concentrating as he corralled the waves of energy towards the new core. The energy was almost drawn to it, as if hungry to find a new home to reside in.

“Urgh,” he muttered, feeling a flash of pain radiate through his body.

“The new core is slightly more demanding than the last. Just stay calm, and keep concentrating,” Iria replied.

Ren acquiesced, enduring the flashes of pain as he continued to empty his current core of energy, redirecting it towards the new one. He gradually began to feel a sensation of resistance. It was as if the membrane through which he was pushing the energy into the core was slowly solidifying. Ren gritted his teeth as he persisted through the pain, letting out a gasp as he sent the very last vestiges of his energy into the Tier-4 core.

All at once, the pain and sensation of roiling energy alike disappeared. In its place, Ren felt the sensation of an empty core occupying the place where his last core had been. He shivered as he felt a wave of intense pleasure wash over his skin. His erection only grew more solid, and as the intense pleasure began to ebb away… it gave way to lust.

Oh… I understand why we can’t see into all those other meditation rooms now.

Ren yelped as Iria lunged forwards, her crotch pressing up against his as she settled in his lap. He could see beads of sweat tracing down the side of her face, and her cheeks were flushed red from the exertion. She began to press her crotch into his, running it along the length of his erection. Ren’s hands wandered to the zip on her bodysuit, yanking it down to its base near her navel. Just as he did so, Iria did the same. Together, they eagerly pulled their bodysuits off one another.

Ren could feel the pulsing of his erection intensify as he ran his fingers under her black bra, massaging her soft, pale breasts. Iria bit her lip with a moan, her own hands rising to strip his bodysuit from his shoulders, before she ran them across his bare chest.

To Ren’s surprise, Iria rose to her feet. His hand rose involuntarily in protest, until he realised what her intentions were. Ren watched as she peeled her bodysuit from her skin, before undoing the latch that holding together her black bra. She climbed out of her bodysuit, dropping her bra to the floor, but turning away from him, only giving him a split-second glance at perky, large breasts and chocolate brown nipples before she was facing the glass wall of the meditation room.

Then, Iria bent over.

Her fingers wandered to her matching black panties, slowly pushing it down her slender thighs. She placed her hands up against the transparent glass wall of their meditation room which gave them an unparalleled view of the inky black void beyond. She arched her back, one of her hands wandering towards her moist pussy as she turned back towards him.

Presenting herself and inviting him towards her.

“How long are you going to make me wait—”

Ren was up and behind her, his bodysuit undone and left behind on the meditation mat in a flurry of movement. He pressed his member up against the folds of her pussy, feeling an intense surge of pleasure at the contact.

“Hurry up and fuck me—”

Ren obliged, driving his cock into her. His eyes were immediately drawn to her supple ass as he eagerly began to fuck her. Iria’s soft moans grew louder as their union grew more harried. The gradual build up of their previous encounter during the photoshoot was entirely left behind. Iria desperately pushed her ass back into him with every thrust, eager for the pleasure. She arched her back, and her breasts were pressed up against the transparent wall of the meditation room as each thrust continued to grow in strength.

Since his ascent, he had a vague sensation that his strength and his stamina had improved. But one thing was equally as clear, his desire had as well. They continued to fuck with a hunger and shamelessness that had been entirely absent in their previous encounter. He could see a slight sliver of Iria’s pale breasts from under her raised arms that were braced against the wall. She was clenched tightly around him, and was only growing tighter by the second as they approached their climax.

“Harder, harder, I’m going to come—”

Ren could feel his pleasure building up in intense waves, as Iria’s voice rang out around him. Together, they reached their climax, and Ren could feel waves of pleasure overwhelm him as he came. His dick pressed into the soft folds of Iria’s ass as his cum covered her skin. They collapsed to the ground, their breaths audible and their chests rising and falling with the exertion.

“So, how do you feel?” Iria said as the blush across her cheeks intensified. Ren also felt a sense of self-consciousness as he began to reflect on the intense and impulsive sex.

“I…” Ren cleared his throat, averting his gaze. “I still feel…”

How the hell do I still feel horny?

“That’s normal.”

Ren glanced up at Iria in surprise. She rose from her seat, jogging over to the tissue box that had been placed in the corner of the meditation room.

The more that I think about it… from the meditation rooms with the one-way view of space, to the tissues, even the lock on the door… they really are doing everything they can to get people to fuck.

“Apparently…” Iria’s ruby eyes twinkled as she returned, extending him some tissues. “It just keeps getting better with every Tier that you surmount.”

“W-what do you mean? How sex feels right after ascending?”

“Sex in general.”

“Oh,” Ren gulped. “You know… I don’t think Zhou would have been so quick to give up the core if he knew about this little tidbit,” he muttered.

“But it doesn’t affect every Blade Angel equally. Some Archangels have harems. You remember Archangel Ramora, don’t you?”

“Uh huh,” Ren intoned neutrally.

“She has six daughters, all with a different father. And from what it looks like…” Iria said, her eyes dropping to his still-erect dick. “You might be one of those lucky people.”

He had learned to be attuned to danger back when he was living in the Wastes. The feeling of his skin crawling, his hair raising across his forearms, and the feeling of blood rushing from his face and sending prickles across cheeks. When those sensations arose, his main strategy had been to hole up somewhere deep in the ruins. Unfortunately for him, there was nowhere to escape to in the meditation room. Ren carefully covered his erection as he turned away, getting back into his bodysuit.

“So, Ren… planning on forming a harem?” Iria whispered into his ear as he zipped up his bodysuit, his erection still throbbing. “You know… I don’t think I would be totally opposed to it. I hardly think I could handle this all by myself.”

It’s just like how she played that prank on me with the core upgrade.

She’s fucking with me again—

HULL BREACH DETECTED.

ALL RESIDENTS PLEASE PROCEED TO THE NEAREST BUNKER IMMEDIATELY.

DERELICT INVASION IMMINENT.
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ALL RESIDENTS—

A piercing siren filled the air around them, shattering the calm of the meditation room. Screams erupted into the air from the neighbouring rooms, and Ren’s eyes widened as he watched a metallic outer hull begin to block out their view of the stars. The Pride Enduring’s shield gradually began to encase the exterior of the station.

“Impossible,” Iria breathed, her eyes wide. “They found the station… but the cloaking mechanisms? Ren… we need to go. Now—”

Iria cut her sentence short, her attention diverting to her side. She drew her phone out of her pouch, answering the call.

“Hello? Zhou? Slow down…”

Ren felt a wave of dread wash over him as Iria’s ruby gaze hardened.

“Where are you? I’m on my way. Bunker down and hide. Don’t try to face them head-on. We’ll get help and we’ll be there in no time, OK?”

“What’s wrong?” Ren asked as Iria shoved her phone in her pouch, turning to stride towards the exit.

“Derelict are in the Pride,” Iria whispered. Ren’s eyes widened as he watched Iria’s HALO flare. A haze of glittering red sparks blinked into existence in front of her, gradually forming into a long, gently curving sword with a curving crimson blade and black hilt.

Her Weapon.

Iria gripped his arm.

“C’mon, we have to—”

“ATTENTION ALL BLADE ACADEMY CADETS.”

Unlike the previous automated public announcement, this one was clearly delivered by a human.

“WE HAVE DETECTED DERELICT SWARMS IN SECTORS 3C, 2F AND IN THE ARTIFICER’S DISTRICT. ALL THIRD YEARS AND ABOVE, REINFORCE THE ANGELS IN POSITION.”

“Selphira,” Iria whispered under her breath, a crack appearing her expression. “She’s at her workshop—”

“I’ll go help her. You help Elsy and Zhou. Be careful, Iria.”

