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Prologue



Archangel Lilith

“You raised him to hate us.”

Archangel Lilith’s words rang hollow in the brisk, seaside air. A howling wind buffeted the cliffs where she was perched, and dark waves crashed upon white stone.

“I did. And from the sounds of things, he already resents me for it.”

Lilith watched the woman tug down the worn, beige hood that shrouded her features. Her eyes traced over long, ashen-grey hair. It was tied into a simple ponytail, secluded away in her hood. The woman had refined, angular features and a pair of grey irises with an anthracite sheen. She had a haughty countenance that implied the presence of some secret that was perpetually in her sole possession.

Nairith Soros’s lips quirked upwards into a brief, tight smile.

“Just what every mother hopes for. For their beloved child to resent them,” Nairith sighed.

“You’re speaking to the wrong woman, Nai,” Lilith replied.

“Little Selphira still hates you?”

“She’s not so little anymore,” Lilith chuckled softly. “She came to me in search of her. Her old friend, Evie Leyfa. You remember her.”

“How could I ever forget?” Nairith said, meeting Lilith’s gaze.

Together, the pair of women turned their gazes towards the roiling ocean waters as they collided with the cliffside. They gazed up at voluminous clouds that towered into the air. They were grey, dark and angry, with lightning flickering in their midst. For a moment, they sat in silence, the brittle ocean air washing across their skin as thunder boomed in the distance, far above them.

Pieces were falling into place. The status quo was shifting.

Lilith could feel it in her bones.

The prelude to a raging storm.

“What will you do now?” Lilith asked, turning to Nairith. “Will you try to find him?”

“Ren’s life is his own now,” Nairith said softly, brushing aside a stray strand of hair as it stuck to her cheek. “It’s for him to live it on his own terms. He’s earned that right.”

Lilith couldn’t help but break out into a small smile as she watched her friend bristle with discomfort. Nairith furrowed her brows. It was an expression familiar to Lilith. The very same one favoured by her old friend when she encountered a mechanical problem that left her stumped while tending to her inventions.

“Nai.”

“Hmm?”

Nairith’s eyes widened in surprise when Lilith laid a gentle hand on her shoulder.

“One day, he’ll understand why you did it. And when he does… he’ll thank you for it.”

Archangel Lilith’s own HALO blossomed into existence. Four concentric golden rings cast away the darkness of the gathering thunderstorm. She rose slowly into the air as lightning crackled overhead, a force of nature that paled in comparison to what she was capable of heralding.

Barely perceptible in the distance was a vast swarm of tens of thousands of Type-4 Hailswarm units. Lilith was greeted by the intermittent gleam of burnished grey metal as they shifted hypnotically through the air.

The moment her HALO burned into existence, the vast swarm flinched. Tens of thousands of Derelict units scrambled across the waters towards a large island situated a distance away from the mainland.

It was no ordinary island.

Lilith could make out walls of steel that warded away the high waves agitated by the burgeoning storm. Vast metallic arms jutted from the structure into the open air. Sparks could be seen dancing in the air, thrust upwards from within. The silhouettes of the autonomous robotic arms assembling Derelict units could be seen between the flashes of bright lightning overhead.

Lilith and Nairith stared at the Derelict Superfactory.

“You’ll keep him safe when you find him?” Nairith asked.

Lilith nodded, her eyes resting on the Superfactory in the distance.

“The infiltrator went to pains to conceal the trajectory of Ren’s escape pod, but I have my squads combing possible landing sites,” Lilith turned to Nairith by her side, “I’ll see to it that he returns safely.”

“And?” Nairith prompted with a frown.

Lilith bit down a smile as a familiar expression of barely concealed consternation flickered over her old friend’s face.

“And, I’ll look after him as if he was my own. That was always a given,” Lilith said with a chuckle.

Archangel Lilith called forth her Weapon. The long, curving blade extended far beneath her feet. It had a burnished golden sheen to match her HALO, shining in the glow of the lightning overhead.

Derelict units rose from within the Superfactory to defend the installation. They were primarily made up of less sophisticated Derelict units. The formidable ones were smart enough to stay away.

“I pity and envy them,” Lilith said as she eyed the swarm. “To never feel the warmth of a mother’s love, or the terror of a mother’s wrath.”

“And you wonder why Selphira doesn’t speak to you,” Nairith sighed, “you’re always so dramatic.”

Nairith Soros rose to her feet.

The air above her head flashed as her HALO burned into existence. Three concentric rings of pure white light washed away the darkness of the gathering thunderstorm in an instant, the silver glow melding with the golden hue of Lilith’s own HALO.

Iridescent wings of a pale white hue sprouted from Nairith’s shoulders, lifting her into the air. She raised her arm and conjured a gleaming white spear that looked like a solid bar of lightning caught in material form, but carved with the artistry of a master.

“The drama aside, I suppose you're right,” Nairith said with a smile, the howling wind carrying her words to Lilith. "Who better to educate them than us?"

The tall, dark waves beneath them spurred on by the encroaching storm began to slow. Millions of raindrops far overhead halted in their inevitable passage, as if suspended by infinitesimal threads. The screaming of the wind against the white cliffs faded into a whisper, before a suffocating silence was all that was left around them. In the distance, the frenzied Derelict swarms circling around the Superfactory began to strain against the intangible force holding them in place.

Nairith Soros unleashed her Potential.

Archangel Lilith’s laughter filled the empty air around them.

“I was never the dramatic one between the two of us, Nai.”

Golden eyes danced as they met the gleaming silver irises of an old friend.

“After you.”


Chapter 1 



“Hurry!” Iria cried out at the head of the group.

The booming sound of thunder reverberated through Ren’s bones. The rain was beginning to pour down across the valley. Their destination, the deserted megacity, was on the other side of it, across the gorge running through the valley.

“Hurry where? Damnit, we should have stayed in that bloody barn,” Selphira replied, her teeth chattering as the chilly night winds buffeted her. Her hands were raised over her head to ward off the incoming droplets, but her efforts weren’t proving very effective. “We’re going to freeze out here if we don’t find shelter soon,” Selphira muttered. In a rare display of propriety, she had zipped up the front of her bodysuit which was usually left tantalisingly open.

They had ventured too far from the barn to return. When they had departed, the thunderstorm had been nowhere to be seen. The storm front had advanced rapidly, and by the time they had seen the towering dark clouds, it had already been too late.

They were making their way towards the narrowest section of the gorge. Going around would take far too much time. It didn’t look like camping out in the storm was very viable, even with the strange absence of Derelict in the area. It was eerie, seeing the vast ruins of the megacity in the distance, but not a single Derelict patrol in the air around the city perimeter.

“Here’s hoping that scavengers left some means of getting across,” Iria said, pausing to allow the pair to catch up to her. Her black-brown hair was slightly damp and sticking to the well-fitted black bodysuit that Ren had designed for her.

Despite the circumstances, she gave him a smile that warmed him, her ruby eyes finding his own. Ren reached out to give her hand a brief squeeze. The relief of reuniting with one another was as fresh in his mind as it was in hers.

They descended towards the narrowest point of the gorge. They were boxed in by a pair of natural rock walls that abutted their path. It wouldn’t be long before they reached their destination and could assess the feasibility of crossing the chasm.

“Something’s off.”

Iria raised a hand, bringing them to a halt. Her head swivelled as she scanned the top of the rock walls on either side of them.

“I thought I saw—”

A deafening gunshot cut through the sound of thundering rain. The dirt at Ren’s feet kicked up from the impact of the bullet, sending him flinching back. In a second, his white HALO burned into existence above his head, his twin blades materialising in his hands. Out of the corner of his eye, he could see Iria’s crimson HALO flicker into existence, along with Selphira’s shattered ring of gold.

Ren’s eyes narrowed as he made out the barest trace of shadowed silhouettes standing on the ridges of the rocky walls boxing them in.

They had fallen right into the ambush.

“Wait! Lower your weapons,” Ren called out, his twin blades dissipating along with his HALO. He slowly raised his hands as he turned to the closest silhouette. “They aren’t Derelict.”

A shrill whistle cut through the sound of the downpour, and the shadowed figures cautiously approached them. Iria and Selphira reluctantly lowered their own Weapons as the lead figure approached. The trio watched as the figure expertly abseiled down the steep stone wall, the others’ weapons still carefully trained on them.

“We’re Blade Angels from the Pride,” Ren called out, the words unwieldy on his tongue. “We’re headed for those ruins across the gorge; we mean no trouble.”

The approaching figure lowered their hood, greeting them to the sight of a young woman who couldn’t have been much older than Ren. She had long brown hair tied into an economical ponytail. Her dark hazel eyes were narrowed into a frown as she assessed the threat they posed. After a moment of tense silence filled only with the sounds of rain, she greeted them with a brisk nod.

“Come with us.”

***

The enclavers directed them to a hidden path leading down into the gorge. Ren’s eyes widened when he realised just where their enclave was situated. The enclavers had somehow managed to tunnel into the cliffside, creating tiered levels to the enclave. To maximise space, the enclavers had also built into the gap of the chasm itself. Wooden structures and scaffolding held up rickety buildings of all shapes and sizes that protruded into the open air over the chasm’s dark maw. The enclavers who cast curious glances towards them didn’t seem to care that their homes were perched right over the chasm.

This can’t have been natural… the machinery they would have needed to use to hollow out the cavern walls alone… I wonder if a Blade Angel assisted them with this? Maybe by using their Potential?

It gave Ren an appreciation for his old home in the hidden cove. If he had previously thought that living atop tall stone pillars was precarious, these enclavers had a different concept of danger altogether.

“This way.”

They were led to the lowest level of the enclave. If the presence of armed enclavers was anything to go by, the lowest level served as a makeshift barracks or military base. The young woman at the head of the scouting party gestured for them to follow her into the building beyond.

Exchanging a glance with Selphira and Iria, Ren nodded, heading into the structure. They squeezed into a small interrogation room. A handful of warming lights were strung together above them, bathing the pale grey stone walls of the room with a flickering glow. The meagre warmth that they emitted was welcome in the chill of the barracks.

The female enclaver took a seat opposite them. Another masked enclaver stood by the door, keeping a watchful eye on them.

“It’s not every day you find Blade Angels all the way out here. We don’t take kindly to Androids around these parts.”

Ren winced at her tone. He felt his cheeks flush from the look that Iria shot him.

“A-actually—” he began, before the enclaver raised her hand.

“Just messing with you,” the enclaver grinned. “I’m Hayley, the pleasure is mine.”

Hayley was dressed in a dark grey raincoat that bordered on black. Ren saw the faintest hint of curves beneath her voluminous garb when she crossed her arms over her chest.

“Only idiots believe those rumours. We’re friendly with the Angels.”

“Funny you should say that,” Iria began with a hint of mischief. “You should have seen this one when we first met.”

Despite her casual tone, Ren could decipher a hint of wariness in Iria’s body language as the girl smiled at Hayley. He knew that she was ready to burst into action at the slightest hint of violence. Still, she was trying hard to bridge the gap with their new ‘hosts’ and to find common ground quickly to avoid such an outcome.

“Oh? Former enclaver, were you?”

Ren cleared his throat, shooting Iria an exaggerated glare before he nodded. To his relief, it seemed like their antics put Hayley at ease, because she grinned right back.

“You must be losing your touch to have waltzed right into our little ambush. Pretty HALO though, don’t think I’ve ever seen a white one before,” she winked at him. Ren felt his neck prickle as sweat traced down its length.

“I’m Ren, and this is Iria and Selphira,” he said, gesturing to his companions. “I meant it when I said that we didn’t mean any trouble. We’re headed for those ruins. We’d appreciate it if we could wait out the storm… we’ll be out of your hair in no time.”

“And what exactly are you in search of in those ruins?”

Hayley kept her voice neutral, but Ren could sense her anticipation. He paused, debating just how much he should disclose to their ‘host'.

“Perhaps… we could help each other,” Hayley continued, leaning back in her chair. “We know a thing or two about the old megacity… and the secrets that it holds. For one, you must have found it strange, huh? The fact that it was as untouched as it was.”

Hayley’s hazel eyes were locked onto his, no doubt scanning for any minute tell or reaction. Ren kept his expression even, remaining silent.

“Might be one of the last of its kind. The others have been picked apart by the Derelict. They take any useful materials and the components they find back to their Superfactories to churn out more Derelict fodder.”

“And why is the megacity as… ‘untouched’ as it is?” Ren posed casually.

“You’re going to have to work with me if you want the answer to that,” Hayley grinned. “Look, if we really did want to harm you… none of you would be standing here right now. And that isn’t a threat, just a cold, hard fact. We want assurances that none of you have ulterior motives that would pose a threat to our enclave. That’s ultimately all we care about.”

He glanced briefly back at Selphira and Iria, before turning back to the enclaver scout. None of them knew what awaited them in those ruins.

They needed information, and more importantly, allies.

“We’re in search of a ship. A starship. We heard rumours that the ruins might house one.”

Ren couldn’t detect any reaction from Hayley, but the scout stationed by the door momentarily froze. From the way Iria and Selphira glanced at him, he was sure that they had caught the reaction.

“Dylan… get the hell out of here. You’re giving away all our cards,” Hayley sighed, waving the armed enclaver out of the room.

“But—” a surprisingly youthful voice rang out, only to be silenced by Hayley.

“Shoo. And take that ridiculous mask off,” Hayley chided.

To Ren’s surprise, the enclaver removed their mask to reveal a boy who must have been in his late teens. He had bright blue eyes and sandy blonde hair. He scowled at Hayley before leaving the room.

“You can relax,” she grinned. “Never gets old. Just having a bit of fun.”

“A little too much fun,” Selphira muttered under her breath. Ren was inclined to agree with her.

“So, you’ve come here in search of a starship. None of you called your Wings or your Nanoarmour when we ambushed you. That tells me that you’re probably cadets… maybe in your first or second year if I had to hazard a guess,” Hayley continued thoughtfully.

“You know about Blade Academy?” Iria’s eyes were wide as she stared at Hayley. Typically, enclavers weren’t as well-informed about the Blade Angels as Hayley was.

“We get Angels passing through every now and again. I’ve picked up my fair share.”

Iria didn’t seem convinced, but Ren discreetly shook his head. It seemed that for the moment, they had come to an impasse. Interrogating her wouldn’t get any of them anywhere. What he needed to do now… was take a page out of Zhou’s book.

It was time they hammered out a bargain.

“We told you about our goal. Is there anything you could tell us about the ruins?”

“A deal’s a deal,” Hayley sighed, leaning forwards and folding her arms. “Those ‘ruins’ used to be a utopia by the name of Arcadia. A paradise for the rich, before the Derelict arrived on Earth.”

“Are… its defence systems still online?” Iria asked. Her ruby eyes were sharp as she watched Hayley like a hawk, hungry for her answer. “I can’t think of any other reason why it’s been left so intact.”

“The city’s defence systems went down a long while ago. All the way in 2770, we believe. And by choice,” Hayley grinned, folding her arms. “Thirty years before the Hope Made Manifest went down. You see… its residents were evacuated. They formed one of the very first off-world colonies on Mars. When they departed, they left practically everything behind.”

That explains why there would be a starship in the ruins. But given what we know about how Derelict have been targeting them to keep humanity rooted to Earth, it’s strange that none of them have entered the city.

“If it’s the goldmine that you claim it is… why haven’t you plundered it?” Ren asked.

“You’re an enclaver through and through. Want to know why?”

Hayley winked.

“You’re going to have to earn that answer. I’ll tell you what. You seem like reasonable folk. Perhaps we could come to an arrangement.”

Hayley rose to her feet, and the trio joined her.

“The Derelict have been growing bolder of late. If you’re willing to help out with those Weapons of yours… we could arm you with some intel and supplies before sending you on your way. There might even be some machine cores in it for you. What do you say?”

After exchanging a brief glance with the girls, Ren rose to his feet, extending a hand.

“I’d say we have a deal,” he said, clasping Hayley’s hand firmly, giving it a shake.

***

The ‘shelter’ that the enclavers had allocated them was humble. It was a small wooden house perched on some scaffolding that adhered it to the chasm wall. Ren tried not to think about the sheer drop beyond the wooden panels at their feet.

The house contained a small kitchen, a living room and a singular, large room where they had placed three sleeping bags and a handful of warming lights. The enclavers had also been kind enough to leave them a change of clothes and some other basic supplies.

“Finally,” Selphira groaned, her hand drifting unconsciously towards the zip under her chin. “I’ve been itching to get out of this damp suit.” She met Ren’s eyes as she drew the zip downwards. “No offense. Maybe the next step is to make them self-drying, now that you’ve got the mending part sorted.”

Ren gulped as he was greeted to the familiar sight of a black bra that held up her full, pale breasts. They were covered in a slight sheen of rainwater that had seeped through the fabric. Even the slightest rise and fall of her chest served to emphasise the way they pressed up against the thin fabric of her bra, begging to be freed.

He knew very well that it was how Selphira preferred to wear her bodysuit. His first impression of her way back in her workshop wasn’t one easily erased from memory. Initially, he had thought it impractical how openly she had worn it with all those sparks flying around. Now, he knew that it was just a sign of her confidence around machinery.

“Enjoying the show?”

The sound of Iria’s voice made him jolt. He watched the girl arch an eyebrow as she placed a hand on her hip.

“Why don’t you go ahead and have a shower… unless you want to join us?”

“I-I’ll leave,” he cleared his throat, quickly making his way to the shower with a change of clothes in his grip.

Entering the shower and twisting the shower dial, Ren sighed as the warm water washed away the dirt and grime that had accumulated during their night out in the Wastes. He heard the gentle whirring of PodBot above him, and he realised that the little bot had followed him into the shower. He felt a flash of embarrassment before realising that the little bot had witnessed far, far worse.

Their trusty PodBot with a gleaming yellow smile floated to come level with his gaze. Its central chassis was a rectangular silver box. It had a small, circular base from which two small claw-like arms sprouted. From Ren’s knowledge, it was an older model compared to the other PodBots that he had seen accompanying Blade Angels aboard the Pride. Even so, it had a certain personality that made him feel like there was more to it than the basic AI that the other PodBots were equipped with.

“What do you think, PodBot? Any idea what’s in those ruins?”

“No, Mister Soros. I assess that you have a 0.2% chance of survival if you explore it without further assistance.”

“You have a way of injecting confidence straight into my veins, PodBot,” Ren muttered. “Keep it up and you’re going to make me complacent.”

“You’re welcome, Mister Soros.”

After drying himself off and laying out his wet bodysuit in front of a warming light, Ren returned to the room. Iria and Selphira took their turn in the shower, and the trio devoured the food that the enclavers had left them. Before long, they were snug in their sleeping bags, fatigue tugging at their eyelids.

The minutes ticked away, and Ren was greeted to Selphira’s soft snores and Iria’s steady breaths. With the exhaustion of the past few nights, it was no wonder that they had knocked out immediately after having a bite to eat. Ren twisted and turned, but felt his thoughts drifting to recent events.

Mother. A Blade Angel.

Could Iria be mistaken? The Derelict outside the tunnel they found me in… there’s always a chance they were cut down by a skilled graduate or even one of the Instructors. Sergeant Rosy said otherwise… but how reliable is her intel?

If Mother truly was a Blade Angel this whole time… why did she raise me to hate them? Why tell me all of those lies, only to disappear that day of all days?

No matter how closely he scrutinised the details, he couldn’t find any satisfying answers. It did explain her knowledge of the ins and outs of machinery. She was the best artisan in their enclave. But that was where his insights ended.

Then… there are the anomalies with my abilities.

Ren called his system.

Core Rank: Type 4

Ascension Tier: 2

Quality: C

Strength: F

Endurance: F

Agility: F

Processing: F

Energy: F

Potential: [Signal disruption]

I still don’t know just how I’m able to retain my past Potential. I thought ascension to a new core was meant to destroy the previous one altogether. Then, there’s the matter of my ability to absorb energy from cores I destroy. Does it have something to do with the fact that I’m the son of a Blade Angel? Was Father a Blade Angel too?

Ren let out a slow breath, rising from his sleeping bag. He was quiet, careful not to disturb the girls. It was far too cold to wander outside, so he settled for heading into the living room. It was sparsely furnished, with a couch, coffee table and an old-school television.

“Boo.”

“FU—”

Ren jumped at the sound of Iria’s whisper.

“Shhh…”

Iria bit down a laugh, quickly clamping her palm over his lips and silencing him before his exclamation could wake Selphira. She rounded the couch, taking a seat beside him and leaning her head on his shoulder.

“Can’t sleep?”

“Not really,” Ren replied. “You?”

“Whenever I try, my thoughts keep returning to Mother.”

“Miss her?” Ren grinned.

“Sure,” Iria said flatly. “I’ve just been wondering how I’m going to chuck her off the side of the Pride Enduring without the power of a Machine Sage. You know, for getting you thrown in prison and almost evicted… or worse. If I had a dollar for how many times Mother has tried to evict people important to me…” Iria scrunched up her face. “I’d have two dollars. That’s two too many.”

“You think we can do it? Find a starship?” Ren said softly.

The pair sat in silence, contemplating the mission that awaited them. If they did find a starship, it would change everything. If they could replicate it, the Blade Angels would regain access to long-lost colonies and research installations throughout the solar system. It was something pivotal enough to Archangel Lilith’s goals that it might even clear him and Zhou of the crimes they were accused of.

“Nah, uh, uh,” Iria tutted, noticing his creased brows.

Iria climbed on top of him, settling in his lap. He stared up at her with wide eyes. Her ruby red irises glittered in the meagre light of the dimly lit living room.

“I know that look. You’re overthinking again.”

“And when did you become an expert on what I'm thinking?” Ren smirked, his hands encircling her waist. They wandered down the lean curve of her back before dropping towards her ass. He felt Iria shiver with pleasure at his touch. The clothes the enclavers had offered them were about as unflattering as they came, but Iria still managed to pull off the muted colours and their baggy cut. Still, in terms of their allure, they were a far cry from the bodysuit he had made her, which perfectly outlined her figure.

There was a simple solution to that, and it seemed like Iria had a similar idea.

“You’re eager,” Ren whispered into her ear as she pulled his shirt over his shoulders. “It’s only our first night.”

Iria halted.

“So, you’re telling me you’d rather stay up all night staring at a dark wall with your head full of anxious thoughts?”

“I’ll shut up now.”

“Mmhm.”

Iria’s fingers wandered down further, drifting to unbutton his pants. He felt them trace over the curve of his half-erect member, feeling the throbs of pleasure as it swelled. Not one to succumb to her teasing without resistance, Ren ran his hands beneath her top, grazing her soft skin.

They travelled further and further upward, eventually reaching the bare skin of her large, supple breasts. Iria let out a breath as his fingers teased her nipples, gently brushing over them. He lifted up her top, pulling it from her shoulders. He could barely make out her silhouette in the dim glow of the warming light, but the inability to see her in all of her glory merely heightened his anticipation.

Iria stepped off him, and he heard the clink of her pants dropping to the floor. He gulped, rushing to remove his own. Iria settled back in his lap, his erect cock pressed up against her lower navel. She leaned in, drawing him into a kiss. The interplay of their lips and their tongues intensified. He could feel Iria shift in her seat, grinding her pussy against his thigh as her kisses grew desperate. Their breathing was loud and heavy, and Ren cast a quick glance towards the door to the room where Selphira was sleeping.

“Careful, Selphira’s in the other room,” Ren whispered as he bit down a groan of pleasure himself. “We’ve got to be quiet.”

Ren couldn’t quite make out Iria’s reaction, but he gulped when she gradually lowered herself to the ground, positioning her head over his cock. He could feel the light touch of her breath against his skin, before she ran her tongue down the length of his member. She sealed her lips around his dick, her blowjob gradually heightening in intensity.

Ren grinned, noticing what she was doing. From the way she was looking up at him with that innocent expression of hers, he saw it for what it was.

A challenge.

Not on my watch.

“On the couch.”

“How assertive of y—AH!”

Iria let out a small yelp as Ren crouched down, encircling her with his arms and pulling her to her feet. He guided her over the couch cushions, watching as she naturally arched her back in anticipation.

Ren was beginning to realise that Iria had a preference for doing it from behind, and he was all too happy to oblige. But he could hardly rush to the main event, not with how Iria had been teasing him. He crouched, getting on his knees and surprising her with his tongue. He began by running it across the edge of her lips, watching her quiver as his tongue slid over her clit.

“Y-you—” Iria bit down a moan. He could tell that she was having a hard time keeping her voice down as his tongue entered her pussy. He could feel her thighs shiver on either side of him as he drove it deeper than he ever had.

“Stop teasing me,” she gritted between her teeth.

“Or you’ll do what?” Ren smirked.

Ren felt his stomach drop as Iria abruptly rose. He could make out her silhouette as she walked towards the door leading to the room where Selphira was sleeping.

Uh oh.

“Iria,” he hissed. “What the hell are you doing?”

She just playfully shrugged, her ruby eyes locked onto his as she adopted a familiar position. Her large, perky breasts were pressed firmly up against the door, and her back was arched as she tantalisingly presented herself to him. In the dim light of the warming lights, he could make out Iria lick her lips, her eyes hungry.

Fuck it. Fuck it all.

Ren rose from the couch, taking position behind her. He rubbed his erect cock against her wet pussy, biting down a gasp as Iria brought her thighs together. She sandwiched his cock against her soft skin, slick with her anticipation. Every thrust brought him a wave of pleasure, which only made him grow more erect.

“What—”

Before he could take the initiative, Iria smoothly guided his sex inside of her. Ren bit down a groan as he felt her clench around him. The door they were braced against buckled slightly, making a soft clicking sound.

“Iria…”

This was her revenge for his playful taunt.

If he wanted to fuck her…

He was going to have to take the risk.

But it was one he was far too happy to take.

He began to thrust slowly and steadily, feeling himself glide into her with ease. Her soft breaths grew heavier with each motion. His hands wandered from the supple curves of her ass over to her breasts, which were hanging unimpeded. Iria’s breaths turned into whimpers as he increased the pace of his thrusting. The rattling of the door was barely noticeable but was intensifying by the second. He briefly recalled Selphira splayed out across her sleeping bag, snoring away. He had to trust that the exhaustion of the day would keep her blissfully unaware of their activities.

“Harder,” Iria urged.

Ren obliged, pulling her thighs towards his. The soft clap of skin against skin rang out into the still air, and he felt his pleasure growing gradually to a climax. Iria was moaning softly now, and his own heavy breaths punctuated the silence. He curved his body over hers, his fingers wandering to her clit as he stimulated her while thrusting, only making her moans grow louder.

“I’m… I’m cumming,” she whispered.

Ren shuddered as he climaxed with her, feeling the waves of pleasure wash over him. They sank to their knees, and Ren could definitely attest to Iria’s claims. Ascending had intensified the pleasure of sex.

But on the other hand, it had also changed just how much he was sated by it.

“You didn’t think I was done now, did you?” Ren grinned. As he leaned towards her, seeking out a kiss, Iria playfully pushed him away.

“I’m so exhausted I feel like I might pass out right here,” Iria whispered. She settled for giving him a peck on the cheek, ignoring his pouting. Ren relented, and they quickly cleaned up the aftermath of their union before getting dressed.

“Why were you out here in the first place? You couldn’t sleep?”

“You’re asking me that now?” Ren said with a smirk, as Iria rolled her eyes.

“Ren.”

“I’m… alright. Just thinking about what we were discussing before. And about what’s in those ruins.”

“I’m sure we’ll find out soon enough,” Iria said, gently poking his nose. “From the sounds of it, they’ll be putting us to work hunting Derelict in no time. And you know what that means,” Iria’s eyes sparkled.

Ren was almost afraid to ask.

“Up there on the Pride, the Academy had a monopoly over machine cores… but down here?”

Iria smiled, her innocent, almond-shaped eyes narrowing as they took on a devious glint.

“We’re only limited by the amount we can harvest before a Derelict unit puts a blade through our chest. If we work hard enough, we might even be able to reach the pinnacle of Tier 2. It’ll put us in a great place to tackle the Duels and to complete the first-year assessment. Not to mention… you’re barely scratching the surface of your potential.”

Iria leaned into him, teasing him as she brushed her breasts against his chest. He was beginning to wonder where the shy, awkward girl with whom he had begun cohabiting had disappeared to.

“Your Potential gives you the perfect skillset to hunt elites. You have the ability to disrupt Derelict signals and see them. That means you’re best placed to hunt powerful Derelict – commanders and Variants. And if you’re able to amass and retain the Potential of multiple cores? You’re just scratching the surface of what you’re capable of.”

Ren drew closer, attempting to pull Iria into a kiss. Instead, the girl pushed him away, giving his chest a light shove. Her right leg was bouncing up and down, a nervous tick that he had just begun to notice.

She’s such a tease. But she doesn’t hide her nerves nearly as well as she would like to.

Ren drew her hand into his and gave her a peck on the cheek.

“You’re worried too, aren’t you?”

“No,” Iria said, crossing her arms.

“Sure,” Ren grinned. “We’ll be alright. The three of us? I doubt whatever’s in those ruins would stand a chance.”

“ALERT. Mister Soros, if you do not provide me with the requisite recognition, I will tender my resignation effective immediately.”

“PodBot,” Ren hissed, almost jumping out of his skin from the sudden appearance of the little bot. “You can’t just show up like that.”

“I have dutifully recorded your activities from a suitably inconspicuous position, as per your previous instructions. I assumed they extended to your ‘cardio session’ today. If you would like me to review your technique and provide you with a detailed list of recommendations—”

“Y-you can stop recording us. That was a one-time thing, PodBot,” Ren said, clearing his throat.

Ren locked eyes with Iria, and he could vaguely make out the blush spreading across her cheeks. He recalled their ‘marketing shoot’ that Zhou had arranged for them. He doubted he would ever forget it.

“To clarify, you wish for me to cease recording your sessions?”

When he glanced towards Iria, he swore that he saw a hint of disappointment in her eyes.

“A-actually… scratch that. Keep up the good work, PodBot.”

“That’s what I thought, Mister Soros.”

Ren gave PodBot a brief glare as the hovering bot with a derpy yellow smile twisted through the air to float away.

“Anyway, as I was saying. Those ruins don’t stand a chance against the four of us.”

Iria nodded, squeezing him tighter. The future was uncertain, but he did feel better knowing that he would have Iria and Selphira to rely on. Whatever was waiting in those ruins, they’d find a way to tackle it. After a few more minutes in their embrace, they reluctantly rose from their spot on the couch to return to their sleeping bags.

“Quietly,” Ren whispered.

His teeth clenched tightly as he opened the door with a soft creak.

Selphira was thoroughly knocked out. The exhaustion of the crash and their rush to the gorge had clearly caught up to her. So much so that she didn’t seem to mind that the clothes she was wearing were a few sizes too small.

He could make out the shape of her ass, which was perfectly outlined by the thin fabric of her pants. Stretched out over her sleeping bag, her shirt had ridden up her belly, exposing the soft curves of her abdomen. Her long blonde hair was partially draped across her face, and he could make out parted pink lips.

Keenly aware of the way that Iria was eyeing him, Ren immediately made for the sleeping bag furthest from Selphira. But before he could react, Iria pushed him down towards the middle one, immediately occupying the bag that he intended.

“Wha—”

“Shh, you wouldn’t want to wake her now, would you?”

Ren glared at Iria as he reluctantly lowered himself into the sleeping bag. Sandwiched between them, Ren closed his eyes and made sure that his semi-erect member was positioned well away from either of them. He dreaded to think what might happen if Selphira took a wrong turn in her sleep.

She’s torturing me.

She was joking about that harem thing…

Right?

It wasn’t long before he began to hear Iria’s steady breathing. He could feel his fatigue catching up to him. But even as it did, Hayley’s words continued to ring in his mind.

Just what is the deal with those ruins?


Chapter 2



“Woah,” Iria breathed.

The next day, in the light of the morning sun, they were finally able to take in the enclave in all its glory. It was an engineering marvel. Numerous rope bridges spanned from one end of the chasm to the other. The enclavers had constructed wooden terraces that jutted out from the chasm walls.

“Careful!” Ren exclaimed.

His arm darted out to steady Iria before she lost her footing on the slippery wooden floorboards of the rope bridge. They were still damp from last night’s storm. They ascended a wooden staircase that took them towards the main section of the enclave, a few levels above them.

Ascending to the main section, they were greeted to a stretch of shops. Enclavers were peddling wares and food, and Ren spotted the occasional armed enclaver shooting a wary look in their direction.

“Was this anything like your home?” Selphira asked, golden eyes glittering with curiosity as she scrutinised the architecture and design feats on display.

“My enclave was in a cove. It wasn’t as… precarious as this one.”

“A cove,” Selphira repeated to herself.

It was almost endearing seeing the somewhat intimidating daughter of Archangel Lilith out of her element. Selphira hadn’t taken part in the induction mission that the other cadets of their year had. Ren supposed that there were some perks to being Archangel Lilith’s daughter.

“This enclave… I don’t think just anyone could have built it,” Selphira remarked, casting an experienced eye over the enclave.

“Agreed,” Ren muttered under his breath.

Whoever had designed the place clearly had some advanced architectural know-how, which was only reflected in the confidence that the enclave’s residents placed in the outcroppings and rope bridges hanging over the chasm.

“There you are! Our honoured guests. Did you have a restful night?” Hayley called out to them with a wave.

“We did…” Ren began, giving Hayley an appreciative nod. “Thanks for offering us shelter.”

“Pity I couldn’t find you a bigger hut. Hope it wasn’t too cramped in there?”

“Oh, it was nice and cozy,” Iria intoned neutrally, exchanging a glance with Ren as he tried to keep a straight face.

“Well, you’re welcome to stay as long as you’d like. But if you were interested in taking me up on my offer… the scouts are heading out in a bit. Care to join us? I swear I’ll tell you what I know about those ruins?” Hayley winked.

Ren exchanged a glance with Iria and Selphira before nodding his agreement. They had agreed that it wouldn’t be the worst idea to get a lay of the land and to gather some intel before plunging into the mysterious, deserted ruins of a megacity. And if they could get their hands on some machine cores and ascend while they were at it?

The choice was simple.

***

The scouting contingent sped across the grassy plains towards the ruins in the distance. Now that they were on the other side of the gorge, Ren had a much better view of their intended destination.

The rich greenery on the other side of the gorge wasn’t present in the vicinity of the megacity ruins. In fact, the closer they drew to the ruins, the more that grass turned to soil, and soil turned to sand. It was as if something had seeped the life out of the entire area, and at the very heart of the desolation were the ruins themselves.

Selphira was riding pillion on Hayley’s hoverbike up ahead. Ren was operating his own with Iria seated behind him. Despite their insistence that Selphira stay behind, there was no getting her to budge. It was clear that she was still recovering from the Derelict attack on the Pride Enduring. She had called her Potential multiple times throughout the course of the attack, well and truly straining her shattered core.

Ren’s hoverbike was joined by another on his left. Demarcus was a tall and burly young man with tanned skin. His weapon of choice was a very large sniper rifle that Ren was certain packed a punch. But as powerful as it was, it didn’t have the same destructive effect as their Weapons. Ren had learned as much when he had tangled with the Swarm Commander aboard the Pride.

A crackle preceded Selphira’s voice as it came through their radio.

“We’ve got contact! Three O’ Clock!”

Their bikes came to a halt right before cresting the dune. Ren could see a collection of Type-5 Derelict Clawrend units accompanied by two Type-4 variants. But unlike the Hailswarm units he was accustomed to, these Type-4 units were quadrupedal and had a frame similar to that of a panther or jaguar. Each had a metallic skull which housed two red lights in either eye socket. A pair of prominent canines protruded downwards from the upper jaw.

“Prowlers. Selphira, stay up here and defend the scouts. Leave them to Ren and I.”

Ren bit down a smile as Iria dismounted the bike. It was clear that for all of her mother’s faults, Archangel Archeia had trained her daughter well. Iria was well-versed in battle strategy, and Ren could see her effortlessly assuming the role of the commander in their makeshift squad. From the way she had handled Instructor Lorraine’s simulation with the Hope Made Manifest, Ren was certain that it wasn’t all learned.

Iria had a talent for it.

Falling into line behind her, Ren summoned his Weapons. The twin straight swords looked like they had been forged from the metal of a falling star. They had a bright white gleam to match his HALO, and as recent an addition as they were to his arsenal, they felt right at home in his palms.

“Pick off the Clawrend units and leave us to deal with the Prowlers,” Iria said.

“Got it,” Hayley nodded.

“Now’s a good a time as any to test your Potential,” Iria said, turning to him. “[Signal disruption] is especially useful for squads fighting against Derelict commanders. Derelict signals usually precede powerful attacks. If you interrupt them, you put them into a world of pain. Keep in mind that [signal disruption] should be able to stun weaker Derelict units as well. You ready?”

The Derelict at the foot of the hill hadn’t grown wise to their presence, but they were gradually encroaching on their position.

Ren silently nodded his agreement.

“Go!”

The scouts opened fire on the group of Derelict. The Clawrend units reacted first. They broke out into a frenzy, skittering over the sand towards the very top of the hill where Hayley, Demarcus and Selphira were deployed.

Ren crested over the dune with Iria. Her crimson HALO burned into existence over her head, and her familiar blade coalesced in her grip. To his surprise, she didn’t plunge herself directly into the fray.

“You can handle them yourself!” she called out.

What the fu—

Ren barely registered Iria’s words as the first few Clawrend units skittered his way. The first unit leapt up from the sand, poised to latch onto his face. Ren fell into a familiar, wide stance that had been driven into him in Instructor Lorraine’s Combat 101 classes. He effortlessly cleaved the Clawrend unit in two with a downward swing of the sword in his right hand.

He immediately realised that wielding both blades at the same time felt wrong. His attacks felt awkward. His muscle memory went out the window as soon as he attempted to use the blades in tandem. It was one thing attempting to dice apart Type-4 Hailswarm units in an adrenaline-fuelled haze of desperation during the invasion. Attempting to wield both blades competently at the same time? Without any form of practice?

Ren immediately dismissed the blade in his left hand. He reversed his grip on the blade in his right before sending it plunging down. He successfully skewered a Clawrend unit before it could skitter beneath the sand to sink its tiny blades through his ankles. Ren felt a familiar flash of energy as his blade pierced the thin hull of the Type-5 unit, extinguishing its core.

Ren turned his attention to the pair of Prowlers that remained. They crept forwards with a fluidity and grace that Ren would only have expected from their organic counterparts.

The first Prowler leapt.

[Signal disruption]

Ren barely managed to duck beneath it, shocked by the sheer speed of its lunge. He lashed out with his blade, barely grazing the underside of its belly. One of its long, razor-sharp claws nicked him in the shoulder, tearing a gash through his bodysuit and drawing forth a thin line of blood.

But his strike was not without consequence.

The Prowler crashed into the sand, attempting desperately to right itself. He could see the gleaming red lights of its ‘eyes’ flickering. Its smooth movements, once full of grace, were now stilted and jittery. Ren didn’t waste a second before advancing, closing in for the kill.

“Watch your back!” Iria yelled out.

Ren dropped to the ground right in the nick of time as the Prowler’s companion bounded over the dunes, sending sand spraying outwards in its wake. To make matters worse, the flickering of the gleaming red eyes of the Prowler he had clipped with [signal disruption] stabilised.

So, my Potential only disrupts their operation briefly.

I can still work with that.

“Shit—”

The Prowler he had disrupted leapt towards him, returning with a vengeance. Ren brought up his sword in the nick of time, and its metallic fangs clamped around the blade. He desperately pushed upwards to prevent its jaws from approaching his neck. From his time training with Iria in Combat 101, he had grown accustomed to warding her off when she charged at him, but facing the full weight and momentum of the Type-4 was a whole other ordeal.

The Prowler bore down on him, his back slamming into the sand as he lost balance. His blade was positioned right over his neck, both hands pressing it upwards to keep the Prowler away from him as it wrestled with it like a dog would a bone.

[Signal disruption]

Ren activated his Potential. He saw the Derelict jolt, and for a split second, the pressure bearing down on him disappeared. Ren manifested his second blade in his left hand before driving it up into the chest of the Prowler.

He felt a rush of energy wash over him as he destroyed the Derelict’s core.

Before he could celebrate his triumph, the second Prowler bounded towards him, incensed at the loss of its comrade. But before it could reach him, Iria intercepted the Derelict. Iria fell into a smooth slide, gliding down the sand dune. Her gently curving red blade elegantly lashed out like a whip, creating a momentary distortion of its shape – a visual illusion born solely from the speed of her strike. It cleaved right through the underside of the Prowler’s neck, severing its head clean from its body.

“Iri! At your six, Variant incoming!”

Iria’s eyes widened in response to Selphira’s shout, her head swivelling around in the direction of their incoming foe.

The Prowler crested the dune.

It had dark grey metallic armour plating. It was almost double the size of the Prowlers they had faced previously. Where the others had more simplistic builds, this Derelict’s armour plating resembled the skeletal structure and scale of a sabre-tooth tiger. Its core was visible from within curved metallic struts that formed something resembling a ribcage. It prowled the sands with a fluidity that sent a shiver running down Ren’s spine.

Ren swallowed. He wasn’t even sure how Selphira had picked up on its presence. If she hadn’t alerted them to it, he was certain it would have been successful in its ambush, and he would currently be lying dead in the sands.

“We can take it,” Iria said with certainty.

“We can?” he replied incredulously, raising his Weapon with a hint of doubt. He felt the irrational urge to summon his second, despite knowing that it would be an impediment to him at best, and a fatal mistake at worst.

“It’s a Type-4 threat, a Type-3 at the very worst. But it doesn’t have access to any guns like the Aerondight that we faced back at your enclave. We just have to avoid its fangs and claws,” Iria called out.

‘Just’ is doing a lot of work in that sentence...

“ALERT. Mister Soros, detecting elevated cortisol levels.”

“Real helpful, PodBot. Maybe try giving me something I can work with,” Ren muttered under his breath.

“Acknowledged.”

“What the—”

Ren blinked, noticing a strange sensation wash over him. Before he could further scrutinise it, their foe broke into a sprint across the sands.

“Get ready!” Iria yelled out to him.

Ren’s training took over. He fell into a crouch, watching as the scouts unloaded from their perch on the nearby sand dune.

Demarcus’s sniper rounds thudded ineffectively into the sand as the creature flickered out of the trajectory of the bullets. It ignored the rounds from Hayley’s assault rifle entirely, the red lights of its eyes flashing as it made a beeline towards them.

Ren’s jaw fell slack.

“What the hell…”

“High Processing,” Iria murmured to herself. “Ren! Don’t destroy this one’s core. Leave it intact, there’s a high chance that it’s got Potential or good stats.”

“Easy for you to say—”

“Mr Soros. Attack to your right flank imminent in T-minus 3 seconds.”

Ren heard PodBot’s voice echo through his skull, the little robot’s voice rapid and crystal clear in his perception.

“Pod? Are you in my head?

“Attack imminent.”