The pair of them stared at each other for one, immortal moment, before it finally came to an end as the station shook beneath their feet.

***

EMERGENCY – HABITAT DEPRESSURISING – CORRECTING HULL BREACH

The Artificer’s District was in disarray.

All around him, Artificers, mechanics and technicians were sprinting out of their workshops, heading towards the closest bunker. Others were running towards the residential districts, where their family and loved ones were.

Above him in the air and scattered throughout the streets, Blade Angels were locked in battle with the Derelict that had entered the station. Ren had donned a helmet which provided him with a supply of oxygen as he proceeded to the Artificer’s District. Blade Angels similarly dressed were falling upon Derelict units that had made their way into the station.

Every now and then, the din of battle would be punctuated with a deep rumble from outside the Pride Enduring, hinting at the battle raging beyond. Ren had no doubt that the Archangels were heading off the bulk of the assault. They were left to deal with the stragglers. But to anyone short of an Archangel, even a Tier-3 unit could be a death sentence.

The station is cloaked… how could they have gotten in?

Ren rushed around the corner, charging down the laneway towards Selphira’s workshop. He jerked his head upwards at just the right moment as a Type-5 Clawrend unit leapt towards him from the roof of a neighbouring workshop. Ren fell into a crouch, executing a now-familiar diagonal slash with his waveblade, which cleaved the machine in half.

He blinked when he felt a brief flash of rejuvenation as he killed the unit.

What was that?

Before he had time to contemplate the sensation, his attention was drawn to more Clawrend units climbing over the roof, poised to jump towards him.

“Enclaver, get out of the way!”

Ren retreated, ducking into a nearby workshop as the gunfire erupted. Bullets tore into the Type-5 units, shredding them to bits and clearing out the rooftops.

Selphira emerged, hefting a golden greatsword in her grip. She was joined by a couple of the technicians and artificers from her workshop. Ren recognised a couple of them from his first visit.

“What the hell are you doing here? You need to get to a bunker!”

“I’m here to get you!” Ren yelled back, over the din of gunfire.

Selphira swore, grabbing him by the arm and yanking him into a workshop.

“Where’s Iria?”

“Elsy and Zhou were in trouble, she went to try to help them.”

“Damnit, Iri,” Selphira gritted out. She shook her head, her gleaming golden gaze locking onto his own. She looked like she was warring with herself, attempting to decide whether to break off in the direction of Sector 3C.

“I know how you feel,” Ren said.

Selphira turned to him in surprise.

“I’m worried about Elsy and Zhou. Iria as well. But there’s no way we’re going to get to them. Better we get to safety, so that they can worry about themselves, and not us. Trust me,” Ren gritted, “I want nothing more than to join them. But with the amount of Derelict between us and them? It would be suicide. Iria… she awakened her Weapon.”

Selphira blinked at him in surprise.

“How? Did Instructor Loraine—”

“We upgraded our cores. I gave her mine, and Zhou gave me his.”

Selphira’s gaze hovered on him, eventually softening as she gave him a nod.

“Do you know how I can summon my own? Is it something that we all get upon reaching Tier 2?”

Another rumble reverberated throughout the habitat. Selphira cursed under her breath, golden irises flicking towards the roofs of the buildings bordering them.

“No time to explain. We need to go. They’ve got a bunker in the—”

“Duck!”

Ren leapt forwards, his waveblade carving through the air to intercept the Type-5 Derelict unit that sprang for Selphira’s helmet. The edge of his blade reached his target right in the nick of time, cleaving through the Derelict unit. In an instant, the Blade Angel had summoned her golden greatsword, her broken HALO blinking into existence above her head. But as it did, Ren saw Selphira visibly wince, as if the mere act of summoning it had winded her.

Working in tandem, they cleaved through oncoming Clawrend units, the crab-bots leaping towards them after ascending nearby buildings and workshops. The advancing Derelict units had separated them from her technicians, leading them down an alleyway away from them and towards the main thoroughfare.

“You two! Out of the way!”

Ren lunged forwards, grabbing Selphira and yanking her out of the way of a bolt of electric energy that descended from above them, slamming into the ground and incapacitating all of the nearby Type-5 Clawrend units in their vicinity.

Ren felt a surge of relief as he watched the Blade Angel reinforcements descend. HALOs of various colours burned into existence, followed by attacks heralded by Weapons summoned out of thin air.

“Get to the Academy!” a Blade Angel yelled in their direction.

“Ren, we have to go!”

Ren vaguely felt Selphira tug on his shirt sleeve, but his attention was elsewhere.

The little girl was crouched next to her prone mother, tears streaming down her cheeks. The clattering of Clawrend feet could be heard as a group of Type-5 units advanced down the street towards the girl.

I can’t take them. There are too many.

“REN!” Selphira shouted.

He ripped free of her grip, charging towards the oncoming swarm. Ren skidded to a stop, executing a hasty diagonal slash to cut down an oncoming Clawrend that had broken out ahead of the pack. Ren quickly knelt by the little girl, wiping away her tears with his thumb.

“Hey there. What’s your name?”

“Lily,” the girl sniffed, her eyes fixed on her mother’s prone form.

“Hey, Lily. I’m Ren. Can you do something for me?”

“Mmhm,” she mumbled.

“You see that pretty lady over there? I want you to head over to her, ok?”

“I can’t leave mommy.”

“Your mommy is coming with me, alright? We’ll be right there behind you.”

Lily nodded, and with a gentle squeeze of her shoulder, she padded over to where Selphira was waiting. Ren immediately turned his attention to the prone woman, checking her pulse.

Ren felt a wave of relief wash over him.

She’s alive. Her pulse is weak, but it’s there.

He glanced at the wave of Derelict that were almost upon him. He grabbed the woman in a princess carry, wincing as he struggled to his feet. Just a month ago, even attempting to lift her up would have been a pipe dream. Ren began to jog over to where Selphira was waiting.

What is she… is that a sentry turret?

Where the hell did that thing come from?

The Derelict swarm was right on his heels. The clattering of metallic legs had been growing louder by the second. Ren heard a metallic screech emanate from the direction where Selphira was crouched. His eyes widened when the small sentry turret began to bulge. In a similar way to his self-mending polymer, the turret’s structure began to multiply. Additional barrels began to sprout from the turret’s frame. In a matter of seconds, the small sentry turret had transformed into a hulking amalgamation of weaponry.

What the fuck?

The amalgamation turned in his direction. Ren leapt to the side, hefting the unconscious woman in his arms. Just in the nick of time, he heard a maelstrom of bullets tear through the Derelict that had been right on his heels. It sounded like a whole squad of operatives had opened fire on the incoming Derelict wave, but Ren knew that it was the handiwork of a single turret.

It must be her Potential. She seems to be able to iterate on technology… not in any specific way but just making it multiply.

That’s… ridiculous.

A Blade Angel with the ability to spontaneously iterate on technology was a Blade Angel with infinite potential. They were limited only by the tech that they good get their hands on, and their ability to guide its evolutions, assuming that no further restrictions applied. The stronger the base technology that they had access to, the deadlier the monstrosity that would result.

Ren watched a Blade Angel alight beside him, a bright blue HALO burning above his head.

“I’ve got her.”

Ren handed off the girl’s mother to the Angel, who promptly took off in the direction of Blade Academy with the little girl. By now, the streets were far more deserted than they had been a moment ago. Most of the residents and Artificers had successfully retreated within the confines of the Academy.

Alright… it’s time we—

“Selphira?”