The Prowler Variant leapt.

Powerful limbs displaced the sand beneath it, sending the Variant scything through the air in a smooth arc. Time almost seemed to slow as the Prowler Variant’s jaws opened. Ren was greeted to the sight of a pair of curved fangs made of a metal so untarnished that it looked like liquid mercury in solid form.

Ren burst into action.

He crouched, tensing his body up before lunging forwards, uncurling like a spring. He hit the hot sand beneath him hard but broke his fall by angling his body into a roll. He heard the visible clang of metal jaws slamming shut behind him as the Prowler’s jaw contracted. Another crack echoed out into the air as Demarcus attempted to catch the creature off-guard at the end of its attack.

Once more, he watched the creature flicker, moving a minute distance to the left faster than his eyes could register. But just as his hope began to drain away, another gunshot followed the first in quick succession. This time, Ren watched the sniper round bury itself into the Prowler’s right foreleg.

It can’t do that weird flickering thing indefinitely. Maybe it’s limited by how frequently it can activate it?

“Agreed. Miss Iria’s recommendation: target the Prowler’s limbs to incapacitate it.”

What the hell? Are you reading my thoughts again? And what’s that about Iria’s recommendation?

Before Ren could further reflect on PodBot’s advice, the Derelict’s eyes fixed on him. The Prowler Variant wound itself up, as if preparing for another leap. But this time, Ren noticed a wave of energy pass over its metallic surface.

Was that what I think it was?

Shit.

“I saw a signal!” Ren shouted out.

He called forth his second Weapon on instinct, wanting to put as many weapons between him and his foe as possible. True to his suspicion, the Derelict’s core within its ribcage flared for a split-second. The Prowler flickered forwards three times in quick succession, closing the distance between them in the span of two breaths. Ren raised his blades in a cross over his head, only barely catching the Prowler’s jaws. The creature began to push him into the sand, but Ren had learned from his earlier mistakes.

[Signal disruption]

Ren’s Potential flowed through his Weapons, making contact with his opponent. For a moment, he felt the force bearing down on him ease up. It allowed him to dismiss his weapons in a haze of white sparks and roll to the side. The Derelict crashed headfirst into the sand from the sudden disappearance of the counterweight that his blades imposed.

“It’s disabled!”

Demarcus and Hayley unleashed their barrage. Still unable to activate its flickering ability due to Ren’s infliction of [signal disruption], the rounds found their mark. He watched metal splinter off one of the Prowler’s legs, causing its central mass to buckle to the sand.

“I’m going in!” Iria cried out. Hayley and Demarcus lowered their weapons, allowing Iria to charge forward. But Ren knew that [signal disruption] had a tiny duration, one that was likely to be shaken off even quicker by the stronger Variant.

I’ve got an idea. But there’s no way to get it to Iria—

“Strategy conferred, Mr Soros. Miss Iria has been informed of your intentions.”

He watched Iria hesitate in surprise, shooting him a glance. But at her nod, Ren’s eyes widened.

I could kiss you, PodBot. How the hell are you doing this?

“Kindly refrain from doing so, Mister Soros. I know where that mouth of yours has been.”

Ren caught up to Iria, but by the time he did, the Prowler had hefted itself from the sand. The grains were falling gradually from between its armour plating, and Ren could swear that he saw its red eyes flare with anger as it regarded them.

NOW!

The moment Ren watched the familiar wave of electricity wash over the unit, he struck. Unlike last time, his strike coincided precisely with the wave of electricity that washed over its surface.

[Signal disruption]

The moment his blade met the Derelict’s armour plating, the effect was instantaneous. Sparks began to fly from within the machine’s metallic ribcage. Its gleaming red eyes flickered, and blue arcs of electricity began to expand and contract over the metallic surface of its armour plating.

Iria smoothly anticipated the disruption. She stepped forwards, swinging her elegant, curving red blade in an arc, carving into the neck joint connecting its skull to its torso. It was the very same move that she had executed on the previous Prowler. To Ren’s surprise, Iria’s blow did not remove the creature’s head from its torso. Still, from the way it writhed, Ren could tell that she had done some damage.

“Iria’s directive – cut off its escape. 3 o’clock.”

The instant PodBot’s message echoed through his head, Ren broke out into a sprint. He cut off the Prowler’s escape route, slashing downwards with his blade. Now knowing the danger that Ren’s blades posed, the creature stumbled backwards.

The damage that Hayley and Demarcus had gradually inflicted on its limbs finally bore fruit. Its right foreleg buckled, allowing Ren to plunge his gleaming white blade down into its skull.

The red lights that were its eyes flickered out.

For a second, he simply stared down at the Derelict Variant that they had hunted, before turning towards Iria. She slammed into him, drawing him into a tight embrace, wearing a wide grin.

“Not bad, enclaver,” she teased.

“I was pretty good, wasn’t I?” Ren smirked, leaning in for a quick peck on her cheek.

“Well…”

He paused, narrowing his eyes with suspicion.

“Sure you were,” Iria winked, leaning in to give him a consolatory kiss on the cheek.

He never thought a kiss could be condescending until that very moment. He could see that Iria was biting down a giggle. A distance away, Selphira was making her way down the sand dune towards them, a look of mild disgust across her expression.

“I’m feeling nauseous and it’s not because of the Derelict,” Selphira muttered, eyeing the pair of them before wiping away a bead of sweat tracing down her forehead.

“Awww,” Iria purred, grabbing her best friend’s hand. “Are our displays of affection annoying you? We can be… discreet,” Iria said with a bold wink towards Ren. Selphira promptly flicked both of them off with a roll of her eyes.

Ren turned to the defunct Prowler Variant. With Iria and Selphira’s help, he turned it over on its back, exposing the core situated within its metallic ribcage.

“Careful,” Iria called out.

Ren reached for it, gingerly using his Weapon to cut apart the connection fixing it in place. He held the core up with a look of awe, recalling the flickering manoeuvre that the creature had called forth to avoid the scouts’ sniper rounds.

“I’d bet my left testicle that that thing has Potential… and a pretty good Processing stat,” Selphira said, crossing her arms as she peered at the core in Ren’s grip.

Ren’s gaze instinctively wandered to Selphira’s crotch.

“Oi. It was figurative,” Iria slapped his arm, causing him to wince.

“Wait a minute…” Ren said, turning to PodBot, before looking at Iria. “Did you hear PodBot in your head?”

“Yeah, I did! I’ve heard of PodBots that can interface with higher-Tier Blade Angels. But not one that can interface with multiple of them… let alone one capable of facilitating instantaneous, thought-based communication during combat,” Iria trailed off, ruby eyes fixing on the smiling PodBot above them. “They usually deliver instructions from Command. They’re too sluggish for real-time combat communication.”

“Evidently not,” Ren said. He crossed his arms and peered at PodBot through narrowed eyes.

“Mister Soros and Miss Iria. Confirm: are you expressing dissatisfaction for exceeding my key performance indicators?”

“Well… no—”

PodBot floated down before his face, stopping an inch away.

“I will release all incriminating pictures and videos in my memory bank if you terminate my employment,” it intoned cheerily, its bright yellow smile gleaming in the sunlight.

Selphira, who was taking a drink from her canteen a short distance away, spluttered. She coughed out the liquid that had gone into the wrong passage.

“You have what in your memory bank?” she exclaimed.

“Woah, woah,” Ren placated the little bot who was blatantly blackmailing them, hoping that his cheeks weren’t anywhere as red as Iria’s were. “But Pod… how did you read our thoughts like that?”

“I am unsure, Mister Soros.”

Ren and Iria exchanged a glance. He shrugged. The little PodBot had always been a bundle of mystery since the moment they’d found it. There was always the chance that it had been modified by its previous owner to exceed its operating parameters somehow. Ren would have to assess it when he had the chance.

“We’d best be getting back. Hayley and Demarcus are waiting,” Iria said quickly, before Selphira could further interrogate PodBot.

“Wait a minute,” Ren said, catching up to Iria as they headed back to the hoverbikes. “You didn’t answer my question. How well did I do? What exactly should I improve?”

“Well, for starters, you’re not utilising your Weapons to their fullest potential,” Iria began without missing a beat, making him wince. “You’re still fighting like you’re using a waveblade… but we can’t blame you for that. Learning how to be good with one blade is one matter… but fighting with two? We’re going to have to do a lot of personal training to get you used to it. Selphy, your participation is compulsory.”

“My what now?” Selphira halted, narrowing her eyes.

“Ren’s our elite hunter. Or at least, that’s what he has the potential to be. You saw how effective [signal disruption] was when you timed it right. It’ll really shine when you’re fighting against Derelict commanders or Variants with special attacks,” Iria said matter-of-factly. She poked her friend in her side, and to Ren’s surprise, he watched Selphira flinch black, her golden eyes narrowing into a glare.

Huh. She’s ticklish.

“You won’t just turn into an expert in dual-wielding overnight, but we can make a start. For now, when we’re out in the field, only use both blades when you’re comfortable you can take on your opponents. Then, there’s the matter of machine cores.”

Iria winked at him.

“It’s easy killing them outright. But trying to take them down while leaving their cores intact? And trying to do that with elite Derelict units? Now that’s the hard part,” Iria nodded as they crested over the dune towards Hayley and Demarcus.

“We’ll also have to test just how efficient your absorption of their energy is when you destroy cores, compared to the usual way of absorbing their energy through meditation.”

“Huh… you do have a point.”

Ren reflected on how it felt killing the Derelict units. He recalled the sensation of the energy entering him when he destroyed their cores. It would enter his body, rushing towards his own. But in its frenzy to reach his core, a portion of that energy would dissipate.

I wonder if I could draw in energy more efficiently by entering a meditative state while fighting… or if I learn to increase my focus somehow.

“Then there’s the small matter of Selphy and I needing the cores intact for us to ascend.”

“You’re the only one ascending, Iri,” Selphira said with a glance to her friend. Selphira remained silent, appearing downcast as she continued towards the hoverbikes.

What’s that about? And why does Selphira look so upset?

“What does that mea—ow!”

Iria nudged him in the side, her eyes silently instructing him to break off his line of questioning.

“Not to mention… if you want to leverage your other cheat and collect all of the Potential that you possibly can… you’re going to need intact cores like the one we found. You’re lucky that we came across a Variant we could handle. Assuming you get an ability like its own… it could be very useful. Overall, I’d give you a 6/10 for that performance,” Iria said, squeezing his arm before heading over to their hoverbike and starting it up.

Ren’s lip twitched.

“A 6—”

Selphira, who had overheard Iria’s comment, smirked.

“Don’t worry, you’ll get there eventually,” Selphira called out. “Everyone starts somewhere.”

Ren hummed thoughtfully, scratching his chin. He felt a sliver of satisfaction when Selphira’s eyes narrowed.

“I guess I’ll look forward to our group training sessions then.”

“And what makes you think that I’ll be joining them?”

Selphira crossed her arms, leaning towards him. They were pressed up against her chest, which was exposed from her partially unzipped bodysuit. A thin sheen of sweat was glistening across her skin, the black fabric of her bra slightly damp.

“If I recall correctly, Iria managed to rope you into training me during your gym sessions,” Ren grinned. “You can’t say no to her.”

“Pfft,” Selphira snorted, walking towards Hayley’s hoverbike. “Dream on, buddy. That was a one-time thing.”

“I’ll see you at the training!” Ren called out behind her with a grin, which Selphira chose to dignify with another flash of her middle finger.

Ren chuckled as Selphira made her way towards Hayley’s hoverbike. Hayley walked up to them, hefting the sniper she had swapped her assault rifle out for. She was wearing a wide grin as she halted before him.

“Not bad at all, pretty good work for your first Variant. Usually, the cores we collect all go to the quartermaster but…” Hayley paused, seeing the forlorn look on his face. “I’ll look the other way this time,” she winked. “Just make sure—”

“WE’VE GOT INCOMING! DRILLERS!”

Selphira’s shout rang out in the open air. She had turned rigid on the back of the hoverbike. Ren saw her eyes locked towards a point on the sands in the distance. Her broken HALO was visible above her head, and her eyes were wide.

The ground beneath them began to rumble.

Selphira dismounted the hoverbike. She was clutching her head with a grimace as she walked towards them. Iria immediately offered her friend her shoulder. Selphira’s face was pale, and beads of sweat were tracing down her cheeks. Her brows were drawn into a frown as her golden irises scanned the sands beneath them.

“W-wait… I think they’re just passing through. They’re going right under us. They came from the ruins.”

She must be using her Potential. It’s how she was able to detect that Prowler Variant. It’s taking a toll on her, just like it did when she evolved that sentry turret back during the Derelict assault on the Pride.

“Strange…” Ren muttered. “Drillers are scavengers. They usually give humans and their settlements a wide berth.”

Derelict classifications were relatively fluid but generally increased commensurate with the threat level of a unit. Not all Derelict machines had a design intent to dish out death. Some were scavengers that extracted materials to be transported back to Derelict Superfactories where units were churned out.

Scavanger units like the Drillers usually fell into the Type-5 category. But some of them, like the underwater Derelict model strung up in Instructor Holo’s workshop, managed to rise into the higher tiers of classification without having any overt combat potential. Even without combat ability, their sheer scale and size made them a force to be reckoned with. The Drillers were far smaller, but that didn’t mean they were powerless.

“Should we be expecting a fight?” Hayley asked, turning to Selphira.

“N-no… they’re just… fleeing,” Selphira said with a puzzled frown.

“That confirms it,” Hayley muttered, nodding to herself. “If the Drillers are acting up already...” Hayley trailed off, thinking to herself.

They were currently situated at the outskirts of the old megacity. He could see colossal metallic structures rising from within, the skeletal remains of towering skyscrapers erected in humanity’s prime.

Somewhere within was their objective.

The starship.

“We should get back to the enclave ASAP, I need to inform them about the behaviour of the Drillers,” Hayley said.

“Ren, ride with Hayley, I’ll ride with Selphy.”

Iria delivered her instructions decisively. She was calm and focused, but Ren could sense a tinge of unease in her bearing.

“You’re worried about something,” he said, meeting her eyes.

Iria slowly nodded.

“Something isn’t adding up here. It’s not the Drillers themselves that we have to be worried about. Something must have them spooked,” Iria muttered, her ruby gaze flicking to the sands around them before shifting back to Ren.

“You think it’s something in the megacity that scared them off?”

“Maybe. For now, let’s make sure Selphy gets back safe and sound.”

Nodding his agreement, they headed back to the enclave.


Chapter 3 



It was late afternoon by the time they returned. Hayley guided them back to the barracks. She provided them with access to the facilities to wash off the dirt and grime from their scouting expedition. All that fighting had made him ravenous, and he was relieved to finally dig into a late lunch.

Ren was seated next to Iria. She had changed out of her bodysuit and into some clothes that Hayley had offered the girls, seemingly from her own wardrobe. Hayley had insisted upon it, telling them that they had to have some semblance of work-life separation.

What Ren quickly realised, was that Hayley had taste.

Iria was dressed casually in a body-hugging grey top that just barely revealed her midriff. It had a low cut, which exposed a tasteful amount of cleavage, and invited the mind to question just what more it concealed. She wore a matching grey skirt that was a few inches too short for her. While she was seated, the skirt rode up high on her thigh, exposing flawless beige skin. Her pale skin was now slightly tanned from their time out in the Wastes.

Ren sensed that she was welcoming the chance to get out of her usual bodysuit and to enjoy some semblance of normalcy akin to her life aboard the Pride again.

Selphira, who was seated opposite them, was slumped over the table, her head cradled within crossed arms. She was wearing a white cross-body top and a pair of faded blue jeans. It left her shoulders exposed and perfectly fit her chest. Her shoulders were rising and falling at a steady cadence. After showering upon her return, Selphira had immediately passed out at their table, leaving her food untouched.

“Hey, is she–”

“Shh,” Iria said softly, her eyes lingering on her friend. “Using her Potential aboard the Pride must have really taken it out of her. I don’t think she was ready to use it again so soon,” Iria said with a slight frown. The worry for her friend was clear in her eyes.

They were seated in a far corner of the mess hall, and it was largely empty save for the occasional enclaver and some cleaning staff. Making sure that there were no curious listeners nearby, Ren leaned forwards.

“Is she going to be ok? Do we need to get her back to the Pride?” Ren said, lowering his voice.

Iria slowly shook her head.

“There’s nothing they can do for her up there.”

Iria let out a long breath. Her expression was drawn and she looked utterly defeated.

“Hey. I know that look.”

He gently took her hand up in his own, giving it a squeeze. Iria spared him a wan smile before her gaze returned to her best friend. She gently rested her head against his shoulder.

“Right after Evie and her family were evicted, Mother threw me into training. I now know why she did it. She wanted to get her narrative across to Selphira, to drive us further apart. She didn’t want to give me the chance to tell Selphira the truth.”

“Mmhm,” Ren said reassuringly, squeezing her hand.

“Selphira asked her mother to intervene. To retrieve Evie and her family. But… Archangel Lilith knew that if she did, public sentiment would shift against her. She chose not to step in and... Selphira shattered her core.”

From the section of Selphira’s face that was visible to him, she looked peaceful. Her golden blonde hair was tied up in her usual high ponytail. Ren’s eyes drifted to the disparate pieces of her golden HALO that still formed the semblance of a ring. They were like glittering shards that resembled a Blade Angel’s Wings.

“We were young and dumb,” Iria sighed, her eyes dampening as they glazed over with the telltale sign of tears. “We’d just lost one of our best friends. Yes, back then, she blamed me because of my Mother’s lies. But most of all… I think she blamed herself,” Iria continued softly. “She was the one who encouraged Evie to trust me.”

“I get it,” Ren replied.

Iria looked back at him in surprise.

“She didn’t just shatter her core because she was angry at her mother. She was angry at herself. It was her penance,” Ren said simply.

Iria’s silence spoke for itself. Ren shifted closer to her, his hands rising to her cheek. He gently dabbed away a tear trailing down her face.

“Elsy told me that she convinced Selphira to take in the energy from a Type-5 core a few years ago. But… it was excruciating for her. She didn’t manage to absorb even a single core because the core she integrated is shattered. They can’t remove her core either, because the slivers are embedded in her body and the procedure is way too risky.”

“Iria…”

“I told myself that it wasn’t so bad, that I shouldn’t feel so guilty because Selphira never wanted to ascend anyway,” Iria laughed, even though her eyes were empty. “She always thought that invention was what would change our lives for the better. What would give us hope against the Derelict, even from the time we were kids. But now…” Iria said, her voice catching as she bit down a sob. “She can’t ascend even if she wanted to.”

Ren remained silent, simply squeezing her hand, listening patiently.

“She threw herself into her workshop ever since the day of Evie’s eviction. There was a time when she was open to attending the Academy… if it was with the two of us. Because ascending together was something that excited her. She didn’t care about the power it would bring; she just wanted us to be together.”

Iria paused, taking a moment to steady herself, staring at a point in the table.

“The reason that Archangel Lilith enrolled her in the Academy…” Ren trailed off softly.

“The Blade Angels are our singular hope. What would the public think if her very own daughter didn’t subscribe to that idea?”

“Right,” Ren nodded.

No wonder Iria’s feeling guilty.

“I wish I’d spoken to her sooner,” Iria said, her voice cracking as a sob escaped. “Now, she’s…”

“Now she has a little bit of a headache, but it’s nothing that an afternoon nap won’t fix.”

Ren and Iria jolted as Selphira yawned, rising from her nap. Her eyes drifted to Iria, who had rapidly dashed away a few stray tears. Selphira blearily blinked her eyes, rising from her seat and rounding on Iria. To Ren’s surprise, she withdrew some tissues from her pack and pressed them firmly up against Iria’s nostrils.

“Blow.”

“Buf—”

“Blow.”

Iria’s muffled response was promptly interrupted by Selphira’s stern command. Ren bit down a smile as Iria obediently blew her nose into the tissue her friend had extended.

“See? This is how you treat your girlfriend. She gets snotty when she cries.”

Ren watched Iria’s cheeks darken into a bright crimson for one of two reasons. The first, no doubt, was from the indignity of blowing her nose on command in front of him. The second, was the label that Selphira had so casually dropped. Ren felt a gradual pit of dread begin to form in his gut when Selphira’s eyes narrowed.

“What’s with that weird reaction? Wait a minute…” she muttered, glancing between them. Her voice dropped lower as she stepped away from Iria and crossed her arms. A light blush had spread across her cheeks, which was a rarity because barely anything seemed to catch Selphira off guard.

“You’re telling me that—”

Her words came out in a mumble, her lips forming indeterminate syllables that he couldn’t quite make out. Before he could reply, they were interrupted by Hayley’s approach.

“Hi team, how are you holding up?” Hayley said, taking a seat at their table. “You were great out there today. We’ve gotten complacent; we aren’t used to seeing that many Derelict out in the valley. How are you feeling?” she said, turning to Selphira.

“Better. Get migraines when I’m on my period, you know how it is,” she said casually.

“Don’t I know it,” Hayley replied with a shudder.

Hayley was sharp. Ren was sure that she wasn’t buying Selphira’s excuse, but the scout didn’t seem intent on prying. Iria had collected herself and had schooled her features into a familiar expression of focus. One that Ren was used to seeing when shit hit the fan. Iria leaned forwards, crossing her arms.

“Did you manage to find out just what spooked those Drillers?”

Hayley’s hazel eyes shifted between the trio. It seemed as if she was debating disclosing something to them.

“You’ve helped us plenty. And your forewarning about those Drillers was much appreciated – we’re taking precautions against them. They might be relatively harmless, but if a pack of them chance upon the enclave and drill into our foundations, it could spell disaster.”

Hayley licked her lips and swallowed.

“I suppose it’s about time I told you just what was in those ruins. You’ve earned it.”

She closed her eyes, heaving a sigh.

“It’s the lair of a Machine Lord. We call it... the Lord of Blood.”

Ren froze.

He felt an intense chill run down his spine. Goosebumps broke out across his forearms at the scout’s words. Hayley must have sensed something shift in his expression, because her eyes slowly narrowed. Iria and Selphira, to their credit, kept their faces entirely impassive.

“The name ring a bell?” Hayley offered, watching him carefully.

“My enclave… the reason why I was taken aboard the Pride, was because a Machine Lord destroyed it,” Ren began, casting a glance at Iria. “That Lord also happened to have powers over… blood.”

Ren briefly summarised their encounter with the Machine Lord. Describing how it was capable of calling forth blood shards, and how it appeared to be able to momentarily siphon Archangel Ramora’s powers.

“Interesting,” Hayley muttered under her breath. “That’s the Lord of Blood, alright. That would explain its recent absence. I wonder why it ventured to your enclave?”

“Wait a minute,” Selphira interceded, raising a hand. “You mean to say that you live right around the corner from a Machine Lord’s lair? And it hasn’t found or killed any of you? How long has your enclave been around for?”

I agree. It’s strange that it would attack my enclave, but not this one, right under its nose.

Hayley, to her credit, accepted their bombardment of questions with grace. She simply adjusted herself in her seat before interlinking her fingers on the table in front of her.

“You might have been wondering why the folk are so comfortable around you. That’s because our enclave was founded by Blade Angels.”

“Defectors?” Iria’s eyes went wide.

“Of a sort,” Hayley shrugged. “Their decision to set up the base in the gorge was deliberate. It was far enough away from the Machine Lord that it didn’t bother with us. Then there’s the matter of this particular Machine Lord… it doesn’t hunt with a swarm like other Derelict commanders might. It’s a lone wolf. It attacks Derelict that come close. It’s hostile to its own brethren. But what that means for us is that we have an enclave insulated from the attacks of other Derelict units. Its presence deters them from encroaching on its territory, and by extension, the enclave.”

Ren slowly nodded his understanding.

“And the founders of your enclave… they figured out that the Machine Lord wasn’t interested in them?”

“That’s right. Before it left its lair… it was generally quite reclusive. We’re beneath its notice. And so long as we stayed in the gorge and avoided going out into the valley when it was active, we’ve been relatively safe. Which was I was so concerned with the odd behaviour of the Drillers.”

Hayley’s smile tightened.

“A while back, it left its lair behind. It barely leaves the ruins of the megacity, but it’s never been as active as it has been this last month or two. Each time the Lord left its lair, Drillers were quick to enter. Scavengers usually have better sensors than combat units. We’ve monitored their behaviour during our scouting runs. They’re the first to enter when the Machine Lord departs, and the first to leave when it returns. Based on their past behaviour, the Lord must be a couple of days away from returning.”

Hayley leaned back, folding her arms.

“If your intention is to get into the ruins… you won’t stand a chance once it’s back. You’ll have to enter before it returns.”

The trio fell silent. Iria and Ren exchanged a glance. Their encounter with the Machine Lord was still fresh. He didn’t think he would ever forget the way it transformed, drawing in a thread of Archangel Ramora’s blood into its writhing core. He recalled the blood shards that had speared through Elsy’s legs, rendering them ineffective.

Most of all, the way it had singled him out.

“There is something I’ve been meaning to ask.”

Ren blinked in surprise as Selphira rose to her feet.

“The Blade Angels who founded your enclave. They must have been exceptionally skilled at engineering to pull off a feat like building your enclave. What were their names?”

Hayley seemed to tense up at Selphira’s question. Selphira, in turn, was watching the enclaver like a hawk, attempting to decipher all of the other young woman’s tells.

“Before you worry about us having problems with defectors… I’m something of a defector myself,” Ren chuckled awkwardly, clearing his throat as Iria buried her face in her hands. To his relief, the gambit worked. Hayley let out a small chuckle of her own, shaking her head.

“You get all sorts… but you do seem like good people. If our Chief is to be believed, he was quite the celebrity back in the day. His name was Viltrick.”

Hayley’s eyes met Ren’s.

“Archangel Viltrick.”


Chapter 4



“What did you say?” Iria whispered.

The girls turned rigid at the mention of the former Archangel’s name. The very same Archangel who had been evicted along with Evie and her family.

Hayley was perceptive.

Just as Selphira was watching her for a reaction, Hayley had been assessing them just the same. The transformation that had come over both Iria and Selphira had even been visible to him.

Ren watched Hayley’s right hand drift to rest on her thigh, positioned close to the pistol sheathed at her hip. Before a deadly misunderstanding could result, Ren immediately raised his arms to placate her.

“Woah, woah, woah. I think there’s a bit of a misunderstanding,” he began. Hayley’s eyes narrowed, posing a silent question. “Archangel Viltrick isn’t our enemy. On the contrary… he’s the guardian of a friend of theirs.”

“Evie! Evie Leyfa! Do you know her?”

Selphira’s nonchalance had all but disappeared when she rapidly approached the enclaver. Hayley’s eyes went wide with surprise, and she seemed to take in Iria and Selphira anew.

“Wait a minute…” she mumbled.

Her eyes drifted to the broken golden HALO above Selphira’s head. To her long blond hair tied in a high ponytail. They drifted to Iria’s ruby eyes and her long brown-black hair.

“The shattered HALO… she used different names,” Hayley muttered, her eyes widening. “I’m an idiot, I should have known! She was always cagey about her time aboard the Pride—”

“EVIE! She’s here?” Iria rounded on Hayley. She was visibly trembling, and her hand latched onto Hayley’s arm.

“What are the damned chances?” Ren whispered under his breath.

No… this is too much of a coincidence to be boiled down to chance. What if they settled here with intention? Perhaps… they might have even been searching for something that could only be found in the ruins of an untouched megacity.

“Steady you two,” Hayley said, rising to her feet. The colour had fled from her cheeks, and she seemed just as off-balance as Iria and Selphira were. “Evie was a dear friend—”

“Was?” Selphira interjected.

Hayley stared at them before letting out a deep sigh.

“Shit.”

Selphira and Iria were hanging onto Hayley’s every word. The scout ran her fingers through her hair, biting her lip as if contemplating what she should do next. Hayley nodded to herself and took a deep breath.

“All of you… come with me.”

***

The house that Hayley led them to was on the far edge of the enclave. It was situated on the lowest level, and much like the others, was supported by wooden structures fixing it to the chasm wall. Pots filled with soil were placed on the outer edges of its window sills. Flowers of every colour bloomed, their stalks leaning diagonally towards the gap in the chasm from which sunlight filtered down. It looked like a quaint, family home. Like one Ren might expect to see in some of the more affluent habitats aboard the Pride.

Hayley slowly approached the door. The scout was the most visibly nervous that Ren had ever seen her. The same could be said for both Selphira and Iria in front of him. Selphira drew one of Iria’s hands into her own, holding it tightly. Ren suspected that it was as much for Iria as it was for herself. Ren stepped up to the other side of Iria, taking her other hand into his own and giving it a squeeze.

The latch on the door rattled from within. After a moment, it creaked open, greeting Ren to a woman with long green hair tied up in a ponytail. There were slight wrinkles on her face and crow’s feet at the edges of her eyes that evinced a life well lived.

“Selphira? Is that you?”

Mrs Leyfa looked like she had seen a ghost. She slowly descended the steps. Selphira’s lips had drawn into a tight line, and Ren could see that she was trembling. Mrs Leyfa rushed forwards. Tears fled from her eyes as she gathered Iria in a tight embrace.

“Oh, sweetheart. We missed you so much.”

They remained that way for a while. Iria stood beside him, watching on with wide eyes. A gentle evening breeze filtered through the cavern. The light of the setting sun painted the walls of the chasm a warm orange. Mrs Leyfa eventually paused, gently extracting herself from the hug.

Her eyes finally drifted to Iria.

Iria flinched. It looked like every fibre of her being was screaming at her to turn tail and run. Ren continued to firmly hold her hand, giving it another squeeze. He nodded reassuringly before finally letting go.

For a single, terrifying moment, Iria stood before the woman. She was visibly shaking, tears running down her cheeks. She stood in the brittle evening wind, awaiting a mother’s judgment. Ren felt the urge to walk right up to her and lend her an arm. To comfort her and to whisper words of encouragement. He held back, his eyes shifting to Mrs Leyfa.

This was a battle that Iria had to confront herself.

“I should have stayed for lunch that day. I’m sorry for how rude I was.”

Iria’s voice was hoarse, and Ren could hear the lump in her throat as she struggled to get the words out. Each syllable wobbled, on the verge of devolving into a sob, but Iria was preventing that outcome with every fibre of her being.

“Oh, no. You’ve been blaming yourself,” Mrs Leyfa whispered. She looked utterly aghast at the words pouring from Iria’s lips. “You poor thing. It was never your fault.”

She gently drew Iria towards her, stroking her hair as the girl finally broke, sobs wracking her body. They remained that way as the minutes drew on, until Ren began to shiver as the sun set. The evening winds began to bend the flowers in their pots, and the sound of wind travelling through the chasm rose to a soft howl.

Mrs Leyfa gently released Iria and took both of the girls’ hands into her own.

“Why don’t you come inside? It’s getting chilly. We have a lot to catch up on.”

***

The interior of the Leyfas' home was warm. A fireplace crackled in the corner. It was a simple feature that spoke to the privilege of the enclave’s residents. Lighting a fire out in the open was tantamount to sending a signal to the Derelict, summoning them. It seemed like the residents of this enclave had gained small luxuries by staying in the proximity of the Machine Lord’s lair.

Mrs Leyfa poured them some tea. The calming scent of jasmine reminded him of the meditation rooms aboard the Pride. Selphira and Iria’s eyes were red and bloodshot, but both of them seemed to have settled down after their encounter with Evie’s mother.

Mr Leyfa was a tall man with black hair and a sparse beard. He looked to be in his mid-fifties, just like his wife, and had a bubbly and welcoming demeanour. He was keeping Hayley company in the living room adjoining the dining room, where the rest of them were seated with Mrs Leyfa. The doors to the dining room were closed to give them some privacy.

Seeing the Leyfas in their home, Ren began to understand just why Iria had reacted the way she had all those years ago when Evie had invited her over.

She was jealous. How could she not be? It was the first time seeing how a loving, cohesive family lived. Before that, she probably hadn’t ever comprehended what she had been deprived of, with a mother like her own. I’m not surprised that she lashed out like she did. Who wouldn’t long for a warm home filled with love like this?

He could feel the sinking sensation of dread building as the minutes drew on. Mrs Leyfa returned with a teapot and began pouring them some tea.

Ren was itching to address the elephant in the room.

Evie was still nowhere to be seen.

“Mrs Leyfa… is Evie around?” Selphira ventured.

Her tea remained untouched, as did Iria’s. The pair of them had only grown more on edge after entering the home, when they weren’t greeted by their old friend.

“Rest assured,” Mrs Leyfa said, “Evie is fine. As fine as she can be.”

“What… what do you mean?” Iria’s eyes widened.

“Evie… is ill. She has been ill for a while,” Mrs Leyfa continued gently. “While we were aboard the Pride, Doctor Rainford was in charge of her treatment.”

“I always found it strange that she was so well acquainted with Doctor Rainford,” Iria mumbled under her breath, before her gaze rose to meet Mrs Leyfa’s. “I recall that you were friends with the Doctor as well. It makes sense,” she whispered.

“Why didn’t she ever say anything?” Selphira said, her voice hiking higher. When she realised that her emotions had taken hold, Selphira made a deliberate effort to calm herself, and to lower her voice. “She didn’t tell us anything. About her illness, or that Doctor Rainford was treating her for it. Is… there anything you could tell us about it?”

Mrs Leyfa smiled sadly, taking a sip from her cup. Ren listened intently, seated beside Iria. His hand wandered to her own, which were clutched tightly together out of sight in her lap. Her nails were biting into her skin, and Ren gently pried them apart.

“Evie was unwell. The reason why she didn’t tell you the details was twofold. The first was because you were both her beloved friends. The last thing she ever wanted to do was to make either of you worry about her. I told her about the pitfalls of that approach. That sometimes, the painful truth can be better than a comforting lie. But that was a lesson she had to learn for herself.”

Ren noticed Selphira’s lips wobble, and Iria’s body turn rigid next to him.

“The second… was that she didn’t know precisely what was ailing her, herself. And neither did we, although we made every attempt to find out, even before we came aboard the Pride. You see, we came from an enclave descended from researchers. Our ancestors made every effort to pass down the information they had, to establish some semblance of knowledge continuity through the years. Just the thing you might expect from a bunch of geeks,” Mrs Leyfa smiled softly.

Ren nodded, following along. In enclaves, knowledge often passed from parent to child. In some cases, enclavers would make attempts to codify inherited information. After the fall of Earth, so much knowledge had been lost, with continuity severed. If they were researchers, it meant that they were either descended from scientists or they were trained into their positions.

“But none of our knowledge proved useful. Even the Pride didn’t have the technology required to help her… but that being said, while we were none the wiser to Evie’s illness, we don’t think the same goes for those aboard the Pride.”

A tense silence filled the air.

“I was good friends with Doctor Rainford, yes. But she was, first and foremost, a Blade Angel. We always found it strange that the Angels were so… invested in her recovery. Yes, my husband and I possessed inherited information and knowledge that was valuable to the Pride, but it didn’t explain their investment in Evie’s treatment…” Mrs Leyfa trailed off, her eyes hardening. “That suspicion was only confirmed with Archangel Viltrick’s involvement. He was a trusted advisor to Lilith, and he took it upon himself to see to it that Evie was treated of whatever was ailing her.”

“And you never challenged him on the knowledge in his possession?” Ren asked. The girls were far too blindsided or considerate to further press Mrs Leyfa, but Ren took it upon himself to do so. Something about this entire situation rubbed him the wrong way.

“There was… an understanding between us. We know that the Angels must have had a reason for their secrecy, but if there was one thing we were convinced of, it was that Viltrick was invested in Evie’s recovery. He went to lengths for us that… would be illogical, if he only had some form of shallow investment in her well-being. Which brings us to why we came here, of all places.”

Mrs Leyfa paused to refill her cup, attending to Iria’s and Selphira’s as well.

“There was a reason why Archangel Viltrick established the enclave here. Unlike the other megacities, this one has been comparatively untouched by scavengers, thanks to the presence of the Machine Lord. Based on what we know, the Machine Lord occupied Arcadia shortly after it was abandoned by its residents, and its resided there ever since. As for why Viltrick was so interested in it? He was looking for a starship.”

Iria and Selphira exchanged a glance, their eyes finding one another, before turning to Ren.

“Mrs Leyfa,” Ren began, “we’re in search of a starship as well. We were told that we could find one in the ruins of the megacity.”

Ren caught Mrs Leyfa up on the recent events aboard the Pride. The Derelict attack, how he had been thrown in prison, accused of betraying the Pride. She listened thoughtfully throughout, nodding along.

“Is that where Evie is now?” Selphira said, rising to her feet. “Is she out in the ruins with Archangel Viltrick, trying to find a ship?”

“Oh no, my dear.”

Mrs Leyfa smiled.

“They succeeded.”


Chapter 5 



Ren, Iria and Selphira stared at the older woman, who took another sip of her tea. The silence was heavy in the dining room, and they were all on the edge of their seat as she continued.

“It’s been what… around five or six years since we left the Pride? We wandered the Wastes, but we were never under any serious threat with Archangel Viltrick around to help us. We travelled from enclave to enclave. Archangel Viltrick seemed to be convinced that there was a place that Evie could go to get the treatment she needed. But that it was off-world.”

Mrs Leyfa let out a sigh, falling silent. Ren could discern a tinge of worry in her eyes.

“Mars. It was where humanity established one of its most robust military bases. It was a place far from the Derelict when they first landed on Earth. It was where the Blade Angels themselves were born.”

“That’s…” Selphira whispered. “My mother has been attempting to get to Mars!”

If that was where Lilith founded the Blade Angels… and where one of humanity’s most important military installations was situated, then maybe there’s something on Mars that Lilith thinks will assist us in the fight.

“I think you’re on the right track, my dear,” Mrs Leyfa said, giving Selphira’s hand a brief squeeze. “They call it the Labyrinth. An extensive facility built into the side of Olympus Mons. After the fall of the Hope Made Manifest, it was said to be Humanity’s main base. And for a time, humanity could continue its work and research unbothered by the Derelict. That was until… the arrival of a Machine Lord to Mars. Apparently, it was one of the very Machine Lords that accompanied the Sage of the End in its battle with the Hope Made Manifest. The Lord of Blades.”

Ren felt a chill run down his spine.

The image of the Machine Sage from the simulation they had run remained burned into his memory. Its abyssal black HALO, pure white armour plating that gleamed in the light of the sun against the inky dark of the abyss, and wings that made a mockery of a symbol of human hope. A Derelict commander of a scale that rivalled humanity’s sole Ascendant-class cruiser.

The Sage of the End.

“Rather than attempting to risk making a stand from the Labyrinth… they fled and sealed it off. While the external portions of the base may have been breached by the Derelict…” Mrs Leyfa’s eyes rose to meet Ren’s. “There’s a chance that the base proper remains untouched.”

“And that’s where Archangel Viltrick wanted to take Evie? He thinks that he can find a cure in the Labyrinth?” Iria said. Ren knew that she was trying to remain calm, for Mrs Leyfa’s sake as much as it was for her own. But a hint of incredulity had entered into her tone, and it didn’t go unnoticed by the older woman.

“How long ago did they leave? Maybe… we could catch up to them—” Iria said, rising to her feet. Incredulity turned into heart-wrenching desperation, which made Ren want to reach for her again. But before he could do so, Mrs Leyfa stood to her feet, drawing the girl into an embrace.

“They left about a month ago, when the Machine Lord first left its lair. We’ve been patiently waiting for a long time… Viltrick thought it was too dangerous to wage an outright battle. And…” Mrs Leyfa beamed, stroking Iria’s cheek. “They succeeded. They found a ship, and they must be well on their way to Mars by now.”

Iria seemed to deflate at Mrs Leyfa’s words. Ren didn’t know if it was out of relief or disappointment that her friend was now long gone. Perhaps both.

“We did receive a message from them before they left. They informed us that there were other ships still intact in the megacity, and that if the Blade Angels ever came looking, to direct them to the spot. If we’re able to recover the technology to travel the stars once more… you know as well as I do that the Labyrinth was far from humanity’s only installation directed to coming up with solutions to the Derelict. For all we know, there might be colonies out there that persist, on other moons and planets. And one of them might just hold the key to defeating the Derelict.”

Mrs Leyfa chuckled, guiding Iria back to her seat.

“Or maybe all of this is just a hint of wishful thinking from an old woman.”

“You aren’t old, Mrs Leyfa,” Ren helpfully offered, in an attempt to lighten the mood. The air certainly felt heavy after her revelations. As unlikely as it was, it seemed like both Iria and Selphira had been holding out hope that Evie was still around in the enclave.

But for some strange reason, the air only grew heavier when Iria and Selphira’s eyes locked onto his.

What did I do? It’s just a compliment?

“This one’s a charmer,” Mrs Leyfa laughed. “Thank you, Ren.”

Silence filled the living room, interrupted only by the soft clinking of Mrs Leyfa’s teacup as she intermittently set it down on her saucer after her sips. They were all processing her words. That Evie was alive. That she and Archangel Viltrick were on their way to Mars, because they thought they might find a solution to her illness in the Labyrinth. That it was humanity’s main military installation that may be locked away, untouched by the Derelict.

Finding a ship was no longer just a matter of clearing his name. From what he could discern from Iria's and Selphira’s expressions, it was now personal. They were dead set on finding that starship to reach their friend.

“Ren, would you give me a moment alone with both of them? We’ll be done in a jiffy, and I would love for you all to stay for dinner.”

“Of course.”

***

Ren joined Hayley and Mr Leyfa, who were out in the living room.

“How are they holding up in there?”

Ren smiled when he detected a hint of concern in the other girl’s tone.

“About as well as they can. I think they’re just relieved to hear that Evie’s… doing ok,” Ren said, glancing briefly at Mr Leyfa. To his surprise, the older man merely scratched his beard, giving him a brief grin.

“Don’t worry about me, bud. My daughter’s a strong one,” he said proudly. “Both of them will be back in no time. So… tell us about yourself, Ren. How did you come to meet my daughter’s friends?”

Mr Leyfa, just like his wife, had an air of calm intelligence about him.

But Ren was also beginning to get the sense that he was quite the joker.

“You know…” Hayley said, making his pulse race faster. “Now that you mention it, I have been curious about your little dynamic. I heard that Blade Angels built harems, but I’ve never seen one in the flesh.”

“Is it really that laborious to manage?” Mr Leyfa leaned forwards, his eyes darting towards the dining hall. “We heard about some Archangels who engaged in the practice… but never someone so young.”

Both Hayley and Mr Leyfa were peering at him with wide eyes filled with curiosity. To his surprise, PodBot hovered close to his right shoulder.

“Mister Soros. If you require leverage over Mister Leyfa, I have recorded his blatant curiosity in the ‘harem’ relationship configuration. Hypothesis: if we wish to extort him for further information, I could threaten to disclose the recording to his wife.”

Pod… please don’t blackmail our hosts.