Selphira was slumped on the ground beside her turret which was still burying lead into any Type-5 Clawrend it was capable of detecting. Ren rushed over, giving the turret a wide berth.

Ren clapped Selphira on the shoulder, shaking her lightly.

“Selphira! Stay with me, c’mon,” he gritted. A thin line of blood was trailing from her lips, and her complexion had turned a deathly pale. Her entire body was trembling as she curled into herself.

With her broken HALO… it must have taken effort to call her Potential.

Shit.

ALERT. DERELICT COMMANDER SIGNATURE IDENTIFIED

CENTRAL DISTRICT QUARANTINED

Ren felt a chill run down his spine as he heard the distant echo of doors closing shut, sealing the Central District from the adjoining habitats.

All was still.

The last remaining residents around him bound for the Academy stared at the public announcement speakers in blank horror. The Blade Angels around them stiffened, expressions of worry flickering over their faces.

“GO! GO! GO!”

A Blade Angel screamed out, shouting at the frozen residents. Their scream shattered the liminal moment, and all around him, residents continued to advance to the Academy. Ren heaved a sigh of relief when Selphira managed to push herself upwards onto her feet.

“Easy there,” he said, offering a shoulder for her to lean on as they made their way towards Blade Academy. They had fallen behind the others, and they were trailing the rear of the pack.

“Go, enclaver,” Selphira mumbled, a thin line of blood still leaking from her lips.

“Are you crazy? Focus on walking,” Ren retorted, attempting to bear more of the girl’s weight as they pressed forwards.

“It’s coming,” she muttered. “You need to—”

A large black silhouette speared through the air, hovering over Blade Academy’s entrance. Before Ren could make out its precise features, the Derelict unit activated its afterburners, releasing a shockwave that propelled it straight towards the ground. Ren barely managed to pull Selphira to cover, yanking her behind a nearby wall. The resulting wave of air hurtled outwards in an explosive burst that washed over the street, sending debris flying.

Ren peeked out past the wall, staring at the Derelict unit as the smoke cleared. The creature had a bipedal form, just like the Machine Lord they had encountered. But where the Machine Lord had towered above them, this Derelict unit was far smaller and sleeker. Small black drones flitted around his frame. Ren knew that if it wished, the Derelict could send its drones out in search for prey to hunt.

Whenever he saw them down in the Wastes, he knew that his only option was to run.

Swarm Commander.


Chapter 38



The screams of Blade Angel cadets and residents were drowned out by the whirring of the haze of tiny black drones circling the Swarm Commander. They scythed through the air, darting towards residents and Blade Angels alike. The swarm’s aim wasn’t to kill, but to incapacitate. Once the swarm wounded someone, the Swarm Commander would close in to secure the kill at almost a leisurely pace.

It was brutal, sickening and efficient.

The Derelict didn’t nearly reach the stature of a Machine Lord. It was the lowest rank among the Derelict commanders. A unit that an Archangel might reliably be able to cut down, barring irregular units that differed from the norm.

Ren peeked out from behind the wall. Every part of him wanted to believe that the Derelict before him was an irregular. Yet he knew from his past experiences seeing them down on the surface that this Swarm Commander was nothing more than a common variant. In fact, from the size of its swarm, Ren was willing to bet that it was weaker than the average Swarm Commander. It must have slipped through in the chaos of the battle raging on outside.

Ren scanned the alley, eyes falling on a door that was ajar. He adjusted Selphira’s arm which was draped across his shoulders, slowly guiding her into the abandoned store. After a quick scan for Derelict units, he set her down in a secluded corner of the building.

“I’ll be right back.”

“Stay here,” she coughed, golden eyes faint.

“It doesn’t seem like an irregular,” he muttered. “I might be able to hold it off until reinforcements arrive.”

“It’s still a commander,” Selphira protested. “There’s a reason we hunt them in squads of full Blade Angels. Cadets don’t stand a chance, you idiot.”

“It’ll get in here if I don’t do something.”

“It hasn’t seen us—”

“You know that it has,” Ren replied simply.

Selphira's hand, curled tightly around the collar of his bodysuit, slackened slightly. Her eyelids flickered as her jaw muscles bunched. It was clear that she was desperately attempting to maintain a hold over her consciousness.

“You’re just going to get yourself killed,” Selphira muttered weakly, an arm cradling her ribcage. Ren winced when she coughed out more flecks of blood. Whatever she had done to that sentry turret had utterly sapped her of energy

“If it weren’t for you… I think I would be dead,” he smiled in reply. “Thanks, by the way.”

“You idiot,” Selphira gritted, wincing from the pain. “That thing is going to dismantle you.”

“If it doesn’t kill me… Iria surely will if anything were to happen to you,” Ren grinned. “So, stay right here. I’ll be back. Don’t move an inch,” Ren said, rising to his feet.

“As if I could if I wanted to, asshole,” Selphira whispered, her voice now barely perceptible. “Your Weapon,” she said, before coughing into her forearm with a wince. “There’s no guarantee when it’ll manifest. But it’s the same for your Wings and Nanoarmour. Some people get it upon ascending, others need challenge.”

“Got it,” Ren nodded, turning away.

“Don’t try to be a hero.”

The anger and irritation in her tone had vanished. For a moment, Ren was greeted to a brief glimmer of the girl beneath it all. Someone who stared at him with open worry and concern, who usually enshrouded herself in a shield of bravado.

“Don’t go.”

“Be careful, Selphy,” he grinned.

Before he could change his mind, Ren closed the shop door behind him. He burst out of the alley, waveblade at the ready. If the Swarm Commander’s drones had been incensed before, now, they were black stains in the air, hurtling with reckless abandon towards any residents or remaining Blade Angel cadets in the vicinity.

The two cadets previously locked in combat with the Swarm Commander were now lying inert on the floor, their lifeblood trailing onto the black cobblestones beneath them. Ren felt an odd sensation of calm wash over him as the Swarm Commander turned to regard him. It had not been surprised by his appearance. On the contrary, it seemed to be expecting him.

The Derelict commander’s tiny drones filled the air around its main body like a shifting shroud. Ren could make out the dark grey metal of its hull, bordering on black, from behind the swarm. A pair of glowing green eyes burned brightly, hooded by its angular metallic skull.

“Come at me, asshole,” Ren gritted out.

The swarm broke towards him, as if to oblige. The next moment, Ren was sprinting down the alleyway, attempting to lead the Swarm Commander away from where Selphira was situated. A glimmer of relief rose in his chest when he watched the Swarm Commander itself lift off the ground to chase him through the winding alleyway.

A few swarm drones caught up to him. The first drone attempted to hurtle directly towards his skull. Instead, it slammed ineffectively into the wall of the building beside him when Ren ducked at the precise moment of its attack. Ren lashed out with his waveblade, snuffing it out.

There’s that feeling again…

He felt himself get revitalised as he killed the drone. When Ren turned his attention towards his core, his eyes widened. He noticed that the energy in his newfound core had risen slightly.

I thought that the only way to ascend was to draw in the energy in a meditative state…

Killing them seems to work just fine for me.

Ren turned the corner, but instead of charging down the street, he fell into a crouch, waiting for the leading stragglers of the swarm to arrive. When they hurtled around the corner, Ren lashed out with his blade, cleaving through the small drones.

He grinned when he felt the familiar surge of power. Before the rest of the pack could recover, Ren was slashing into them, even as he felt the drones drive themselves into his body, coming away bloody. While the pain continued to grow as the drones attempted to whittle him down with their stabs, Ren constantly cleaved through them, invigorating himself. The energy that he drew didn’t go so far as to heal his wounds, but it was the equivalent of providing him with a shot of adrenaline to continue his rampage through the drone fodder.

He was at a stalemate. But even so, he knew that it wasn’t one that he could maintain. His injuries were building up, and before long, when the Swarm Commander caught up, it would tip the scales for good. Ren could hear the tell-tale roar of afterburners activating and watched the Swarm Commander land on a roof of a building bordering the alleyway.

Ren burst through the cloud of drones attempting to block his path. Even as he did, he felt their weapons score his skin, carving bloody paths into the surface of his flesh. He let out a scream but pushed through, willing his body into compliance. He cut down a pair of drones that attempted to pursue him, feeling at tiny flicker of rejuvenation as he absorbed their energy.

I’m almost there.

His constant harrying of the drones had diminished the Derelict commander’s swarm to a noticeable degree. But Ren wasn’t dumb enough to assume that he had survived because of his skill. From the way the Swarm Commander leisurely drifted towards him…

He realised that he was being toyed with.

It was a creature that took pleasure in the kill, just like the Machine Lord he had encountered. It was the only reason he had lasted as long as he had.

Ren let out a scream as he charged towards the Swarm Commander, raising his waveblade. He ducked beneath the pair of sleek grey blades that almost lazily cleaved the air above his head, the Swarm Commander overconfident in its ability to kill him.

Ren grinned.

“Got you.”

Ren mustered the very last vestiges of his strength to thrust the waveblade into the Swarm Commander’s frame. He felt the blade tear into the Derelict Commander’s hull. When it attempted to pull away, Ren held fast with the last of his stamina. He watched through bleary eyes as the swarm finally reached them. He also glimpsed one of the Swarm Commander’s arms beginning to morph, metallic components clicking into place as it began to construct a weapon. A weapon that was beginning to look suspiciously like a rifle amalgamated into its arm.

Sensing that the Swarm Commander was intending to free itself from their stalemate with his guts splattered all across the asphalt, Ren changed tack. He shifted his weight, attempting to carve his waveblade out of its metallic hull, leaning forwards to land as deep of a blow as possible. The Swarm Commander let out a deafening shriek that sounded like two metallic gears straining against each other.

Ren returned a bloody grin right back.

Then, he felt it.

A slight spark within him. A flicker of catalysis, brought on by pushing himself to the very edge. Ren’s eyes widened as a shower of brilliant white sparks flared into existence, coalescing into twin, longswords with a pure white hue. He immediately dropped his waveblade, grabbing his Weapons out of the air in awe, barely believing his eyes.

“WATCH OUT!”

Ren barely managed to duck under the Swarm Commander’s arm rifle as it levelled itself with his head. The deafening gunshot wiped out his hearing as it discharged from right above him. In reply, he clumsily slashed his weapons towards the Derelict commander. To his surprise, the Swarm Commander’s afterburners flared to life once more, propelling it out of his reach. Where it had previously been content on getting right up in his proximity, the commander almost seemed wary of his new Weapons.

Ren turned his attention to the swarm that had been circling them. The drones had diverted back to the Swarm Commander, encircling it like a defensive shroud, shifting and undulating in uncanny, organic motion.

They weren’t attacking me. It’s almost as if the Swarm Commander wanted to kill me itself. Now, that they’ve sensed a threat to the main body, it’s going to be hard to get through to it.

“ON ME!”

Ren stared as a female Blade Angel with a brown HALO and a very large rifle in her hands slid across the ground, entirely ignoring the friction that the motion would usually conjure. Behind her trailed a couple of Blade Angel cadets wielding waveblades, who rushed to cut down any of the swarm drones that diverted in their direction.

The Swarm Commander’s reaction to the approaching Blade Angel differed entirely from the way it had approached Ren. It swung its gun towards her, unleashing more deafening gunshots into the air. His hearing was numbed further by the explosive echo of its afterburners igniting to their limit, sending the Swarm Commander surging towards the girl. Despite its meteoric advance, she was ready. The muzzle of her summoned Weapon flared as she fired a round directly into the Swarm Commander’s skull.

“OVER ‘ERE YOU OILY CUNT! Oi, enclaver! This one’s just a babe of a commander, but don’t let your guard down. Keep those drones busy while I kill that thing! And that’s Sergeant Rosy to you.”

Ren flinched as Sergeant Rosy fired her Weapon. Each bullet that she unleashed was deafening, and the dust in her immediate vicinity was kicked up from the force of her rounds. Guns were usually of limited use against higher-tier Derelict, but the same couldn’t be said for Blade Angel Weapons. Ren swore when the few remaining black drones in the swarm instantly reacted to her presence, zeroing in on her as the greatest threat.

Fighting against the pain and the temptation to pass out, Ren cleaved apart the drones that attempted to advance on his saviour. Now, they had abandoned whatever meagre sense of self-preservation they had possessed when Ren first encountered them. The silver lining, was that his Weapons seemed to part their metallic hulls with an ease that far surpassed the waveblade. To Sergeant Rosy’s credit, the brunette girl seemed to have full faith that Ren would head off the remainder of the swarm, allowing her to focus on the Swarm Commander.

They’re getting desperate.

“We’ve got them on the ropes,” Ren called out to the girl. “We should get out of here—”

“You didn’t think it was over now, did you?”

Rosy greeted him with a grinned filled with madness.

“This is where the fun begins. Don’t blink, Cadet. Or you’ll miss it.”

The Swarm Commander let out a heart-rending metallic screech that made Ren’s vision wobble. He fell to his knees, palms clasping over their ears in a desperate attempt to block out the Derelict’s unholy cry. The Weapons in his grip shimmered out of existence.

The Swarm Commander’s body began to glow. Ren watched as a familiar rippling wave of energy passed over the Derelict’s body. The edges of the dark metallic armour plating began to take on a red hue as red lights blinked on in the recesses of the Derelict’s body. Interlocking metallic plates began to shift and click into position as the Swarm Commander underwent its transformation. With its swarm diminished, it was backed into a corner.

Its only options were to run or to fight.

The Derelict had made its decision.

The asphalt under its feet shattered as if it were a thin pane of glass. The Swarm Commander accelerated to a speed that Ren couldn’t comprehend, before it was before him. A pair of glowing emerald eyes winked down at him as they locked onto his own.

“DiE.”

Ren’s eyes widened.

What—

Ren materialised his swords in the nick of time, intercepting the path of the Swarm Commander’s slash. Ren exploded backwards, tossed in a low arc above the asphalt, before he slammed into the ground.

What… what the hell?

Instead of the bone-shattering and skin-tearing crash that he had been anticipating, Ren found himself sliding away from the Swarm Commander at speed. It was as if the asphalt beneath him had turned to grease, friction posing no obstacle to his movement. A spattering of bullets landed on the asphalt around him, the Derelict raising one of its guns in his direction. But the sheer speed of his sliding made his trajectory hard to track.

Sergeant Rosy’s Potential. It must be.

He slammed one of his swords into the ground once the Derelict shifted its attention away from him, and he jolted as his momentum abruptly halted. He rose to his feet, his head throbbing from the sudden motion. Through tear-filled eyes, Ren watched as Sergeant Rosy’s attacks found their mark.

Round after deafening round slammed into the Swarm Commander’s skull. The Derelict unit flinched, stumbling backwards from the force of each of Rosy’s gunshots. The angular metallic head of the Swarm Commander began to splinter away, its internals gradually revealed from her attacks. Finally, Sergeant Rosy’s last bullet buried itself into the very core of the Swarm Commander’s skull, blowing it off entirely.

“HOORAH!” Sergeant Rosy yelled.