“Uh… I think there’s been somewhat of a misunderstanding,” Ren said, hastily waving away their questions. “I’m dating Iria… but not—”

“I don’t believe this guy for a second,” Hayley’s eyes narrowed.

“Lay off him, Hayley,” Mr Leyfa chuckled. “Let the man explore if he wants!”

“Let’s see if you keep that sentiment if your daughter ever happens to join his little merry band of ladies,” Hayley grinned. Mr Leyfa’s expression immediately darkened. His eyes narrowed into slits that fixed on Ren with an intensity that exceeded the Prowler Variant that had recently been trying to kill him.

Hey Podbot…

Don’t delete that recording. Let’s hang on to it... just for a little bit.

Before Ren could face Mr Leyfa’s ire, he was saved by the arrival of Mrs Leyfa.

“All done! Now, why don’t we settle down for dinner!”

Ren, Hayley and a very perturbed Mr Leyfa filtered into the dining room. From a glance at the girls, whatever Mrs Leyfa had told them had left their eyes tinged red, and their cheeks moist with tears. But whatever she had said, both Iria and Selphira seemed… different. They were no longer as tense, and their expressions less clouded. Ren got the impression that a burden had been lifted from their shoulders.

Most of all, there was a fire in their eyes.

Mrs Leyfa had prepared a dinner of roast chicken, mashed potatoes and an assortment of oven-roasted vegetables, along with some leftovers to cater to her unexpected guests. Ren found his mind wandering back to his time in the enclave with his mother. When they had tinkered together on tech in the warmth of their home. Unlike Mrs Leyfa, his mother’s skills in tinkering had not transferred over into the realm of cooking. He had always had to intervene when she mistook a tablespoon for a cup of salt or sugar, after learning the hard way.

“So it was you,” Hayley breathed, staring at Iria. “You’re the one who hated enclavers.”

“Mmhm,” Selphira said, mid-chew. “She hated them so much that she ended up dating one. Or whatever you guys are calling what you have going on.”

Ren felt a chill run down his spine as he watched Mr Leyfa chew his chicken with such an intensity, that he was sure that the poultry would be feeling it in the afterlife.

“And what about you, Selphy?” Mrs Leyfa said with a mischievous glint in her eyes, coming to his rescue. “Are there any important boys or girls in your life?”

It was quite a personal question for her friend’s mother to be posing to her, but Ren knew that Selphira had had a history with Evie and her family before they had been evicted. He recalled Iria mentioning that Selphira had been invited to Evie’s home numerous times, and that Iria had been jealous of that fact.

Ren relished the way Selphira blushed The unflappable girl suddenly took a very keen interest in the piece of chicken at the end of her fork.

“That’s none of your business,” she mumbled.

“So, there is someone,” Mrs Leyfa smiled. Well, that’s certainly unsurprising. I still remember those advertisements plastered around the Pride, don’t you, Richard? That mother of yours was certainly trying hard to combat the declining birth rate. Not that those few lucky Blade Angels needed any encouragement. We’ve heard the wonders that ascending can do you for libido, isn’t that right, honey?”

“Yes, my love,” Mr Leyfa said, his gaze hardening as he stared daggers at Ren.

Mrs Leyfa gave Selphira a devious wink.

“Richard and I certainly did our part for the Pride, didn’t we, honey? And we certainly aren’t as young as we used to be. Enjoy your youth, all of you. Cherish it while you have it. Take risks. Love freely.”

“ALERT. I am sensing intense animosity originating from Mister—”

I know Pod…

I know.

***

After finishing dinner at the Leyfas', Hayley had insisted that they accompany her back to her home, telling them that she had something to give them. Iria and Hayley led the way. The pair of them were chatting animatedly at the head of the group, now that any remaining tension between them had eroded away.

Every so often, he would notice Iria glancing back at Selphira, who was trailing behind, seemingly lost in her thoughts. As much as Iria wanted to break away to join her friend, Hayley was too intent on speaking to her about Evie. Ren gave her a discreet nod before falling behind to accompany Selphira.

“Hey. You holding up ok?”

“Mm,” Selphira grunted.

“Awesome.”

Ren immediately resumed his pace, moving back to the spot he had occupied behind Iria and Hayley.

“Hey. You really don’t know the first thing about girls, do you?”

Ren simply responded to Selphira’s glower with a grin of his own.

“I did get your attention, did I not?”

Selphira scowled at him, but her glare gradually lost its force.

“You ever do something you regretted?”

“Yeah,” Ren said simply.

“How did you deal with it?”

“Well… I learned about how to deal with it from a certain someone that we’re both well acquainted with,” he said, his eyes lingering on Iria’s back. “I just decided that I was going to do things differently. And I did my best to be accountable for my past mistakes. Neither of those things were easy… but…”

“Have you ever done something you regret that was irreversible? That you couldn’t undo?” she whispered.

Ren’s gaze lingered on the girl before he gradually shook his head.

“No. I haven’t.”

They walked on in silence. Part of him felt tempted to reach out with words of reassurance, but Selphira was different from Iria. He still recalled their training sessions together. She had moments when she was full of bravado. But she equally used it as a shield. She had secluded herself in her domain, her workshop, where she could feel in control. But for the very first time, she had ventured out of it.

And in doing so, her world had turned upside down.

“You’re worried about not being able to ascend, aren’t you? You changed your mind?”

“You certainly don’t wince your words, enclaver,” Selphira muttered.

Ren took her silence for agreement.

“Irreversible mistakes aside… I’ve never known you to be someone who gave up at anything,” Ren continued, eyes forwards. “You don’t get that good at artificing without persistence, no matter how much talent you have. I should know,” he grinned back, prompting Selphira to snort and roll her eyes.

“And much like artificing… you don’t know when something truly is irreversible. Or when it’s merely just not currently in the realm of what you can achieve. It doesn’t mean it’ll remain irreversible forever. And even if it is… that’s what we do as artificers. We solve problems.”

The tension across Selphira’s expression seemed to ease a slight degree.

“Besides, you aren’t alone in solving this one. You have two dedicated, intelligent and extremely attractive confidants at your disposal.”

“Oh?” Selphira raised an eyebrow.

“And what exactly is in it for you?”

“Iria’s approval,” Ren grinned shamelessly, causing the edges of the other girl’s lips to twitch upwards. “But you do admit that I am extremely attractive.”

“An extreme pain in my ass,” Selphira muttered. “But thanks, Ren. I’ll keep that in mind.”

Ren’s eyes hovered on Selphira before he nodded.

Before long, they reached Hayley’s home. The scout dipped inside for a moment, returning with a sizable black duffel bag. She also leaned over to Iria, whispering some words to her that, for some reason, made the other girl’s cheeks turn a bright crimson. Hayley turned to the rest of them with a smile.

“The machine cores usually go to the enclaves' central supply… but I’m giving these to you. You’re going to need every bit of power that you can muster before we dive into the ruins.”

Her face fell, growing serious.

“We’ll make our way into the ruins tomorrow. If we wait any longer, we risk the Machine Lord returning before you find that ship of yours.”

“You’re coming with us?” Ren asked.

“And I won’t hear any protests,” Hayley grinned back. “There’s plenty for us to scavenge in there as well. Especially now with Viltrick gone… we could use any firepower we find in there.”

“Thanks, Hayley. For this and…” Iria trailed off.

Ren’s eyes narrowed as he watched a blush reach Iria’s cheeks. For some reason, Hayley seemed extremely entertained by her reaction. Hayley gave Iria a wide grin and a nudge before waving at them and leaving.

“You two were chummy?” Ren muttered to Iria.

“Oh… you know,” Iria cleared her throat, averting her gaze. “I’m just grateful that she’s taken care of Evie and for being her friend all these years. That’s all.”

“That’s all?” Ren raised an eyebrow.

“That’s all. But enough about that,” Iria rounded on him, with a glance towards Selphira behind them. She cracked open the satchel that Hayley had handed them, looking at the collection of small metallic spheres with a dark grey sheen within.

Machine cores.

Ren withdrew the Type-4 core they had extracted from the Prowler Variant they had battled. He felt his pulse heighten in anticipation.

“We’ve got some ascending to do.”


Chapter 6



Iria and Ren were seated on the living room floor. Selphira had turned down Iria’s offer to join them, heading directly to the shower. Iria was worried by Selphira’s decision, but she seemed to accept that it would take some time for Selphira to work through her emotions. One thing had changed after meeting Mr and Mrs Leyfa. Both Iria and Selphira seemed filled with wholehearted determination, even if Selphira was still working through the consequences of her past decisions.

Ren could understand their drive. Their ability to help their friend hinged on their success in retrieving a ship capable of making it to Mars. Then, there was the matter of gaining approval to depart for the Labyrinth. Provided they returned to the Pride, and he was cleared of his charges, they would need to prove their worth to be selected for a mission to Mars.

Ren could feel it. He was itching for a rapid ascent through the Tiers. He held up the Prowler Variant’s core. It was a Type-4 core that stood apart from the rest of the cores that Hayley had given them for their ascent. Ren examined the core in his palm. It was slightly larger than the Type-5 cores he had encountered in the past and resembled the Type-4 core that he had integrated after the conclusion of Combat 101.

“You’re sure about this?” Iria asked.

Ren nodded.

Unless he was satisfied with restricting himself to [machine intuition] and [signal disruption] his whole life, he needed to test to the limits of his ability to integrate and retain the Potential from multiple cores.

He was seated with his legs crossed, with Iria to his left. He steadied his breathing, closing his eyes and trying to feel the flow of energy within the core. He could detect it there in his mind, a flicker of gleaming white light held within the confines of the metal sphere. But rather than draw the energy out towards himself as he did when he was trying to ascend, Ren pressed the core against the bare skin of his chest. He attempted to draw it in. Not the energy, but the core as a whole.

To his surprise, it did feel like he could slip the new core into his chest. But it was almost like there was an impermeable membrane repelling it. Out of curiosity, Ren moulded the Derelict energy in his core into tendrils. He used them to pull at the new Type-4 core, attempting to draw it through the membrane.

“Yes!” he exclaimed.

Ren felt the sensation of the core sinking into his chest. But even as it did, the energy that he was expending to pull in the new core started to dissipate. Rather than waste more energy, Ren halted the process. The core slowly emerged from his chest, pushed out by the membrane in the absence of Derelict energy to draw it in.

“What happened?” Iria said when he opened his eyes. “Are you alright? Did something go wrong?”

“I think I could draw it in if I wanted to. The only problem is that I need more energy to do so. It’s like there’s this membrane, and I need to expend the energy I’ve accumulated to draw the new core in.”

“That makes sense,” Iria nodded. “It works the same for the rest of us. But there isn’t usually much incentive for us to swap cores of the same type, since we don’t retain the Potential we unlock. The only thing we could gain is a core with better stats.”

“About that,” Ren interjected. “How exactly does a core’s stats work?”

“We call them Domains. Strength, Endurance, Agility, Processing and Energy. The very same statistics that are reflected on your system screen.”

Iria rose, retrieving a datapad that Hayley had given them. She opened a sketch app and began writing letters down. Iria and Ren leaned over the datapad.

Agility: A (F)

“If you equip a core that allows you to refine your Agility Domain to rank A, but your actual ability sits at rank F, it will appear like this.”

Ren nodded, following along.

“Let’s take Archangel Ramora as an example. She’s a talent, one of the few with the core of a Swarm Commander who have risen to the rank of Archangel. A huge part of that was because of her Potential – [Lightning Dance]. It allows her to energise herself and reinforce her attacks with lightning. But another component of her abilities,” Iria’s eyes flashed, “is her Agility Domain. This is what it’s ranked. Not just the potential she can reach with her core… but what she’s refined it to.”

Agility: SSS

Ren’s agility, which currently sat at a measly “F”, paled in comparison.

“It doesn’t mean that she automatically gets insane agility and speed. What it does mean is that the core she integrated gives her the chance to hit that limit. And it does so by allowing her to develop nodes situated in different parts of her body. Bones for Strength, lungs for Endurance, muscles for Agility, the mind for Processing, and the core for Energy,” Iria dutifully recited.

“Ramora’s core allows her to funnel the energy she absorbs into the nodes situated throughout her musculature to enhance her Agility.”

“And what do ‘Quality’, ‘Processing’ and ‘Energy’ capture? The rest seem fairly straightforward.”

“Quality isn’t a Domain. It just refers to the overall quality of your core. It generally reflects the value of the core you’ve obtained. Sometimes it can be misleading because a “weak” Potential can turn out useful if you’re creative enough. Processing refers to your reaction time, how quickly you can process information, but most importantly,” Iria continued, “it dictates the complexity of techniques you can use with your Potential. The more complex the techniques, the higher the Processing that’s required.”

Ren nodded slowly, following along.

“Energy refers to the efficiency with which you draw in energy from machine cores, and how much you’re able to store. I’ve heard that breathing techniques can improve these factors somewhat, but raising your Energy leads to the greatest gains.”

Iria’s eyes hardened.

“But more importantly… cultivating your Energy Domain impacts your ability to reinforce your Potential with Derelict energy. Blade Angels with well-developed Energy Domains can cover entire battlefields with their attacks.”

Iria's face scrunched up as if she had tasted something foul.

“Archangel Archeia… my mother, for example. She can immobilise an entire battlefield of Derelict units, flattening them to the ground. For these reasons, machine cores which allow you to improve your Energy Domain are in extremely high demand. Some Instructors even downgrade their cores to lower tier just to build up their Energy efficiency, because when they do get their hands on a better core, it will allow them to cultivate energy from machine cores more efficiently.”

Ren held up the Type-4 core in his grip.

“Seeing as I’ve unlocked the Potential of my previous Type-4 core… it only makes sense that I try to find a replacement with more Potential to unlock. Or one with better Domain stats to build myself up. In which case…”

Ren eyed the Type-4 core in his grip, wondering what secrets it held. But he couldn’t be too greedy; he wasn’t the only one interested in ascending.

“Well, let’s divide them equally,” he said. Shall we?” Ren offered, divvying up the cores.

They sat cross-legged, gathering the cores into their laps. Ren steadied his breathing, feeling the energy within his portion of Type-5 cores. He breathed in, pulling at the strings of energy within the metallic spheres. He felt the familiar electric sensation of the energy flowing into his core. A wave of warmth and pleasure washed over his skin. He resisted the instinctive urge to let out a groan and bit down a grin when he realised that Iria had been less successful in that endeavour. She had taken in the energy within her cores in an instant.

“Ready to finish integrating your new core?”

Iria snorted when he replied with a wide grin.

“Why do I even ask?” she said, playfully shoving at his shoulder.

First, Ren breathed in, drawing in the Derelict energy from the cores. Then, he guided the energy into his own. After the pleasurable feeling of warmth washed over him, Ren held up the Type-4 core in his grip. He extended out the tendrils of energy contained in his own core, coaxing them towards the core pressed up against his chest. Expending the energy, he began to draw the core inwards, guiding it towards where his existing core was situated.

Recalling Iria’s previous instructions to him, he began diverting the energy from his existing core towards his new one. He felt the familiar feeling of an impermeable membrane, but drawing on his past experience, he pushed through the flashes of pain to guide his energy into its new home.

Ren gasped when the process was complete.

“System.”

Core rank: Type 4

Ascension Tier: 2

Quality: S

Strength: F

Endurance: F

Agility: F

Processing: S

Energy: F

Potential: [Locked]

“Well?” Iria said, leaning forwards. “Is it any good?”

“It’s good…” Ren said, staring in disbelief at the core stats. “Really good. It’s got ‘S’ tier processing and locked Potential.”

Iria’s ruby red eyes widened.

“What!” she exclaimed, leaning forwards to grip his arm. “In a Type-4 core... you’ve hit the lottery!” she exclaimed. “We’re going to have to get you a Catalyst ASAP to refine your Processing,” she muttered to herself.

A Catalyst?

“From the way the Prowler Variant was fighting… you might gain a similar ability to dodge out of the way of attacks. Or maybe something better. But you might need to raise your Processing to… Ren? You listening?”

Iria’s words were registering to him, and he was curious about his new abilities.

But for some strange reason, he was now far more interested in her tits.

Ren’s eyes wandered down to Iria’s visible cleavage, cupped tightly by the grey top that Hayley had lent her. They did an excellent job at framing the top of her breasts.

He felt the urge to tug one of its edges downward, and to free them from the fabric so rudely restraining them. His eyes wandered to her smooth legs. From the way she was sitting on the floor, her already short skirt had ridden up further along her thigh.

“Oh,” Iria whispered, her eyes widening. “The Ascension Lust…”

Shit. Is that what it’s called?

Ren shook his head, attempting to shake off the wave of lust that his core replacement had brought on. It seemed like everything from swapping out cores to amassing more Derelict energy made his sex drive go crazy.

“Yeah,” he swallowed. “Don’t worry, I’ll take care of it myself—”

“Wait,” Iria said, raising a finger to his lips and casting a brief glance at the door leading to the room where Selphira was sleeping.

“Once we’re sure she’s asleep…”

Her ruby eyes glittered.

“There’s somewhere I want to take you.”


Chapter 7



The wait was excruciating. It was a small mercy that this time, Iria hadn’t forced him to sleep between the girls. Even so, the pyjamas that Selphira was wearing did not do him any favours. Hayley had clearly spared no expense in the clothes she had handed over with the cores. The fabric was silky and thin, and it perfectly traced Selphira’s body over her long legs all the way to the curve of her breasts.

With how badly his dick was throbbing from the aftermath of his core integration, he wasn’t sure if he had the discipline to wait any longer.

Still... this is a little unnerving. Usually, it fades after a few minutes. I feel just as ready to go, and it’s been almost half an hour. Ascending really affected my libido.

Ren was just beginning to suspect that Iria had fallen asleep when she twisted to face him. She cracked an eyelid open before her ruby gaze wandered down to his pants. Iria bit down a smile but motioned for him to rise. Together, they tiptoed to the front door, throwing on some coats that Hayley had prepared for them.

“Is there any… reason in particular why Hayley prepared these for us?” he said, holding up the coats with a raised eyebrow.

“Oh… you know,” Iria whispered back.

“Do I?”

Iria hooked a finger into the opening of his t-shirt, drawing him closer.

“We have one last day in this enclave before who knows what we’ll have to face in those ruins. We’re staying in a place free from Derelict… for the most part. And while the Machine Lord is away… you do know what that means, don’t you?”

“Uh… nope?”

“Don’t play coy with me,” Iria whispered.

Ren gulped.

When they left the house behind, they were surprised to see that the enclave was bustling. The main ‘thoroughfare’ had turned into a night market. Enclavers were out and about with friends and family. They had lifted the temporary curfew in light of the Machine Lord’s absence. Iria pulled him through the crowd, eventually leading him into a rickety lift that led to the surface.

To his surprise, a familiar face was waiting for them.

“Hayley?” Ren said in confusion.

Ren watched as Iria pulled the girl into a hug. They had bonded quickly following the dinner at the Leyfa’s. So much so that it seemed like they had arranged something.

“Remember the spot?” Hayley whispered.

Iria nodded, and Hayley opened the doors to the lift.

“I don’t usually do this… but I know the pair of you can handle yourselves. Even with your pants down,” Hayley winked at Iria, prompting a blush to spread across her cheeks.

“Are… you sure about this?”

Every fibre of Ren’s being protested as the words escaped his lips. He was still filled with lust. Even so, a tiny voice of reason spoke up in query.

“We’ve cleared out all of the Derelict in the area. The last of them are still in the ruins, scavenging everything they can get their hands on. How often do you get the chance to go out under the night sky, without fearing that one of those twinkling lights in the sky isn’t a Hailswarm drone coming to end your life?” Hayley said, her hazel eyes bright.

Iria pulled him into the lift with a yank and pressed a button, sending them up.

“Why do you think everyone’s out and about despite the cold?” Iria asked, her eyes lingering on the enclave beneath them as they left it behind. They slowly ascended to the top of the gorge, the lift creaking and swaying in its passage. “They’ve lived in fear for so long, they’re cherishing even a single night where they don’t have to be afraid. Not of the Machine Lord, or of any Derelict roaming around.”

They halted at the top of the gorge. Pale moonlight painted the landscape around them, illuminating the contours of the soft rolling hills that bordered the chasm. They hiked to the top of one of the hills, watching the grass shift in sweeping waves, pushed by icy night winds. True to Hayley’s claims, there wasn’t a Derelict in sight. They were only greeted by the steady cacophony of crickets, the world around them peaceful in a way that Ren had never experienced before.

“This way.”

Iria led him down a winding path. Their passage was lit by the warming light attached to PodBot, who hovered just overhead. It was the only way that Iria could get away with wearing her outfit, even with her oversized jacket draped over her.

Eventually, they reached their destination.

“It’s beautiful,” Ren whispered.

Iria had led them to a small valley between the hills. A small field of dandelions filled the clearing. They swayed gently as the night winds brushed against them, their seeds taking flight. Bathed in pale moonlight, it was a scene that took his breath away. A rare moment of peace, like one his ancestors would have enjoyed prior to the arrival of the Derelict. In the middle of the valley was a rusted water tower. By some miracle of engineering, it was still standing upright.

“C’mon!”

Iria pulled him towards the structure. They brushed through the dandelions, some of the seeds coming apart to stick onto their clothes. Halting at the foot of the tower, Ren noticed that the ladder leading upwards was almost entirely covered by rust. Even so, Iria didn’t hesitate, beginning her climb.

“Iria…”

“Hayley’s tested it. It’s structurally sound.”

Ren was met with a moment of déjà vu as he watched her ascent. Iria’s puffer jacket ended at her waist, leaving her short grey skirt in clear view. As she continued to climb higher, Ren’s eyes drifted to her soft thighs, illuminated in the moonlight. The higher she went, the closer Ren got to seeing what lay underneath.