Ren stared at the insane Blade Angel hefting her oversized gun in the air in triumph.

Sergeant Rosy… her name sounds familiar. Oh! She was the Instructor of the wilderness survival course. She’s just as strong as she is insane.

But all things considered… that was still a weak Swarm Commander. I’ve heard that swarms can grow into the thousands, hundreds of thousands and millions. Even so, without Sergeant Rosy’s firepower and Potential, I would have been dead meat.

DERELICT FORCE REPELLED

RELEASING QUARANTINE

The familiar feminine robotic voice of the Pride Enduring’s public announcement system filled the air, and Ren’s eyes darted to the heights of the station. The metallic casing enshrouding the habitat slowly began to retreat, revealing the familiar sight of Earth beyond them.

“Holy shit,” Ren whispered.

Floating outside the station were the remains of the battle that the stronger Blade Angels had engaged in outside. Ren stared at countless Derelict units that were now defunct scrap metal floating lifelessly beyond the station. His eyes drifted from inanimate body to inanimate body, sighting Derelict units from the lowly Type-5s to Swarm Commanders that had been torn through by the Blade Angels.

“Just how many of them were there?” he muttered.

“Attention,” a familiar voice echoed out through the PA system. Ren made out the familiar steady voice of Archangel Lilith. “The Derelict invasion has been repelled. Squads are in pursuit of retreating Derelict units. Lockdown is officially lifted.”

“Not bad, cadet,” Sergeant Rosy grinned, sauntering over to him. She slapped him hard on his back, prompting an involuntary cough. “I reckon you’ve got potential, no pun intended. Sign up to my wilderness survival course… I’ll give you a discount,” she winked.

“Sergeant… a friend of mine is injured. She’s in that shopfront around the corner—”

“You mean the girlie over there?” Sergeant Rosy pointed.

To his surprise, Selphira’s head was peeking around the corner of one of the buildings at the entry to the alleyway. Sweat was trailing down her pale face, and her chest was rising and falling with the exertion.

Shit…

Ren immediately broke out into a run towards her, falling into a crouch.

“You crawled all the way over here?”

“Don’t look at me,” Selphira muttered with a wince. “What do you think Iria would do to me if anything happened to you.”

“You wouldn’t be in this state if I hadn’t rushed after that woman,” Ren replied, gritting his teeth as he took in Selphira’s condition. He frowned when Selphira fixed him with an indecipherable gaze. She was staring at him with a mixture of weariness and gratitude, expressions that he had never thought she would display so openly.

“WILKINS!”

Sergeant Rosy’s deafening shout filled the air, causing the pair to flinch. A reed-like cadet with sweat coating the surface of his face jogged up to the sergeant, executing a sharp salute.

“Yes ma’am!”

“Get a medical team over here to assist her STAT.”

‘Yes ma’am!”

“That oily cunt really had it out for you, didn’t it?” Sergeant Rosy walked over to them, spitting to her side. “Wasn’t expecting it to zero in on you like that. Was planning for it to make a beeline for me. Not many people are able to surpass my charm, cadet. That’s a boon. I’m going to extract that bastard’s core and see if I can’t allocate it to ya as spoils of war.”

Flashing them a final grin, Sergeant Rosy sauntered over to the remains of the Swarm Commander, breaking into some cheery whistling. Ren shook his head, turning back to Selphira.

“What were you saying—”

“Cadet Soros?”

A calm voice called out from behind him. Ren spun on his heel, taking an involuntary step back as he took in the squad of Blade Angels that had silently approached them. A red HALO burned above each and every one of their heads. Each of them held Weapons wrought from the same image in their grip – straight red blades that emulated the Weapon of the Archangel from which they drew their power.

“Yes?”

The lead Blade Angel took a step forwards.

“You’re under arrest for treason and conspiracy to betray the Blade Angel corps.”


Chapter 39



“It’s a step up from the enclave,” Ren muttered, taking in his new ‘accommodation’.

His prison cell was situated deep within the bowels of the Pride Enduring. His mother had told him about prisons scattered across the Wastes. Max security prisons had been a boon for early enclavers when the Derelict first arrived. They were defensible positions stocked with armouries and supplies, which allowed enclavers to buckle down and hole up to avoid passing Derelict swarms.

He heard that they had been filthy and decrepit, but the cell that he was trapped in was closer to paradise. Clinical, clean white floors and walls boxed him in on all sides. There was even a small window that allowed him to peek out into the void of space if he got a little tired of his surroundings.

He sighed, stretching out on his bed and staring at the blank ceiling. The drone of the air conditioning was the only sound he could hear. In the past two days, his food was delivered through a small hole in the door, and he only caught the barest hints of muted chatter from the guards stationed outside.

With all the time on his hands, Ren had revisited the moment again and again.

It said something to me. ‘Die’. Just like the Machine Lord. It couldn’t be that the reason they came here…

Ren shook his head, the possibility too far-fetched to consider. From the bits and pieces he had overheard, the Derelict force that assaulted the Pride had been composed of multiple Swarm Commanders. There were rumours that they had been led by a Machine Lord, but not even the guards were informed on the details.

His mind eventually wandered to Iria and Selphira.

Selphira… she was in bad shape… they’d better have treated her.

What was it she wanted to say to me?

Ren shook his head with a sigh, his thoughts turning to the others.

I hope Iria managed to make it to them. And that they’re safe.

He let out a sigh, leaning his head against the cold wall.

“May I come in?”

Ren felt a chill run down his spine, his eyes darting to the door to his cell. He hadn’t heard a sound outside, and none of the guards had asked for permission before entering.

Besides…

The voice was familiar to him.

Ren slowly rose from his bed, his muscles sore with disuse. The door creaked open.

A familiar man with a sleek black cane walked into the cell.

Instructor Holo was just as Ren remembered him. His grey HALO burned over his head, and the creases along his cheek and at the edges of his eyes betrayed his advanced age. That in itself was a statement when Blade Angels died young fighting Derelict in the Wastes.

“Cadet Soros,” the man said, with a hint of regret. “I’m sorry for the… treatment you’ve received.”

The man’s grip tightened around the head of his cane, his gaze hardening.

“Instructor… what are you doing here?”

“Well… what sort of an Instructor would I be if I did not take care of my students?”

Instructor Holo turned on his heel, leaving Ren gaping in stunned silence.

“Walk with me.”

Ren wondered whether it was a set-up. A test to assess whether he would do as the Blade Angels told him. But he remembered the entourage that had been waiting for him. He didn’t see the purpose for such a roundabout, elaborate plan to test him.

Ren strode out of his cell, his eyes immediately locking onto the slumped forms of the guards that lined the prison’s corridor. His eyes drifted to the slight rise and fall of their chests, as well as to the slight stains of blood that marred the corridor walls.

“I’ve lost count of the number of innocents that have been victims of the politics of the Pride Enduring, Cadet Soros. In my time, I’ve seen many injustices… but this?”

Instructor Holo’s lips pulled into a wistful smile.

“Perhaps I should have drawn the line a long time ago. You will forgive an old man's tardiness. I should have intervened sooner.”

“Instructor Holo…” Ren trailed off, his eyes still fixed on the inert bodies around them.

“Let me summarise how the next week will play out,” Instructor Holo continued, steadily heading down the corridor as Ren followed suit. “They will put you before the Archangels, accusing you of having tampered with the station’s cloaking and shielding systems. An enclaver with incredible technical ability, who, in his first few months aboard, managed to crack the intricacies of self-mending polymer. An ingenious application, if I do say so myself,” Instructor Holo flashed him a brief smile.

Ren turned the corner and felt a chill run down his spine. The view beyond was an extension to what had been greeted with a moment before. More slumped Blade Angel guards were lying inert against the walls.

“Did you do this yourself, Instructor?” Ren whispered.

Instructor Holo didn’t turn around to face him.

“They will accuse you of having peculiar knowledge about Derelict frequencies. They will also attribute the failure of the station’s cloaking and shielding mechanisms to be intricately connected to your innovations with those very same frequencies, arguing that you used them to summon the swarm.”

“But… how could I—”

“The origin of which they have traced to your apartment, no less.”

Ren’s stomach dropped.

“What?”

“Archangel Archeia’s forces retrieved a device that caused the momentary disruption, allowing the Swarm Commanders and the Machine Lord to penetrate the station’s defences. They allege to have found it in your apartment.”

Ren halted, feeling a sinking dread wash over him.

I’m the perfect scapegoat.

If the person responsible for this truly did use Derelict frequencies to disrupt the station’s cloaking and shielding mechanisms… who better to pick as a scapegoat than me?

Someone who previously despised Blade Angels. Who ‘uncharacteristically’ chose to join the Academy, and was shoved into Class Z, which could have been interpreted as an insult unto itself.

Someone who was bullied by their classmates, beaten to within an inch of their lives.

I have plenty of motive. I have the means.

“We are at a turning point, Ren,” Instructor Holo’s voice softened. “Archangel Lilith was betting on both of you – yourself and Cadet Yingrou to prove to the people that enclavers could be trusted. More than that, that enclavers would be essential to our continued survival. Your incredible successes have been a threat to the powers who oppose that view. Who believe that the Pride Enduring belongs to the citizens alone, and that enclavers are distractions to be ignored, or worse, disposed of.”

“Then Zhou—”

“Also imprisoned.”

Ren gritted his teeth, and he crouched to pick up a waveblade attached to the hip of one of the nearby guards who had been rendered unconscious.

“We need to rescue him.”

“He is currently being interrogated by the Archangels. And I am afraid that even I have my limits,” Instructor Holo smiled. “But I do propose a solution.”

They reached the end of the hallway, and Instructor Holo opened a side door that Ren had mistaken for another prison cell. It seemed to lead into a maintenance hallway that differed from the barren and shiny white walls of the prison area. Instead, Ren was met with burnished steel and barebones, industrial lights that lined the corridor.

“Follow the corridor. Some of my associates have cleared the area to a docking bay. As you well know, some prisoners deemed too dangerous or too much of a risk are exiled to the surface. I’m afraid that treason would have fetched a harsher sentence.”

“I can’t abandon Zhou.”

“I wasn’t planning to suggest that you did. There is a way to prove your sincerity and your loyalty to the Pride Enduring.”

“How?”

“By retrieving something so essential, so crucial to the Archangels’ plans, that they would have no choice but to trust your intentions.”

Instructor Holo turned, fixing him with his pair of refined opaque glasses.

“What do you think chains us to this world, Cadet Soros?”

Ren frowned at his instructor’s question.

“The Blade Angels’ goal, Instructor. To reclaim Earth.”

“Indeed. But what if I was to tell you, that we are not all that is left of humanity.”

Ren took an involuntary step backwards.

“What?”

“It is a well kept secret. But there are humans who endure on some of humanity’s other bases throughout the solar system.”

What? So there actually are humans who survived on the other planets?

“I am not referring to them. I am referring to the ones who escaped.”

Escaped?

“Beyond Pluto, at the very edges of our solar system… is a shipyard. Hierophant Station. The name is symbolic. The Hierophant is often used to encapsulate the bridge between Heaven and Hell.”

Ren’s fists curled inwards, his knuckles turning white.

“You always were quick on the uptake,” Instructor Holo nodded.

“Hierophant Station is where humanity abandoned us. Leaving us to our fate. To our demise.”

“The Archangels don’t want to reclaim the Earth,” Ren whispered. “They want to leave it behind?”

“Not exactly. They want to re-establish links to the other colonies, reinforce the Pride, and reclaim the Earth once and for all. But they know that they cannot do so as they are. And while humanity dwindles in its twilight, the Derelict grow stronger by the day. More and more Swarm Commanders and Machine Lords rise, and it is only a matter of time until we face our next cataclysm.”

“The rise of an Infernal Engine,” Ren whispered.

“Which brings me to your mission of redemption. In my investigations of the surface, I do believe I have located what the Archangels are so desperately searching for. A ship capable of interstellar travel. One that may not enable them to reach the far reaches of Hierophant station, but that will allow them to get to Mars.”

“What is on Mars, Instructor?”

Ren was broken out of his reverie as blaring alarms bounced off the walls of the maintenance shaft.

EMERGENCY. EMERGENCY. CELL BREAK DETECTED.

“Proceed to the coordinates. Find the ship in question and return to the Pride Enduring. Hand the Archangels what they want on a silver platter, and any accusations of treason will crumble. You will not be hailed as a traitor, but as a hero. And the Pride Enduring will experience its first true hope in a long, long time.”

“Why me, Instructor Holo? If you knew of the existence of this ship… why not report it to Archangel Lilith herself?” Ren asked, aware of the fact that every minute he dwindled brought him closer to discovery.

“Every so often, I am fortunate enough to find a student who reminds me of why I began this journey in the first place,” Instructor Holo said, giving him a wistful smile. “I took a risk, Cadet Soros. I ventured far deeper into Derelict territory than I ordinarily would have dared. Here,” Instructor Holo said, handing him two devices that resembled memory sticks.

“Two coordinates. One for an enclave situated in one of the safest regions known to us. The other, leading into Derelict territory. Towards the ship. The pod has been equipped with cloaking technology, but there is always the risk of discovery before landing.”

Ren accepted the memory sticks, swallowing down the lump in his throat.

“I… don’t know what to say, Instructor.”

“Please, Ren. Call me Shade. And do not thank me. Come back to us alive instead.”

“Over there!”

Ren heard the voices echo a distance away from them.

“Go. I will hold them off.”

Instructor Holo strode past him, fingers flying over the keypad on the other side of the doorway. Before Ren could say a word, the door to the maintenance shaft slammed shut, sealing off entry.

Ren took a deep breath and headed deeper within the shaft.

***

Just as Instructor Holo had mentioned, the end of the maintenance shaft led to a small hangar bay. It seemed as if the Pride Enduring’s engineers, in designing its prison, had contemplated the need for certain individuals to be carried off station.

The hangar was compact and deserted, barring a single black pod that stood isolated in the bay. Upon approaching it, a scanner activated, sweeping him from head to toe. The door to the pod retreated with a hiss, and Ren slowly stepped inside.

He stared at the twin memory sticks in his grip.

I can leave for good. Return to my ordinary life. Attempt to find Mother on my own accord. I doubt that the Archangels would risk Blade Angels, sending them down to the surface to hunt for me. I would be safe in an enclave.

But…

Ren’s thoughts drifted to his life aboard the Pride. His unlikely cohabitation with Iria, of all people. Renting a workshop and designing his own products, even breaking new ground with some of his inventions. Integrating a core and awakening a HALO and his Weapons – something that he never would have expected of himself in a million years.

Seeing Zhou happy, living some semblance of a life that humanity on Earth would have once enjoyed, before the Derelict had torn their civilisation to ruin. Discovering that humanity was still around, elsewhere in the Solar System, and maybe even out there in the larger universe, just beyond their grasp.

Falling in love.

There was never really a choice to be made, was there?

Ren inserted the memory stick of his choice.