Iria paused on the ladder.

“You know,” she grinned. “I was just about to say all wistfully that we’ve come so far in such little time… and then I’m reminded of how it all started.” She cocked an eyebrow. “With you staring at my ass when I was climbing up a ladder. We’ve just come full circle.”

“I was not staring at your ass,” Ren said, his eyes still lingering on her perky butt visible beneath her short grey skirt.

“Old habits die hard, it seems.” Iria’s smile turned playful, and she completed the last stretch of her climb, knowing full well that he was peeking.

Ren shook his head, following her up the ladder to join her on the top of the water tower. They sat down on the cold, metal surface, PodBot coming to hover a short distance above them. The hills around them guarded the small valley from the worst of the night winds, but a soft breeze filtered through the dandelion field around them. Together, they watched the seeds take flight, drifting high into the air and into the distance.

“Do you think we’ll really see a day when Earth is free of the Derelict?” Iria said softly.

Iria was lying down, staring at the stars above them. Ren joined her, and he admired the band of twinkling lights running through the night sky.

“The chances are pretty slim,” Ren shrugged.

“You know,” Iria snorted, turning on her side to give him a flat stare, “I sometimes think it’s a miracle that this ever progressed as far as it has.”

Ren watched her breasts push up against her grey blouse. From the smirk that spread across her lips, Iria was entirely aware of the effect it had on him.

“By ‘this’ you mean...”

“Us,” Iria said.

“I wondered the same. That was some terrible coffee you made for me.”

“You suck.”

They grinned at one another, their smiles gradually fading. Ren turned his gaze back up to the night sky.

“Maybe we’ll be free of them one day. But we’ll have to think bigger than just Earth,” he said. “The Derelict have spread throughout the Solar System.”

“Hmph,” Iria snorted. “Guess we’ll just have to get powerful enough to clean the whole place out,” she said, leaning her head up against his as she looked up at the stars with him.

“Want to make a bet? I’ll give us three years till we clean them out.”

Ren raised an eyebrow.

“What makes you so confident that we can?”

“When I’m with you, it feels like I can do anything,” Iria said with a hint of a smile, pressing her body up against his. She paused, eyes narrowing as she made out something in his expression. “What is it? Spit it out?”

Ren curled his lips inwards to hide a smile, facial muscles twitching. If he started teasing her about her moments of cheesiness, he risked never getting to see them again.

“You know… I’m grateful for you.”

“Hm?” Iria intoned. She detected something in his tone that made her ruby eyes flick towards his own.

“For most of my life, I hid from them. Every day was the same, back in the enclave. The occasional scavenging run with my mother. We’d give any Derelict we chanced across a wide berth, never directly confronting them. The thought of reclaiming Earth never even occurred to me. But… you’re right. I met you crazy people, and now it doesn’t feel like such a distant dream,” his smile gradually morphed into a grin.

“Excuse me,” she rolled her eyes. “If I recall correctly, it was you who tried to blow up the Machine Lord. I think…” she trailed off, poking him lightly in the forehead. “That you’re way too hard on yourself, Ren Soros.”

“It was easier to be brave then,” he replied. He lay back down. “In a way… it was easier when we never stood a chance. You couldn’t really be disappointed in yourself if you failed… because there was never a chance in hell anyway. But now, it’s different. It’s… scary.”

“I understand.” Iria’s ruby eyes glittered. “Now you’ve got something to lose.”

She locked eyes with him, not missing a beat as she slapped her butt.

“This ass.”

This time, when Ren attempted to smother his laughter, he failed hopelessly. It was only made worse when Iria continued to wiggle her butt. The wind whistled over the sounds of their laughter before they eventually fell silent.

“But really. Thank you for putting up with me. For… sticking by me when things took a turn for the worse,” Ren said, giving her hand a squeeze.

“You’re worried about tomorrow, aren’t you?”

Ren flinched. His eyes briefly darted to meet Iria’s own, before he wrenched them away. He let out a slow sigh, his lips eventually forming a tired smile.

“Am I that obvious?”

Iria curled into him, her head resting against his chest.

“You aren’t alone,” she said, interlinking her hands with his.

“I thought I’d lost the only things I ever cared about when Evie was evicted. Losing her and Selphy. And then I ran into you. I stood up to my sorry excuse for a mother and cleared things up with Selphira. We know that Evie is still alive, and out there somewhere. For the first time in the longest time… I feel like I’ve got something to lose as well. And that makes me afraid, too. I want nothing more than to find a slice of paradise down here, and to live out the rest of my life surrounded by the people I love, doing mundane, stupid things and eating tons and tons of sushi. With you, Selphy and Evie… but…”

“That’s not what being a Blade Angel is, is it?” Ren answered with a wry smile.

“No,” Iria replied softly. “It’s not. I think I finally understand why Archangel Lilith told us what she did before we departed for our induction mission.”

Iria looked to the stars.

“We have our warm little slice of paradise… and we choose to throw ourselves at the Derelict all the same. It’s about facing despair with nothing but our pride and fighting anyway. All for the hope that one day…” Iria’s fingers tightened in his palm, “we’ll make it to the other side.”

“I’d like to see what it looks like. The other side.”

“What does your paradise look like?” Iria said, ruby eyes twinkling.

Uh oh.

“You’re in it.”

“Good answer,” she smirked, playfully pushing him away. “Anyone else?”

“Zhou. Elsy too. They seem to be going strong.”

“And?” Iria pressed further, making a bead of sweat trace down his cheek.

“Uh… a sushi train?” he asked with a helpless shrug.

“Dumbass,” she said, snuggling into him with a grin. “Ask me what I want in mine.”

“What do you want?”

“I want a nice big farm in the midst of rolling green hills,” Iria said, stretching a hand out towards the twinkling night sky beyond. “A place for all the people we care about, where we can stay with all of our friends and forget about the world around us.”

Ren smiled, nodding his silent agreement.

“Wow, you’re still horny, huh? I can practically feel that thing digging into my butt. And here I thought we were having a moment over here,” Iria said, the edges of her lips quirked upwards in a mischievous grin.

“Sorry…” he cleared his throat, feeling his cheeks warm.

“I suppose it’s about time we talked about it. The harem thing. Especially seeing how we might die tomorrow.”

“Iria,” he said flatly.

“You’re only at the second Tier, and you’re already as horny as a hormone-crazed male rabbit. You’re still horny, aren’t you? It’s been what… half an hour since we left?”

“The skirt you’re wearing isn’t doing me any favours,” he grumbled.

Ren hated to admit it, but Iria’s words had rung true. He didn’t feel it as much when he was absorbing energy from machine cores in the heat of battle, but the same couldn’t be said during his meditation sessions, let alone when integrating new cores. Something about the ascension process just made his hormones go crazy.

“The Ascension Lust hasn’t hit me to the same extent. And… I don’t think that’s going to change,” she shrugged. “I’ve seen how it plays out. Couples where one Blade Angel’s libido keeps on increasing, while their partner’s stays the same. Some of them find ways to manage it. I’ve heard that some people even castrate themselves.”

“Iria.”

“Kidding,” she pouted her lips and closed her eyes before peeking out of one of them. “Kidding… or am I?”

“Cut it out.”

“You’re no fun,” Iria smiled. “Their drive to procreate grows. And like I told you, some Blade Angels form harems. It’s a pretty natural thing!”

“And you’re sure that won’t breed any resentment?”

“Nice pun,” she snorted. “No, it won’t. I promise.”

Ren tried to search Iria’s face, but he yelped when her hands drifted to his crotch.

“This is… really sudden,” he gritted out, eyeing the girl warily.

“You’re on the second Tier… and you’ve been hard for an hour,” Iria said softly.

“I’ll… I'll just take care of it myself. We don’t have to do this.”

Iria shook her head.

“That drive of yours is only going to get stronger. They’ve run the studies. They know that sex with others calms the hormones far better than furiously masturbating in the bathroom. Especially, sex with different people.”

“Truth, Miss Iria,” PodBot echoed above them. “Although, I would caution against criticising Mr Soros’s nighttime activities. Insulting your partner's passions is one of the top five ways to breed resentment, Miss Iria.”

“Not the time, PodBot,” Ren muttered, massaging his temples. “You’re seriously telling me you would be fine with me sleeping around? Totally fine?”

Iria beamed at him, nodding her head. Ren’s eyes narrowed, but before he could lean in to scrutinise her expression, she began massaging his member. He shuddered, letting out a gasp.

“Totally fine,” Iria said cheerily as she continued to caress him.

His dick was beginning to throb. He felt a brief flash of excitement at the prospect, which made guilt well in his gut.

Get your head out of the gutter, Soros. You just started your rel—

The wave of lust pulsed through his body. His dick, which had been hard for an entire hour had only grown more erect at Iria’s words. His breath was heavy, and he glanced hungrily at Iria’s cleavage on clear display.

“O-ok,” he replied.

“Good,” Iria said softly.

Wait.

No.

You horny bastard. I don’t want anything to get in the way of our relationship. Something about this is wrong.

Before he could further ponder Iria’s words, she advanced.

“In the meantime…”

Iria slowly climbed on top of him, settling on his erect cock.

“ALERT. Miss Iria. Mister Soros. Would you like me to begin recording?”

“Look what you’ve turned him into,” Ren muttered under his breath as Iria began to kiss his neck. “Pod’s become a pervert.”

“You’re blaming me for that?” Iria paused to look up at PodBot with a smirk. “Pod was a pervert to start with.”

“Negative, Miss Iria. I resent that accusation,” PodBot intoned.

“Then why did you take the initiative to offer the recording?” Iria riposted.

When the little bot failed to reply, Ren placed his head in his palms.

PodBot’s silence spoke volumes.

“Begin the recording, PodBot!” Iria beamed up at the little bot.

Iria leaned forwards, drawing him into a kiss.

***

Selphira

“Huh?”

Selphira heard the soft click of a door closing. She blinked, wiping off a thin line of drool tracing down from the edge of her lips.

“Guys?”

The house was empty. She slowly rose to her feet with a frown. Despite how inelegant of a sleeper she was… she was still a light sleeper. Her stomach grumbled, and her brows furrowed as the realisation hit her.

“They’re going for a sneaky dessert date, aren’t they,” she grumbled. “The food was nice… but I wanted dessert. How dare they?”

Selphira hastily changed into her bodysuit before throwing on one of Hayley’s jackets. She sneaked out of the house, her eyes immediately latching on to the pair in the distance. They were making their way up one of the rope bridges to the enclave’s shopping district. She quickly locked the door behind her, keeping to the shadows as she closed the distance.

“I can’t believe they’re going on a little nighttime date without me,” she muttered. “Well, not on my watch.”

But as she continued to trail them, she only grew more confused. The enclavers were out and about at night, enjoying a rare evening where they wouldn’t have to fear the Machine Lord taking up residence in the nearby ruins. Selphira’s lips twisted into an expression of disgust at all the cheery couples out and about with their significant others.

“Urgh. But where are they going? They walked right past the shops?”

To her surprise, her friends continued down a path away from the collection of shops. They were headed towards a lift leading to the top of the gorge. It was only when she saw Hayley waiting for them that she got really mad.

“They planned something without me? With Hayley?” she hissed under her breath. “How could they?”

Iria and Ren climbed into the lift, which began to make its way to the top of the gorge. Selphira let out a sigh, rising to her feet. For some strange reason, Hayley broke out into a wide smile when the enclaver noticed her.

“I knew it,” Hayley whispered under her breath. Hayley’s eyes were wide in excitement, and she immediately opened the neighbouring lift for Selphira.

“Knew what? H-hey! What are you doing?”

To her surprise, Hayley immediately rounded on her, hounding her into the lift. Her jaw dropped open when Hayley shut the door on her.

“Aren’t you getting in, too?” Selphira frowned in confusion.

“Oh, hell no, girl. But I’m not going to judge,” Hayley winked at her to her utmost confusion. “Head down the path, turn right at the end of the gorge and the valley’s a short walk downhill. You won’t miss it… and you certainly won’t forget it,” she whispered.

From between the grates, Hayley thrust a single warming light into her hands that she accepted on instinct.

“Have fun!”

Selphira stared at the girl in confusion as the lift continued on its path towards the top of the gorge.

“What the hell is going on?” she whispered.

Selphira considered going back down and getting out of the cold wind. But a part of her was curious about what her friends had planned.

“They are getting so much shit for excluding me,” she whispered.

Selphira navigated the dark pathway with the assistance of her warming light, taking care not to step on any stray twigs or branches. Following Hayley’s directions, she eventually emerged to a vista that took her breath away. She stared at the flowing fields of dandelions under the moonlight surrounding a singular water tank at the heart of the small valley.

“I’m never going to forgive them. I’ll scare them so badly they won’t be able to sleep tonight,” she grumbled under her breath. Keeping a steady distance from them, they eventually reached the water tank. Selphira waited patiently for the pair of them to climb the tank. She watched Iria pause midway up the ladder, her dark brown hair floating in the night wind.

“You know, I was just about to say all wistfully that we’ve come so far in such little time… and then I’m reminded of how it all started. With you staring at my ass when I was climbing up a ladder.”

Selphira choked. Her eyes watered as she bit down her cough, preventing it from giving away her location. Just a few weeks ago, Iria had been all blushes and nerves whenever the topic of Ren arose. The last thing Selphira expected was for her friend to be flirting this aggressively and confidently with him.

Alright. It’s time to give these assholes a scare—

“Do you think we’ll really see a day when Earth is free of the Derelict?”

Selphira faltered. She heard something in the tone of her friend’s voice. Something that gave her pause.

“The chances are pretty slim,” she heard Ren reply.

“Real smooth, bud. How the hell did he manage to charm her?” Selphira muttered under her breath.

But even she couldn’t deny it.

At first, she thought that the pair of enclaver boys had been good-for-nothing wastes of space. After learning that they had been there when Elsy had been injured, she had been hard on them. But as time went on and she got to know them better, she had a genuine affection for both Ren and Zhou.

She still remembered the way Ren had thrown himself into harm's way to save that child and her mother from the approaching Derelict when the Pride was breached. And then endangering himself again when a Swarm Commander appeared out of nowhere, to prevent it from reaching her.

“I want nothing more than to find a slice of paradise down here, and to live out the rest of my life surrounded by the people I love, doing mundane, stupid things and eating tons and tons of sushi. With you, Selphy and Evie,” she heard Iria’s voice as it travelled from the top of the water tower.

Selphira felt her heart clench up at her friend’s words. At being counted among the people that Iria would choose, especially when Selphira had believed Archangel Archeia’s lies about Iria being the one to blame for Evie’s eviction.

She slowly sank to the ground. She could hardly interrupt them now, not when they were in the midst of a conversation like this. Her lips pressed into a hard line as her friends spoke about where they wanted to get to after defeating the Derelict. Dreams that they might never see come to fruition, but would be what drove them on anyway.

“Wow, you’re still horny, huh? I can practically feel that thing digging into my butt,” she heard Iria giggle.

Selphira’s expression fell flat.

Actually, I take that back. The two of them are going to get the shock of their lives.

Selphira glanced at the top of the water tower. After making certain that neither of them were peering off the side, she broke away from her cover amidst the tall grass and dandelions, heading towards the base of the water tower. She placed a hand around one of the lower rungs of the ladder, grinning in anticipation.

“I suppose it’s about time we talked about it. The harem thing. Especially seeing how we might die tomorrow.”

Selphira froze. Her body turned rigid on the ladder, and she slowly aborted her attempt to ascend the water tower. Instead, she held her breath, feeling something strange creep up on her.

A sinking feeling of dread.

“The Ascension Lust hasn’t hit me to the same extent when I ascended,” Iria continued. “And… I don’t think that’s going to change,” she shrugged. “I’ve seen how it plays out. Couples where one Blade Angel’s libido keeps on increasing, while their partner’s stays the same”

She’s…

Selphira bit her lip, her golden eyes fixing on the underside of the water tower. Her heart was beating like a drum in her chest as a bead of sweat trailed down her cheek.

“…some Blade Angels form harems. It’s a pretty natural thing!”

“And you’re sure that won’t breed any resentment?” Ren said in confusion.

“Nice pun,” she snorted. “No, it won’t. I promise.”

Selphira recognised that nonchalant tone.

Iria’s voice was cheery and pitched high.

She’s lying.

Selphira knew as well as anyone that Ascension Lust wasn’t as fun as it initially seemed. She knew that it had led to the splintering of countless Blade Angel couples aboard the Pride. When one partner’s libido shot up, and continued to shoot up as they ascended, while the other’s remained the same…

“You’re seriously telling me you would be fine with me sleeping around? Totally fine?” she heard Ren ask with incredulity in his tone.

“Totally fine,” Iria replied cheerily.

“Iria, you idiot,” Selphira whispered under her breath.

“O-ok,” Ren replied, making the dread swell in Selphira’s chest.

“Good,” Iria said softly.

This time, Selphira heard it clearly. The quiet despair and resignation in her best friend’s voice. The belief that if she didn’t take this step, their relationship would be doomed to fail like so many others.

She cherishes him so much. She doesn’t want him to feel guilty, and I understand. There’s no way Ren wouldn’t feel guilty if he knew what she was doing for his sake.

She doesn’t want to lose him.

“Fuck me, Ren.”

She heard the distinct sound of a bodysuit being unzipped and the ruffling of clothes coming off. Shortly afterwards, she was greeted to the intertwining of Ren and Iria’s moans above her. The gentle movement of the water tower turned into a more harried rocking.

SHIT.

Seeing that PodBot was nowhere to be seen in the skies, Selphira made a break for the dandelion field.

But even as she sprinted away, her thoughts returned to their moment atop the water tower. She didn’t care about the sex.

Iria’s words rang over and over again in her mind.

Her best friend had agreed to set herself on fire to keep the love of her life warm.

Ren was usually perceptive enough to pick up on her best friend’s bullshit. But Selphira was confident that he had been utterly unaware of anything amiss thanks to his Ascension Lust wreaking havoc on his hormones.

“Iri…” Selphira’s voice trembled as it emerged as a whisper.

“You idiot.”


Chapter 8



The ruins of the megacity loomed beyond.

The skeletons of colossal skyscrapers cut into the dark sky, eerily preserved. A thunderstorm was brewing, and Ren could make out the occasional flicker of lightning far above him, along with the distant boom of thunder. He watched a flock of white birds take flight from the top floors of the buildings, ascending into the clouds. Each of their forms was like a speck in his vision, which only served to emphasise just how gargantuan the megabuildings around them were.

Ren felt a sense of awe taking in the megacity up close. He could almost picture it in its heyday, the streets filled with people. Buildings towering overhead with holographic advertisements projected into the air and painted across their side.

The years had reduced the city to a shadow of its former self. But even that shadow took his breath away as he scanned the skyscrapers.

Their hoverbikes were stationary, at the precipice of the ruins.

The Machine Lord’s lair.

Somewhere within dwelt the prize that would vindicate him.

But beyond that, it represented something far greater. It would pave the way for humanity to sail the stars once more, reaching colonies and bases far beyond the Blade Angels’ reach.

Their path to Mars, the secrets of the Labyrinth... and Evie.

“You ready?” Ren said.

“It doesn’t matter if we’re ready,” Iria smiled. “We’re going to get our hands on that starship one way or another.”

Ren shot a glance over at Selphira. She was sitting at the back of Hayley’s bike, and as she met his gaze, her cheeks were flushed red. Upon meeting his eyes, she immediately tore them away, fixing them on the ruins.

I wonder what’s gotten her so worked up. Must be the raid. Hopefully she’s ok.

Ren gunned it. Together, they hurtled through the sand dunes towards their destination. He could feel the adrenaline coursing within him as they closed the distance. They were followed by Hayley, Demarcus, and a couple of other enclaver scouts. The enclavers had agreed to help them make their way into the city. They weren’t the only ones who could profit from the Machine Lord’s absence.

Demarcus was armed with the same sniper rifle that he had brought along on their previous expedition. Hayley had an assault rifle, slung across her back.

Hayley’s voice crackled through the radio at his waist. "We’ve been informed that we can expect to encounter Prowlers and Clawrend units. But those are only the units the scouts picked up on their patrols. Anything could be dwelling further within. Stay alert."

Ren twisted the throttle on his hoverbike. They swept over desolate, empty streets, their passage causing sand to whip up over cracked asphalt in their wake.

“Contact,” Ren yelled into the radio. “Two o'clock, Prowlers.”

While the Drillers may have been aware of the Machine Lord's return, the same couldn't be said for the rest of the Derelict in the ruins. But rather than waste their time with the fodder, Ren knew that their priority would be finding the hangar.

Ren accelerated, and he could hear Iria's gunshots ring out from behind him. The Prowlers were right on their heels, and the rickety old hoverbike’s engine sputtered as it strained to keep ahead of the machines bounding after them.

They curved around a corner, sending dust hurtling outwards. As they went deeper and deeper into the Machine Lord's lair, he realized that the city was utterly devoid of life. The ruins were at the epicentre of the gradual transition from the green, rolling hills of the valley to the sands that surrounded them. Even in the Wastes near his old enclave, Ren could recall seeing wild animals and birds occupying the ruins. All life had been sapped from this place, no matter how small or inconsequential. Even the birds he had glimpsed before were nowhere to be seen in the skies above the heart of the city.

“We're coming up on the location that Archangel Viltrick and Evie left us with,” Hayley's voice crackled through the radio. “Stay alert.”

Ren gulped as he took in their destination.

It was a large military installation, a base situated in the heart of the megacity. But rather than spanning outwards like the spaceport that they had encountered when fleeing the Machine Lord, this structure rose upwards. It looked like the corporate headquarters of a defence megacorporation.