CLOAKING MECHANISMS ACTIVATING

The door hissed shut with a loud clank. Ren strapped himself into the singular seat, his eyes fixed on the small window that allowed him to peek into the hangar. He felt the rumble of the pod’s engines igniting before he experienced the sensation of the pod lifting off the ground.

The pod shot free of the Pride Enduring, heading straight for the surface.

Right into the heart of Derelict territory.


Epilogue 



HULL BREACH DETECTED

Ren gritted his teeth as the pod jolted, sending him flying forwards and straining against the belt securing him in place. The single window in the pod gave him a narrow glimpse of the Wastes as it sped by beneath him.

“Shit, shit, shit,” he muttered.

Ren could barely make out the sounds of metallic skittering over the hull. He watched a tiny, aerial Derelict drone crawl over the exterior of his pod’s small window. He could hear them testing its seams for weaknesses, eager to break in.

Ren felt his stomach drop as one of the pod’s thrusters sputtered out and the vessel lurched downwards on a steeper trajectory. Ren’s attention shifted to the small datapad fixed to his seat, which depicted a map to his destination.

“This is going to be close…”

Ren drew his feet towards him, encircling his arms around his legs and tucking his head in. He felt a glimmer of hope when the pod’s thrusters reactivated, arresting the rate of his fall and diverting his descent.

The pod’s dive brakes engaged, and he heard the sharp hiss of the mini pressure jets that started to reorient the vessel. Before long, the pod had successfully corrected its angle of approach and proceeded to the ground in a vertical descent.

“YES!”

The pod jerked as its thrusters flared, slowing his descent to a crawl. Ren hurried to unclasp his seatbelt, waiting in anticipation for the pod’s door to open. His palms were sweaty and encased in his bodysuit, his hands poised to call his Weapons into existence.

The moment the pod door receded, Ren burst free of the vessel. He barely avoided the first drone, which was lying in wait for his departure, ducking under it as it leapt towards his skull. He reversed his grip on his summoned sword, plunging it down into the tiny but deadly Derelict unit.

His eyes widened when he felt the familiar surge of power seep into him.

“Is this how killing Derelict is meant to feel after integrating a core? I should have asked Instructor Holo… or is it Shade, now?”

Rather than confronting the small group of drones crawling over his pod like overgrown spiders, Ren withdrew his datapad in an attempt to gain his bearings. The longer he stayed near the landing site, the greater the risk of encountering more formidable Derelict units that noticed his landing, cloaking or not.

***

Walking through the Wastes, Ren felt an odd sense of familiarity. Every so often, he found his thoughts drifting towards the events aboard the Pride. Ren let out a low chuckle, even as his eyes scanned the skies for Derelict patrols.

“What are the chances. Being framed as an enclaver terrorist. There was a day when I’d be jumping at the chance to bring down the Pride.”

Ren let out a sigh, shaking his head.

“No time dwelling on it, Soros. The decision’s been made.”

Ren crested up the hill, falling into a crouch as he scanned the landscape beyond him.

A ruined megacity sprawled outwards in the distance. Unlike the city that he had chanced upon with Iria, this one was built on an entirely different scale. Some of its most gargantuan towers were so robust that they still stood upright, stubbornly resisting the elements. Whatever city this had been, its glory was still visible in its remains.

“That’s strange…”

Ren squinted at the megacity, scanning its heights. Humanity’s largest cities usually attracted Derelict like flies. The treasure trove of resources for them to scavenge and retrieve to their Superfactories meant that enclavers avoided them like the plague. But unlike the cities Ren had encountered in the past…

This one was utterly deserted.

“Totally normal, yep,” he muttered under his breath, scanning for a path towards it.

The main obstacle in his path was a single large yawning chasm that split the ground. Ren traced its length and identified the point at which both ends were at their closest. He would need to surmount the chasm if he was to reach the city where the starship was supposedly stationed.

Ren let out a slow breath, before beginning his descent. But just as he did so, he noticed something in the periphery of his vision. His eyes locked onto a small grey shape descending towards the surface. It left behind a long trail of smoke as it plummeted towards the ground, jolting erratically in the sky.

The vessel was being buffeted by a small swarm of Type-4 Hailswarm units. They were smaller than their Type-5 Clawrend brethren, but they moved in sync as one. Ren winced as a small explosion detonated at its rear, disrupting its flight path.

That’s no Derelict unit…

It’s a dropship.

***

“Hey! Is anyone in there!”

Ren called out into the roaring flames. By the time he reached the crash site, the dropship had been entirely enveloped by the inferno. Waves of heat washed off the crashed ship, and Ren flinched back as something small detonated from within, sending flame bubbling outwards.

“Shit,” he swore, gritting his teeth.

He felt a tap on his shoulder.

Ren whipped his head around, and he was only greeted to his empty surroundings.

“What the—”

He felt a tap on his other shoulder.

Ren’s eyes narrowed as he looked directly upwards, staring at a familiar trusty PodBot with a gleaming yellow smile.

“PodBot…”

Ren’s eyes widened, locking onto a tree a distance away from the crash site.

He stared as the girl stalked out from behind the tree, her face marred with ash, but with a smile dripping with smugness. Her brown-black hair was just as she had worn it, with bangs falling across her forehead, and framing dark ruby eyes complete with lush, long lashes. His eyes traced over a familiar black bodysuit, unmarred by the flame or the crash. Behind her trailed another familiar girl with long blonde hair tied in a high ponytail. A shattered golden HALO hovered over her head as golden irises met his own.

“You look happy to see us.”

Ren’s jaw hung loose as he stared at Iria and Selphira.

Battered, bruised, but alive.

***

“How did you find me?”

They had set up camp in the remains of an old barn. It had once been part of a sprawling farmstead, but the fields of crops and the vegetation bordering the land had grown wild and unchecked since the farm had been abandoned.

A single warming light of Ren’s own design had been set on the ground in front of them. It warded off the chill of the night winds as it filtered through the partially exposed roof of the barn. The moon glowed brightly in the night sky, the moonlight casting shadows into the interior of the barn.

“It was all thanks to Selphy,” Iria smiled, poking her friend in the side.

“Don’t get too excited,” Selphira growled as Ren grinned at her.

“Instead of staying in the hospital like the doctors recommended… she snuck back out to her workshop. A couple of days after the attack, she detected an anomalous launch from the prison sector. Then…” Iria’s eyes glinted, turning to the small PodBot hanging in the air above them.

“We asked PodBot.”

“PodBot?”

“That little guy knew your precise location,” Selphira said, golden eyes turning upwards to land on the little bot. “As for just how it knows that? I have no idea. But it’s the strangest PodBot that I’ve ever come across. What did you do to mod it?”

“Miss Selphira. I resent the assumption that my default faculties would be insufficient to track down Mister Soros,” the PodBot chimed cheerily.

Ren shrugged, eyes lingering on the bot.

“Beats me. Maybe its previous owner did something to modify it.”

Ren fell silent. The trio dug into some of the food they had scavenged around the farmstead. They had gathered a meagre collection of apples and berries. After the descent, they had been far too exhausted to venture out to hunt any game.

“They were accusing you of revealing our location to the Derelict,” Selphira chewed, her bright golden eyes boring into him.

Ren silently bit into his apple, his eyes fixed on the ground in front of him.

“Well? Did you?”

“Selphy, knock it off.”

“What?” she shrugged, eyes returning to him, before she sighed.

“Oh, fine. But tell us how you broke out of prison? One doesn’t just sneak off the Pride Enduring.”

“Instructor Holo broke me out.”

“He did?” Iria said, eyes wide.

“Yeah. He knocked out practically every guard in sight. Here, I thought he was more of an academic or a crafter. He… told me that there was a way to redeem myself.”

“You haven’t done anything wrong,” Iria said firmly, squeezing his forearm.

“But they won’t care about that,” Selphira snorted. “So? what did he say?”

Ren shared what Instructor Holo had disclosed to him. That the Archangels were in search of a starship capable of interstellar travel, and that they wanted to link up with colonies inside and out of the Solar System to drive off the Derelict from Earth for good.

“And this ship of his… it’s in the ruins of that megacity? It gives me the shivers,” Selphira shuddered. When both Ren and Iria stared blankly at her, she glared right back at them.

“What?”

“You? Getting the shivers?” Ren’s lips quirked upwards. Selphira dignified his response with a glare. “But it is strange… back when I was fighting the Derelict, whenever I would kill them, I could feel the energy from their cores being drawn into mine. We’ve only ever ascended using cores in the meditation room… is that normal?”

“Some Blade Angels obtain Potential that lets them siphon energy on the fly. Have you checked your new Potential?”

“System.”

Core Rank: Type 4

Ascension Tier: 2

Quality: C

Strength: F

Endurance: F

Agility: F

Processing: F

Energy: F

Potential: [Signal disruption]

“I was a little less lucky this time, this one has terrible stats” Ren grimaced as he reviewed his new core’s stats. “But it does have Potential… and I’ve already unlocked it. It’s called ‘[signal disruption]’.”

“Oh!” Iria’s eyes lit up. “I recognise that one. Some Blade Angels can use it to disrupt the signals that Derelict commanders use to trigger their regeneration, or even some powerful attacks. They usually bring Blade Angels with a long-ranged Weapons and [signal disruption] on squads to hunt commanders.”

“It’s just a shame that I’ve lost [machine intuition],” Ren said with a sigh. “That was what allowed me to notice the signals in the first place.”

“You did do some decent work on that regenerating bodysuit of yours, so it wasn’t entirely wasted.” Ren felt a chill at Selphira’s words of reassurance. An evil glint had entered her golden irises. “Shame I never got to see Zhou’s marketing campaign. I heard the pair of you had a fantastic photoshoot. That’s the first thing I’ll be checking out once we’re back on board.”

Ren and Iria gaped as Selphira withdrew a small knife from her pouch, administering a cut to the fabric of her suit. “Pretty good thinking. Installing a controller to emit and trigger the electrical signal when the underlying lattice framework that guides the regeneration gets damaged,” Selphira muttered begrudgingly as she watched the fabric of her suit heal in real time.

Ren and Iria stared blankly at the girl as she shifted awkwardly from foot to foot.

“I suppose I should just get it out of the way,” Selphira cleared her throat, a light blush colouring her cheeks. “You fought that Swarm Commander… which was an insanely stupid decision if I might add… I guess I just wanted to say that I’m gratef—”

“Hold on.”

Ren jolted to his feet. His eyes were locked on Selphira’s suit. He strode forwards in a rush, his hands grabbing onto her arms as Iria’s jaw dropped behind him. Selphira’s golden eyes were wide as she stared at him in shock.

“Do it again. Cut the suit.”

“What?” Selphira said incredulously. “Have you lost it—”

“Iria, are you absolutely sure that [signal disruption] only allows Blade Angels to disrupt the signals? They don’t gain the ability to see the signals as well?”

“I don’t think so. They’re trained to identify Derelict tells and attacks, they don’t rely on the signals themselves. Why?”

Ren’s eyes lingered on the fabric of Selphira’s suit. He recalled the wave of energy that washed over the Swarm Commander when it underwent its transformation.

“Have you ever heard of anyone retaining the Potentials they’ve unlocked when upgrading their core?”

“Never,” Iria replied definitively, shaking her head.

He swallowed, taking a step away from Selphira and letting out a slow breath. His eyes traced the wave of energy emitted by the controller in Selphira’s bodysuit when it detected the underlying lattice of the suit being damaged. An identical wave of energy that had passed over the Swarm Commander when it had undergone its transformation.

Energy that should have been impossible for him to notice.

“Because I can still see that signal.”

***

Archangel Lilith

There was a knock on the door.

“Archangel.”

“Come in, Lieutenant.”

Archangel Lilith rose as the door to her office opened. She had sent Alora home for the night, despite her faithful administrator’s protests.

The Pride was in chaos. They had survived their very first Derelict attack in decades. With advances in their cloaking technology, the Pride’s residents had enjoyed a period of unparalleled security and peace of mind. They had believed themselves to be securely out of the reach of their eternal foe.

That the Derelict had managed to pierce the veil to reach them, had seeded a deep terror in the populus.

Lieutenant Bravos gave her a crisp salute, coming to stand before her desk. A dark green HALO hovered over his head. He was dressed in a black trench coat, one that the man had taken to wearing over his Nanoarmour.

He was a stoic veteran of many battles. One of her most loyal Blade Angels, and one of the few in her retinue that she could trust with investigating the darkest sides of their small and precarious slice of paradise.

“We’ve investigated Instructor Holo as you requested, Archangel. A Blade Angel at the peak of Tier 6, having integrated the core of a Swarm Commander. He showed little ambition in integrating the core of a Machine Lord. The Potential we have on file indicates some manner of artificing talent. An Instructor of Blade Academy for just over two decades and one of the most senior members of the Academy’s staff. Implicated in his central role in freeing Cadet Ren Soros from his imprisonment, but with no other crimes on record.”

Archangel Lilith listened on in silence as Bravos continued.

“We found him, Archangel.”

Lieutenant Bravos paused, letting out a slow breath.

“Go on, Lieutenant.”

“We found him, the remains of him, in a rubbish chute in Sector 4D.”

“You’re suggesting that someone got to him before we did? Killing him for his part in freeing Ren from his imprisonment?”

“No, Archangel. It is a problem of a different nature.”

“And that would be?”

“Instructor Renault Holo’s estimated time of death…”

Lieutenant Bravos’ eyes rose to meet her own.

“Was five years ago.”

Blade Angels Book 1: END
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Thanks for reading Book 1 of Blade Angels!

If you enjoyed the book, please leave it a rating/review – it really helps with the visibility of the book and it's what allows me to keep doing what I love doing.

This was a fun project that drew from a ton of different inspirations – from the poetic ship names in HALO, to a setting similar to Nier Automata, and a cultivation-esque power system and (eventual) galactic scope like Swallowed Star. At its core, Book 1 was a romance, but I'm interested in exploring the progression elements, subsequent romances, mysteries and fleshing out the universe in the sequels.

For more of my work, advanced chapters and announcements, find me at my patreon page (https://www.patreon.com/c/GriffonHardy).
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LINK: Infinite Dungeon: A LitRPG Time Loop Adventure (Harem, Adventuring Academy, Dungeon Diving)

David always wanted to become an adventurer. To delve into the Infinite Dungeon beneath the Continent, plunder its loot, discover its secrets, and to finally go on a date.


His wish is granted when he attends an (almost) all-girl adventuring academy in the tropical Isles of Vedir. A sultry headmistress, gorgeous classmates, sandy beaches and swimsuits. What’s not to like?


But when a massacre rips through the islands, David returns to the train station where he first embarked on his adventure. His budding relationships, friends and future turned to dust. No matter how many times he dies, David always returns.


If David is to avert disaster, he will need to forge unshakeable bonds with his beautiful classmates (and headmistress), peel back the mysteries enshrouding the idyllic Isles, and delve into the Infinite Dungeon to uncover its secrets and gain unspeakable power.


Contains mature themes (and mature scenes!) 
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