The building was a tall black spire. Unlike the other skyscrapers that had been worn away with time, the military installation was comparatively untouched. Their hoverbikes rounded on the building, hurtling through sandy streets. The racket they were causing attracted the attention of more Derelict units. Type-4 Prowlers and Type-5 Clawrend units could be seen advancing on their position.

"Hurry!" Hayley cried.

Their hoverbikes hurtled through the gantries leading to the interior of the installation.

Ren's heart dropped when he realised that the area was crawling with Derelict.

“It's almost as if they can smell what's in here,” Iria yelled over the engine. Her brows were furrowed as her head swivelled left and right, assessing their options. “Think, Iria,” she muttered under her breath.

“Wait, that’s it!”

“What's it?” Ren yelled back.

“They must be keeping the machinery underground. There's no way they would have kept it out in the open. Selphy! Do you feel anything under us?”

“I... ugh. Yes, I do. A couple of floors under us. I can just barely sense the tech beneath us,” Selphira’s exhausted tone echoed through their radio.

“How are we supposed to get down there?” Ren shouted over the sound of gunfire as Haley and Demarcus held off the derelict advance.

“Through the headquarters. There must be a way down from there.”

“This is not bringing back any fond memories,” he muttered under his breath as he called forth his Weapons. The twin shimmering blades of white metal materialised in his hands. He winced, dismissing one of them, when he realised that he had barely begun his dual-wielding training.

Together, they charged into the tall black spire through a side entrance. Ren muttered under his breath. He fumbled with his pack, quickly drawing out a flashlight. The interior of the building was entirely coated in darkness. The electrical systems had long since failed. The warming lights attached to PodBot gave them some measure of hands-free illumination that would be invaluable once the fighting began.

"They're still following us," Haley panted, running up to them. The scouts were drawing up the rear, guns blazing as they mowed down the Derelict fodder in chase.

“We need to make a kill corridor," she said, gripping Ren by the arm. "Or at the very least, get to a better staging ground. If we stay here, this place will turn into their kill corridor. Besides, we're not going to be able to freely explore this place unless we get rid of the Derelict on our tail.”

“Alright,” Ren nodded.

To their surprise, Selphira strode up to them, her shattered golden halo visible over her head. She was wincing in pain from the strain of having to call forth her Potential.

“I'll work on finding us a way down,” she said. “Whether it's stairs or a lift shaft. I'm sure that Archangel Viltrick and Evie found their way in somehow.”

“Ren! Iria!” Haley called out. “Use your Weapons to cut down these pillars. If we can collapse this entrance, we might slow the Derelict’s advance, though I'm sure they'll find other ways into the building.”

Ren and Iria rushed to oblige. Beside the side entrance they had entered through, two ‘decorative’ stone pillars rose high into the air. The interior of the military megacorporation's headquarters looked like a clash between a brutalist future and a Roman past. Today, they would be using the strange architectural sensibilities of the building's original designers to their benefit.

Ren swung down with his blade, watching as it carved through the stone like butter. Stepping away from the pillars, Iria and Ren watched them crumble to the ground, shattering into pieces. The rubble was sufficient to block the doorway, but it still left enough gaps for Clawrend units to crawl through. The Prowlers, on the other hand, would have to find another way to get to them.

“We don't have much time," Ren said. "Those Prowlers will get through in no time. Just like Hayley said, we have to find a place to make a stand before we explore any further. Otherwise, trying to find the underground hangar is going to be impossible.”

“Agreed,” Iria nodded.

Ren and Iria hurried down a corridor which led to the megabuilding's main lobby. The Roman and brutalist architecture continued. They were greeted with black marble floors covered in a layer of dust, and a high ceiling that had miraculously remained intact throughout the years. Ren's eyes drifted to higher levels that were visible from the ground floor. He reached for his radio at his side.

“Haley! I’ve found a spot for the scouts to perch. Once the Derelict get in, you'll be able to pick them off from the upper floors. They won't be able to get to you.”

“On it!”

Ren redirected his attention to the black glass panels that separated the lobby from the Prowlers outside. He could see them eagerly testing their integrity, their claws raking the exterior surface of the glass.

“You don't think... Those crazy bastards made the entire building out of bulletproof glass?”

“Not the time, Ren…” Iria muttered, her ruby eyes fixed on the Derelict. “They found a weakness.” True to Iria's words, Ren watched as the prowlers managed to smash through a singular black glass panel, sniffing out a weakness. Gunfire echoed out in the lobby as Demarcus unloaded into the oncoming Prowlers. Ren watched one of them go down. The bullet buried itself into its skull, splintering away it’s outer structure to reveal sparking internals.

“You take the one on the left!” Iria yelled, breaking out into a sprint towards a Prowler approaching from their right. Iria raised her red blade, executing an overhead slash that bisected the oncoming Prowler's face in half. Even as its body crashed to the ground, Iria was already moving to the next assailant.

The Prowler facing him was a lot more wary. It’s stalked low to the ground, pacing and sizing him up, but close enough that the scouts wouldn’t risk a shot.

“Try the refinement!” Iria called out.

Ren turned his mind inwards. He focused on the tangled threads of energy within his core. He directed them upward, like Iria had briefed him before the raid. As it reached his mind, he felt the world around him grow faster. It took him a few milliseconds more to register changes in his environment. The moment he cut off the flow of energy, his perception sped up to keep pace with the events around him.

Fighting like this… is going to be a challenge.

But if I can improve my Processing… I’ll eventually be able to utilise my Potential in more complex ways. That’s going to be a boon with every new core that I integrate, and every new Potential I uncover.

Ren readied his Weapon with a grin as the Prowler finally concluded that he was a foe that it could take.

Ren directed his energy to his mind, watching it speed up.

Here we go.


Chapter 9



“Ren! On your right!”

Iria’s voice reached him just in time, allowing him to sidestep the Prowler’s lunge.

The machine dropped out of its aerial lunge with the grace of a cat, creeping low to the ground. The lights of its artificial red eyes flared as it assessed him for openings. Ren knew for a fact that the Prowler wouldn’t have to look hard to find one. With his reaction time dulled by the refinement process, Ren was fighting just to regain the sense of normalcy he had lost.

Attempting to refine his Processing Domain was like balancing on a tightrope. Hindering himself too much would mean certain death, but not imposing enough of a handicap meant that his Processing ability wouldn’t improve at all.

Wait for it…

Ren held his breath, centring his attention solely on the foe before him. The deafening gunshots of the scouts faded away. So did his awareness of Iria, who was tackling her own foes in the peripheries of his vision. The only thing that mattered was this very Derelict before him. He fell into a crouch, lightly activating and priming his quads for an explosive burst.

As a Type-4 Derelict unit, the Prowler was slow to learn from its mistakes. It attempted the very same aerial lunge that Ren had evaded just a moment ago. But this time, when it leapt into the air, Ren was prepared. He felt the sensation of something connecting. Sensing a rhythm to their dance, even with his distorted perception.

Ren slipped under the Prowler at the very last second. He slid under the machine as it came crashing down, replicating a manoeuvre he had executed with the help of Sergeant Rosy’s Potential during his fight with the Swarm Commander. The Prowler’s razor-sharp metallic claws found no purchase on his flesh, instead carving scratches into the black marble floor as it skidded into a clumsy landing.

Ren fearlessly entered its range, taking advantage of its split-second moment of recovery. Ren raised the hilt of his blade above his head, angling the blade diagonally down towards his left to ward off the Derelict’s defensive swipe. The moment the Derelict’s claws slid off the edge of his blade, Ren executed his counterattack. His sword cleaved straight through the Derelict’s extended limb, a measured but decisive strike. When the machine stumbled to the ground, suddenly without one of its limbs, Ren took advantage of its momentary instability.

He reversed his grip on his blade, plunging it down into the Derelict’s exposed spinal column. He felt his Weapon sink into the metal of its armour plating, carving down into the Prowler’s internals. He tore his blade outwards, bringing with it shards of the Prowler’s armour plating and internal circuits. It slumped to the ground inert, and Ren felt a surge of adrenaline as the rest of the world around him came into focus.

The scouts perched on the levels above picked off the final remaining Clawrend units as Iria handily dealt with the Prowler she was fighting, decapitating it with an elegance he couldn’t even begin to imitate.

“Wait a minute…” he paused, narrowing his eyes. His sense of perception had returned to normal. “That’s strange… I’m still channelling the energy to my mind node, but my perception’s returned to normal,” he muttered.

The energy filling his skull was still present and only slightly diminished. Ren released the energy accumulated around his mind and felt a surge of focus. It felt like dumping a bucket of freezing cold water over his head. He felt slightly more awake and alert than he had been before the refinement process.

“Looks like we’re through the worst of it. We’ll be able to delve further into the facility now—why are you looking at me like that?” Iria said, her eyes narrowing as he grinned at her.

“Attack me.”

Iria didn’t hesitate.

Her Weapon thrust forwards in a red blur. Ren angled the hilt of his blade, catching the edge of Iria’s sword and redirecting it to his left. He caught her shoulder, preventing her from slamming into him from her momentum.

“You’ve gotten the hang of it,” she said, her eyes widening.

“You didn’t have to look so excited when you stabbed me, by the way,” Ren poked her in the side with a triumphant grin.

“You don’t seem to have any reservations about stabbing me now, do you?” she said under her breath, her voice seductive.

“But…” Ren continued, his brows furrowing. “For some reason, my perception’s back to normal now. Even when channelling energy to my mind node. Am I doing something wrong?”

“That’s how you know that you’re improving!” Iria exclaimed, gripping him tightly by the arm. “It gets more and more costly to refine different areas of your body, because you have to direct more energy towards that area to refine it. For that reason, most Blade Angels pick a speciality or ‘build’, depending on what Potential they come across. You can also make the process more efficient by using Catalysts—”

“Hey! You two!” Selphira called out from above them, drawing them away from their conversation. “There’ll be time for flirting and ascension talk later. Have you forgotten that we’re in the middle of a Machine Lord’s lair?”

“Good point,” Ren muttered.

Even so, the feeling of improving his Processing Domain was addictive. He now understood how Blade Angels could engage in the ridiculous battles that they did, aerial or on the ground. He still recalled the simulation test in Combat 101, fighting the overgeared Type-2 unit. Maybe there would come a time when he would be capable of dodging out of the way of bullets or strikes delivered faster than his eyes could trace.

Iria and Ren rejoined the scouts. Selphira guided them through a maze of corridors, eventually leading them to an elevator shaft.

“Selphira… are you…” Ren trailed off, his eyes drifting to the lines of blood trailing from Selphira’s nostrils. She made no move to wipe them away. Ren got the impression it was because it wouldn’t do much to stem the flow of blood.

“I’m fine,” Selphira brushed off his question, immediately turning to Hayley and the other scouts. “I’ve scouted out different paths below. Most of the shafts and stairs don’t lead to the hangar, but this one does. As for the tanks I sensed… that vehicular storage area is on the other side of the building. There’s another shaft leading down there.”

“Alright, thanks. Then I guess this is where we’ll be leaving you,” Hayley said.

Ren, Iria and Selphira shifted uncertainly as Hayley stepped up to them. The reason for her entry into the ruins was twofold. The first purpose was to help them make it to the ship safely. She was just as invested in helping Evie as Iria and Selphira were. But on the other hand, with Archangel Viltrick gone, the enclave was left without one of its most powerful warriors. They needed to find their own means of defending themselves in his absence.

“Take care of those two,” Hayley offered a hand to him to shake, inclining her head towards Iria and Selphira.

“I think you’ve got it the wrong way around,” Ren grinned back, clasping her hand. “They’ll be taking care of me. Good luck, Hayley. Thanks for everything you’ve done for us.”

Ren stepped away, allowing the girls a moment to say their goodbyes. Ren knew that their time with Hayley was brief, but they had nonetheless become fast friends. Hayley stepped forwards, drawing Iria and Selphira into a hug, one after the other.

“When you find her… tell her she’s missed, won’t you?” Hayley said softly, her expression wistful.

“After seeing the way we work, I’m surprised you have any faith in us at all,” Iria said, managing to muster a small smile in return.

Hayley laughed at that, and the tension in her shoulders fled.

“To be honest with you, I have no idea what strange arrangement you’ve cooked up between the three of you,” Hayley grinned, casting a deliberate glance at Selphira. Ren thought he saw the barest pink hue surface across her cheeks. “But one thing is for certain. You’re effective operators, and you work together like a well-oiled machine. In more ways than one,” she muttered.

“Thanks, Hayley,” Selphira quickly interrupted. “For helping us, and for taking care of Evie all these years. We’ll find her and get her out of whatever trouble she’s no doubt found herself in. And if we can manage it… we’ll bring her right back. I’m sure she misses you too.”

“What will you do now?” Iria asked.

“Demarcus found a vehicle manifest. Apparently, this megacorporation has a warehouse filled to the brim with some heavy-duty military vehicles. If this manifest is right… they even have a couple of Mantis tanks on file. They pack some heavy firepower. They’ll be good to have on hand if that Machine Lord ever takes an interest in us, especially with the Archangel gone. After that… who knows. We’ll take it day by day as we always have.”

“Good luck, Hayley.”

They watched the scouts depart, heading for the section of the building that Selphira had directed them to.

Ren paused at the edge of the elevator shaft, PodBot’s warming light only barely managing to illuminate a section of it.

“I guess this is it,” he let out a slow breath.

“Let’s get that ship.”

***

The slow descent into the elevator shaft was excruciating. Every step they took on the rusted ladder echoed in the dark and empty column.

PodBot was illuminating their path. The little bot had a warming light attached to its rectangular chassis, one that Ren had designed himself. It was also holding a pair of warming lights in its small metallic claws. It was waving them about like a hangar marshal ushering in a dropship into one of the Pride Enduring’s hangar bays.

They climbed in silence, and Ren was sure that the girls were just as tense as he was with anticipation. They were right on the precipice of their goal. If they did find a starship, it wouldn’t be long before they would be back aboard the Pride Enduring, continuing their ascent and making their way through more courses at the Academy.

Beyond that, the far reaches of the universe would be within the Blade Angels’ reach once more. Maybe, just maybe, there were colonies out there with survivors. Abandoned research installations that possessed some insight or invention that would change the tide in their war against the Derelict.

But Ren was certain that the only thing that Iria and Selphira were thinking about was Evie.

The silence was interrupted by a sputtering of wet coughs that came from above him.

“Selphira… are you feeling alright?”

“I’m fine.”

Her answer was curt, and she quickly attempted to smooth over her expression. She was unsuccessful, and Ren could make out beads of sweat trailing down her cheeks. He resisted the urge to argue with the headstrong girl on the rusted ladder – it wouldn’t do either of them much good.

“If you’re still using your Potential… don’t strain yourself. We’re going to need your help to pilot a ship.”

“But—” Selphira began, hesitating in her descent, before Ren cut her off.

“Pace yourself, alright? It won’t do us any good if you’re passed out or too exhausted to pilot it. If we need to do some scouting the old-fashioned way, then we do it.”

Ren heard Selphira mutter a few words under her breath, but when she didn’t muster an argument, Ren relaxed. Iria, who had been listening from below, gave him a discreet smile before resuming her climb.

Before long, they finally reached the very bottom of the shaft.

“Here,” Selphira indicated towards a shut metal door. Iria and Ren acquiesced, calling their Weapons into existence to cut a path through the metal. They ducked through the entrance they had made, entering a vast room.

“Guys…” Iria said, her voice echoing in the still silence of the hangar.

“You’re seeing this too, right?”

The entire underground hangar was filled with starships. They bore some passing resemblance to the dropships used by the Blade Angels, but there was something more robust to them. The first type of starship that they encountered were small fighters. The same ones that Ren had glimpsed from the bridge of the Hope Made Manifest. They were larger than the Blade Angels’ dropships and sported long, sleek guns that protruded out from under the cockpit.

“Woah…” Selphira whispered, running her hand across the hull of one of the ships. “I’ve only seen these in the sims,” she muttered reverently. “They’re Mk-1 Sparrows. The first generation of space fighters. Outdated, but still formidable.”

But almost as quickly as she had been drawn by them, Selphira was jogging in a different direction.

“Selphy! Wait!” Iria called out, trailing after her.

As they jogged deeper into the hangar, Ren realised that the Mk-1 Sparrows were not the only craft it held. His eyes traced over large transports that must have been designed to carry multiple squads, or perhaps even vehicles in their cargo bay. While there weren’t any physical weapons visible on the transport, Ren felt a shiver run down his spine as he beheld a feat of engineering that humanity had yet to replicate since the coming of the Derelict.

“Forget those… HERE!”

Selphira slammed her hand onto a control panel, her brows drawing together in concentration. But it wasn’t so much the activity she was engaged in that caught his attention. Ren stared at the tall grey doors that cordoned off an entire section of the warehouse. Whatever was housed within had been dedicated it’s own discrete section of the floor.

“Selph—”

Iria’s words of protest died at the end of her tongue as the doors opened.

Selphira used her Potential.

Even though the facility’s generators were likely long defunct, she managed to power the doors open.

Ren’s jaw went slack as they walked into a section of the hangar dedicated to a single vehicle. The starship’s hull was midnight black, a hue that would blend in effortlessly with the inky abyss of space. It rivalled the size of the transports he had glimpsed, but this ship was sleek in its design. Its very appearance was menacing, which was only emphasised by the plethora of weapons systems that Ren could count.

“Micro missile launchers, auto-turrets, a fucking railgun…” Selphira muttered under her breath, the blood still dripping from her nostrils as she placed a palm on the ship’s hull. “We hit the jackpot. Whatever this thing is, it must have been experimental. I’ve never seen a ship designed like this. It’s almost like it was meant to be a mobile command base, capable of moving quickly while packing the heat it does. I can’t even begin to imagine the amount of money they must have poured into this thing. But none of that is why I’m excited about this.”

They followed Selphira as she led them to the back of the ship. She laid a hand on its hull, her face twisting into an expression of focus.

To their surprise, they were greeted to the gradual, ascending whine of the ship coming online.

“Selphira… you… you’re brilliant!” Iria exclaimed, wrapping her friend in a hug.

Ren watched a slanted panel at the rear of the ship slowly lower to the ground. They quickly climbed the ramp, heading inside. Ren itched to explore the craft, but Selphira made a beeline to the cockpit. It was about as far from an Ascendant-class cruiser as Ren was from an Infernal Engine, but the cockpit was still spacious and could fit a decent number of people.

“Are you doing this? Powering it like you did the doors?” Iria whispered with wide eyes as she took in the cockpit.

“No, that’s the best part about this beauty. I just jump-started it. Evie and Viltrick must have had to load up some old fuel cells they found lying around to power one of the other crafts. But this thing?”

Selphira’s golden eyes glittered.

“Those greedy capitalistic bastards found a way to use machine cores to power it. I wouldn’t be surprised if this was their final magnum opus.”

“If so, then why leave it behind if it was so valuable?” Iria asked.

“I suspect that this was an early prototype. They may have perfected the model, taking it with them when they went off-world to establish a colony. But for our purposes? It’s everything we could have wished for. If we bring this tech aboard the Pride and learn to replicate it… we won’t be limited by resource scarcity. The bloody machine cores will drive our technology… the same way they drive our ascent.”

Ren inclined his head towards the ship, crossing his arms.

“Alright. Can you get this thing to fly?”

“I think I can,” Selphira slowly nodded. “But first, we’ll have to open the hangar bay doors above us. PodBot, come with me. You’re going to help me work some magic.”

After a moment, they were greeted to a soft pattering on the ship’s hull. Selphira rushed inside, her blonde hair damp and bodysuit slick with water. Ren watched her fingers fly over a datapad, keying in commands.

“Welcome aboard the Weight of Sacrifice, courtesy of Serevim Defence Industries. Please provide valid authorisation to initiate take-off.”

“Oh no you don’t,” Selphira gritted. “Not on my watch.”

She placed her hand on the ship’s console and closed her eyes. Her shattered golden HALO above her glittered brightly. She maintained that position for a few seconds before gasping, panting from the exertion.

“Authorisation granted.”

“Time to get us out of here,” Selphira grinned.

The whine of the ship’s engines grew to a crescendo. The opaque windshield of the ship lightened, becoming crystal clear. All of a sudden, they were greeted to the view of the hangar as they slowly began to rise vertically into the air. Decades of dust that had accumulated in the underground hangar was whipped up into a frenzy from the ship’s thrusters.

“We did it,” Iria whispered, her eyes wide and disbelieving. Ren reached out to grab one of her hands, interlinking his fingers with her own. He noticed Selphira’s golden gaze fall on their intertwined hands for a moment before she returned her attention to the ship’s ascent.

It rose from the ground, into the city above. The gathering thunderstorm above them had culminated into a massive storm. Even though the ship was being buffeted by the howling winds, it barely affected its trajectory as it rose from the ground.

“Alright,” Selphira said. “I’m going to chart a course back to the Pride—”

“Hold on,” Iria said, a hand tightening on Selphira’s shoulder. “Don’t you find it strange? Look at the streets?”

The streets around them were devoid of Derelict. Where Prowlers had previously roamed the ruins, there were none to be seen no matter where Ren looked.

“It’s coming. It must be,” Iria’s eyes widened. She turned in a rush towards Selphira. “We need to get out of here. Now. The Drillers took early notice because of the superior sensors. Prowlers are at the bottom of the food chain. If they’ve started running—”

“I’m detecting something on the radar,” Selphira whispered.

“Where is it?” Iria said, gripping her friend’s arm.

Selphira looked up at them.

“It’s headed for the enclave.”
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A thick silence hung in the air as they stared at a large, pulsing red dot on one of the ship’s many holographic displays. In the silence, each and every one of his heartbeats thundered out. He could hear the blood rushing in his ears with every pulse.

“It’s never attacked the enclave. Why would it change its behaviour now?” Ren muttered, attempting to find some explanation for the deviation.

“Guys, what do we do?”

Selphira’s question rang out in the empty air.

“Selphira, do you think this ship could take it on? You said it had a whole bunch of weapons?”

“No,” Selphira shook her head, cutting off Iria’s train of thought. “This starship might be packing some firepower, but it's far from enough to take on a Machine Lord. Not even close. It might be able to hold its own with lesser Derelict… but not a Derelict of that stature. We could…” Selphira trailed off, her eyes downcast. “Maybe we could return to the Pride. Get reinforcements to help them.”

“It’ll reach them before we get back.” Ren shook his head.

They paused, staring in silence at the radar.

“Let’s get closer.”

Selphira and Ren turned to Iria. Something about Iria’s bearing had shifted. No longer were her ruby eyes tinged with fear. Her shoulders were set, and her voice was steady.

The roar of the ship’s thrusters grew deafening as it accelerated. Selphira nimbly guided it around the remains of tall skyscrapers, weaving it through the ruins and in the direction of the enclave. The storm above them was clearly visible. Dark voluminous thunderclouds blocked out the sun and the valley beyond was illuminated solely by intermittent flashes of lightning that streaked down towards the ground.

The dread continued to build, gradually and slowly. Goosebumps had erupted across the surface of his skin. His encounter with the Machine Lord had been burned into his memory. From the way that it had casually deprived Elsy of her legs with a small salvo of its blood shards, to how it had sapped Archangel Ramora of her energy. Ren recalled the thin line of blood leading from the Archangel into its core, imbuing it with her abilities.

As the ship burst free of the ruins, they were finally greeted to the sight of their foe.

The Lord of Blood.

A flash of lightning briefly illuminated its form. Its armour plating was of a maroon hue, as if the blood of all of the Blade Angels and enclavers that it had spilt had seeped into the metal. It had a form vaguely resembling that of a human’s. A small, angular head supported by a broad torso. Two angular thruster columns descended from its upper back, the flames emitted from its thrusters burning crimson and keeping the Derelict Commander afloat. His eyes drifted to its arms, where two straight black blades extended downwards towards the ground.

“That’s it, isn’t it?” Selphira whispered. “The bastard that took Elsy’s legs from her. It doesn’t look that bad. Let's—”

Selphira’s words died on her tongue as the Machine Lord’s armour plating began to recede. The sleek maroon armour plating withdrew into its skeletal frame. What was left suspended in the air was a black skeleton, and at its heart, a crimson core of blood. Unlike the roiling surface of blood he had been greeted to all those days ago back in his enclave…

The surface of the blood core was still.

Unmoving.

It was as if the Machine Lord had condensed the core into the immaculate orb that it was. Ren was beginning to suspect that he understood why the Lord had altered its behaviour.

It was hungry.

“What…”

Selphira faltered, staring at the Derelict Lord.

A reaper, hanging in the still air, high above the enclave.

The vitriol that had previously twisted her features had fled. Her face was pale, and in her dull golden eyes, any modicum of light or hope had faded.

“This was what you faced?” Selphira whispered.

She was trembling. Her knuckles were white where her hand was curled around the controls of the Weight of Sacrifice. Her torso was rigid, and her skin pale and clammy. Ren knew there was rage in her, but there was nowhere for it to go. The only thing awaiting them in the direction of the enclave… was their end.

“Selphy. Selphy.”

Iria’s grip on her friend’s shoulders tightened.

“We can’t fight it. We can’t,” Selphira shook her head. The resolve that she had regained over the past few days had utterly melted away, giving way to fear. “We need to get the Archangels—”

“And if we do, they’ll die.”

Iria’s words were simple, but Ren watched as the woman he had come to care about found her confidence.

“You will return for the Archangels,” Iria said firmly with a smile.

Selphira stared at Iria with wide eyes in abject horror.

“And leave you behind? No way. We should all run while we have the chance—”

“Where would we run? Back to the Pride? To the stars?”

Iria’s question halted Selphira in her tracks. She flinched as if she had slammed into a brick wall. Selphira’s shoulders gradually sank as her trembling finally stilled.

“That’s where they came from, Selphy. There’s no escaping them. No matter how far we run.”

Iria’s gaze rose, finding the Machine Lord in the distance.

“This is how we live, and it’s how we’ll die. So, are you ready?”

Selphira let out a slow breath. Her golden eyes were fixed on the Machine Lord in the distance, but Ren had a feeling that her thoughts were elsewhere.

“Let’s give her a moment,” Iria whispered, her eyes falling on the motionless Machine Lord high above the enclave. The last remains of its armour plating were withdrawing into its skeletal structure. The armour was retracting almost at a leisurely pace. As if it was savouring the terror of the enclavers beneath it.

“Iria—” Ren began, before Iria’s finger pressed up against his lips.

“Shh, we don’t have much time.”

Ren paused for a moment, turning to look at her. To really look at her. The girl who had come into his life like a whirlwind, and the very same one he had come to care for. He ran his fingers through her dark brown hair, coloured with a tinge of crimson from the light of her red HALO. They stared into each other’s eyes, the infinite moment drawing on.

“It’s just like old times,” Ren squeezed her hand. “I have something to confess.”

“Oh?”

“I was staring at your ass on that ladder. Back when we were trying to hunt for a PodBot.”

“I knew it.” Iria smiled, laying her head on his shoulder. The pair of them fell silent, enjoying the fleeting warmth.

“I love you, Iria.”

“You’re not just talking about my ass?”

Even though Ren was tempted to smile, he didn’t. He turned to face her, taking her hands up in his.

“I don’t want to have any regrets in case we don’t make it out of this.”

To his surprise, Iria’s adorable features twisted into a scowl.

“Asshole. And not the good kind.”

“Huh?”

“That’s no way to confess your love to a girl!” she jabbed him in the chest. Her scowl gave way to a small smile as it fell. “Besides, how long have we been dating for? For your sake, we’d better get through this so you can do it properly. You think you get out of this because we’re about to fight a Machine Lord? You should know better,” she huffed.

Then, she leaned in, tenderly kissing him on the lips.

Ren closed his eyes as he drew in Iria’s scent. The taste of her lips. The feel of her soft and smooth skin. He tried to memorise the moment. To immortalise it in his memory, a fleeting moment of warmth that he could use to stave away the growing seed of despair within.

He felt a tinge of regret as Iria drew away. The warmth faded, and Ren slowly exhaled. With the departure of his breath went the feeling of dread that had germinated. It gave way to a strange sense of calm. Not a calm derived from confidence, but one forged from his despair. But if despair was a double-edged sword, it was a sword that he would wield the best he could.

“It’s moving.”

Selphira’s voice was shaky, but she had wiped the tears from her eyes. She glanced at them with an expression of begrudging surrender. Her fingers were flying over the datapads arrayed around the pilot seat.

“Selphy?” Iria said, stepping towards her friend. “Can you get the ship’s cameras to focus on it?”

Selphira’s hands hovered over the controls for one, single tense moment, before her fingers blurred across the panels. A holographic screen blinked into the air, giving them a closer view of the Machine Lord and the enclave.

They saw the threads.

Thin, curving lines of crimson, connecting the Machine Lord to the people within. The very same threads of blood that Ren had seen connected to Archangel Ramora.

Of course… I’d forgotten.

“We have to draw it towards us,” Iria said. “We need to get it away from them. Besides, we don’t stand a chance of fighting it in the valley without Wings.”

Iria nodded at her friend. Selphira hesitated for one brief moment before she acceded.

They began to drift into motion. Selphira’s face was marred with her sweat and tears, but she pressed forward nonetheless, acting on her own initiative. Ren watched Iria’s expression soften as the girl gave her friend’s arm a light squeeze.

“Once it’s on our tail, I want you lead it back to the ruins. Drop us off and then make a break for the Pride.”

“Iria—”

“The two of us will keep it busy. Don’t worry, we’ll avoid a direct confrontation. Your job will be to make contact with the Blade Angels and to get reinforcements. This is bigger than all of us, Selphy. They need to get their hands on those starships. Beyond helping Evie… this is the best chance that humanity has had in years. If we can reach those other installations and colonies… maybe we could change the course of this damned war. You with me?”

Selphira nodded her head in reluctant agreement, sending the ship towards the enclave.

“C’mon, c’mon,” Selphira muttered, interfacing with one of the many datapads positioned around her. “Show me what you’ve got. There.”

Ren felt the ship shiver. A high-droning whine began to build as the Weight of Sacrifice’s electrical systems flickered. The Machine Lord in the distance turned to face them.

“You ready?”

Iria nodded.

Selphira gripped the ship’s controls, pulling the trigger.

The railgun fired.
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The discharge of the railgun rocked the ship.

A burst of energy fled outwards from beneath them, soaring through the air in an arc, before impacting the skeletal frame of the Machine Lord. Its angular skull, which shaded crimson eyes, turned towards them. The threads connecting its core to the enclavers within flickered out of existence as its thrusters activated, sending it hurtling in their direction.

Selphira turned the ship away, gunning it for the ruins.

“Here we go,” she gritted out.

The G-force of the ship’s acceleration was like nothing he had experienced before. The Blade Angels’ dropships didn’t come close to the agility and speed of the Weight of Sacrifice. It far outpaced the Machine Lord, and Selphira expertly weaved it back through the skyscrapers, heading towards the heart of the megacity.

“Put us down here!”

Iria pointed towards the top of a multistorey car park below them. The starship banked, its thrusters reorienting and sending dust spiralling outwards as Selphira brought it in for a landing.

“The two of you had better not die, or I’m going to kill you myself,” she shouted out over the scream of the Weight of Sacrifice’s engines as the ship’s ramp descended.

Iria and Ren departed the ship. They watched as it ascended into the air, before its engines flared, sending it arcing into the atmosphere. Ren felt a wave of relief when he realised that the Machine Lord was unlikely to be able to catch up to Selphira.

“Now all we have to do is keep it busy until the cavalry arrives,” Ren muttered. “Easy. Do you have a plan?”

“We need to get into those skyscrapers,” Iria said, pointing towards a cluster of megabuildings next to the car park. “If we can hinder its movement, we might be able to slow it down. We’ll also have plenty of cover to work with. But first…”

Iria’s eyes drew away from his, fixing on something in the distance behind him.

“We’ll have to draw its attention.”

Ren turned and watched the Machine Lord blast between a pair of skyscrapers as it banked towards them. As it passed, its long black blades carved into the side of either structure, sending glass and concrete tumbling down to the ground. A warbling groan echoed outwards, filling the air and bouncing off the buildings in the distance.

“CHALLENGER.”

There it is again. On the bright side, I think we have its attention.

“We need to go!” he yelled, dragging her towards the ramp leading down into the car park. They broke out into a sprint, heading down the ramp leading to the next level. His quads burned as he sprinted as quickly as he could through the level, before turning to descend down another ramp.

“Shit,” he swore, “I don’t think we’re going to make it in time—”

Ren was interrupted by the deafening crash of the ceiling above them crumbling. Their momentum carried them narrowly out of the path of the falling debris, but they had another problem to contend with.

The Machine Lord was right on their heels.

Ren pushed Iria away from him, pointing towards the ramp to the level below.

“GO! I’ll keep it busy!”

Before Iria could protest, Ren broke away towards the Machine Lord. His Weapon materialised in his hand, the familiar single straight sword of white metal, of a hue to match his HALO.

As he approached the Machine Lord, Ren’s eyes widened.

He saw it. A signal that had previously been beyond his awareness, the very first time he had encountered the Derelict horror.

A brief flicker of energy washed over the Machine Lord’s black skeletal frame in an instant. A Derelict signal that acted as a tell for a Derelict’s special attacks. A second later, blood shards blinked into existence all around the Machine Lord’s form, angled in Ren’s direction.

He cursed as he was forced to dismiss his blade when the Machine Lord sent the haze of blood shards hurtling towards him. Ren fell into a clumsy roll, wincing as his shoulder impacted with concrete. Still, the manoeuvre was successful. The Machine Lord’s blood shards impacted the ground he had occupied a moment ago, lodging themselves in solid concrete. Being hit by a single one of those projectiles could be fatal, but even so, Ren felt a glimmer of hope burn in his chest.

“ALERT. Machine Lord breaching your cover.”

PodBot’s trusty voice echoed through his skull, allowing him to jump away just in time as a long, black blade scythed through the van he had been taking cover behind. The severed metal glowed with heat from the friction caused by the Machine Lord’s slice.

“Take cover, Mister Soros. Miss Iria has awakened her Potential.”

Ren’s eyes widened, but there was no time to ponder PodBot’s words. He took cover behind one of the pillars situated throughout the level. His eyes latched onto a vehicle a distance away from him.

It was beginning to twitch.

“What the hell…” he muttered.

The vehicle gradually accelerated until it was sliding across the concrete. Ren watched in disbelief as the car left the ground, hurtling through the air towards the Machine Lord. One of the Lord’s blades swung in a horizontal arc, cleaving the vehicle in twain. But even as it did so, the disparate halves of the car smashed into its skeletal structure. The Machine Lord flinched back, not expecting the blow. But before it could recover, Ren noticed a handful of other vehicles gradually sliding in the Machine Lord’s direction, gaining momentum.

“Ren! This way!”

A pale-faced Iria waved him towards the ramp leading to the next level. He broke out in a sprint towards her, the Machine Lord behind them letting out another warbling wail of fury as it slashed its way through the concrete roof, making its way closer to them.

“How the hell did you do that?”

“I unlocked my Potential,” Iria panted. Her face was pale and slick with sweat. It seemed like calling her Potential had winded her, but she had bought them invaluable time. “I felt it awaken when the Machine Lord came into proximity to us. I think that was its awakening condition. I can magnetise objects.”

Descending another level, they finally made it to the ground floor. Ren’s quadriceps burned as they sprinted out of the car park, leaving it behind. They made their way towards the cluster of skyscrapers they had identified earlier.

“Get down!”

They were greeted to a deafening crash as the Machine Lord broke free of the structure. It had carved its way through the building, damaging its structural integrity enough that a section of the multistorey carpark came crashing down. Dust and debris hurtled towards them as it collapsed, impacting the vehicle that they had taken cover behind.

“Oh no,” Iria whispered.

The Machine Lord’s body was wreathed in black arcs of electricity.

It’s calling on Archangel Ramora’s power. What it absorbed in its attack on the enclave.

The Lord’s crimson eyes locked onto his own, and Ren felt his body go numb.

The blood shards gradually blinked into existence.

They blotted out the sky around the Lord. Each and every shard was wreathed in the same black electricity that flickered across the Machine Lord’s skeletal frame. He felt Iria’s hand tighten in his own as the despair washed over them. They couldn’t fight back. They couldn’t even reach the Machine Lord where it was hanging in the sky. Their plans and strategy were dashed to bits in the face of a Derelict far beyond them.

The explosion wiped out his hearing.

The tank shell slammed into its thruster column, causing the Machine Lord to drop from the air onto the ground. Then, the second and third shells hit. Ren angled his head around the van they were taking cover behind, and watched as three Mantis tanks began to encroach upon their position.

“It’s Hayley…” Ren breathed. “She’s—”

“GET DOWN!” Iria screamed.

Ren felt her arms yank him to the ground, as the collection of blood shards hanging in the sky exploded outwards. The Machine Lord’s scream ripped through the air. They hurtled in every direction, and Ren watched disbelievingly as one of the shards ripped straight through their cover. From the dull echo of the tank shells discharging in the distance, he realised that the Mantis tanks were still operational. The shards hadn’t taken them down.

“Shit,” he panted. “That was close. You saved our asses. Iria?”

Iria slumped against him.

“Iria? Hey, hey!”

Ren adjusted his grip on the girl, only to realise that his hands were covered in a slick substance.

Her blood.

“IRIA! Hey, hey, stay with me!”

Her eyes were closed, but her chest was rising and falling at a fast pace. One of the Machine Lord’s shards had embedded itself in her torso, and she was fighting to retain her consciousness.

“I can’t remove it… the loss of blood…” Ren trailed off.

His mind went blank.

All he could think about was Iria in front of him. The way her eyes fluttered open, finding his as her lips curled into a weak smile, before closing once more.

“Don’t you dare close your eyes. Stay with me,” he gritted out. “Iria—”

Ren froze when he watched a sliver-thin thread of her blood leaking from her abdomen weave through the air, arcing towards the Machine Lord above them…

Connecting with its core.

The Machine Lord unleashed a triumphant wail. It emerged from the haze of dust conjured by the tanks’ barrage. Its thruster column was sparking and defunct, but in time, Ren knew that its regenerative abilities would restore its functionality. The thread of blood from Iria’s abdomen led to its blood core, its surface smooth and untarnished.

The moment that it did, Ren felt the van they were taking cover behind shift. The vehicles and metallic debris around him began to rise into the air. Lamp poles began to uproot along the street. Cars, buses and other vehicles lifted up into the air.

Ren watched the Machine Lord extend an arm towards the Mantis tanks in the distance that hadn’t ceased in their assault.

No.

It’s gained Iria’s Potential.

I can’t let it pull off this attack.

Ren gently laid Iria to the ground before breaking out into a sprint. The Machine Lord’s attention was fixed on the pair of Mantis tanks that were gradually lifting off the ground. Ren was only a few metres away from the Lord, when he noticed the wave of electricity wash over the Derelict’s black skeletal frame.

[Signal disruption]

Ren’s Weapon sank into the Lord’s skeleton. The Derelict signal that washed over the Machine Lord flickered out, and the attack it had been heralding was disrupted by Ren’s Potential. The Mantis tanks in the distance that were on the verge of slamming into one another fell to the ground.

Ren turned into a whirlwind of steel. He had called forth both of his blades as he tore into the Machine Lord’s frame. With his improved reaction time, he barely managed to dodge out of the path of one of the Machine Lord’s blades. Ren stabbed into the Derelict’s right leg joint before tearing his blades free. The Machine Lord fell into a kneeling position, bringing down its second colossal black blade bearing down on him. Ren felt the wash of air as he dodged the cut by a sliver, lashing out instinctively and cutting through the Lord’s weapon, severing it in half.

The vision of Iria lying still on the ground, bleeding out was burned into his mind.

Ren screamed.

***

Hayley

“Demarcus… you seeing this?”

Hayley and Demarcus had crawled free of their overturned tank. For a moment, they were convinced that they had come to the end of the line, a hair’s breadth away from their lives being extinguished. Against all odds, Ren had managed to interrupt the Machine Lord’s attack.

“Yeah… what is he?”

“I don’t know,” Hayley whispered.

Ren had risen into the air.

The white HALO burning brightly over his skull had turned an abyssal black. Wisps of shadow were peeling from his HALO, and a pair of black wings had sprouted from his upper back. They were made of tens of thousands of black shards that sprouted from his upper shoulders. The twin longswords that he wielded were also the colour of the void, and he was suspended in mid-air, carving his twisted artistry into the Machine Lord as it attempted to fend off his strikes. He had already shorn one of the Machine Lord’s blades in half. With each of his strikes, Hayley watched the Derelict Commander flinch.

“He’s gone berserk,” Hayley whispered. Then, her eyes widened when she realised what was happening. The odd twitching of the Machine Lord as each of Ren’s strikes cut across its skeleton. “[Signal disruption]. He’s using it in every single attack. He’s lost his damned mind. Iria must’ve been injured. Damn it all,” she muttered, immediately searching the street. Her eyes finally fell on an inert body lying on the pavement.

Hayley set her jaw, turning to her men.

“Boys, get in the fucking tank. We’re going to give that crazy son of a bitch some relief.”

***

Ren

His mind was empty.

He felt hollow.

He existed only within the hypnotic cadence of battle. Strike after strike, he carved into the Lord of Blood. Every time it attempted to summon forth its blood shards, Ren would score its skeletal black frame with his blades, disrupting its signal. Every time it bore down on him with its blades, Ren would ready his own, darting left and right with agility that his mind couldn’t comprehend.

Some small part of him understood that he was flying.

Suspended in midair.

But he couldn’t find it in himself to care.

He was tired. Oh, so tired. Pushed to the very edge, he could feel the energy within his core begin to seep out of it. His core was damaged, and part of him knew that he had been draining it of every single modicum of energy that he could muster, pouring it into his attacks. But as the battle drew on, the Machine Lord managed to regain its composure. It was impossible to keep up his barrage of attacks, even with the awakening of his Wings.

Ren had drained his core of every single last drop of Derelict energy to the point that he was eating into the core itself. But as he turned his mind within in search of his core, he couldn’t find it.

In the space that it occupied within him… he felt nothing.

He was hollow.

The Machine Lord abandoned its attempts to cleave him in twain. Its broken thrusters flared, creating a miniature explosion that propelled it towards him quicker than Ren could anticipate.

The world around him began to slow, and with the assistance of his Wings, Ren darted out of the path of the Lord. To anyone watching, it must have seemed like Ren had blinked away from the approaching Derelict. But Ren knew he hadn’t gained the ability to teleport. His awakened Potential had granted him something else.

[Temporal shift]

Pushing himself to the very edge, deriving power from the very integrity of his core, Ren slowed his perception of time around him. He channelled Derelict energy into his Wings, allowing himself to move in time with his heightened perception. Ren tapped into a speed that was previously inaccessible to him. To anyone watching, it would have looked like Ren was mimicking the Prowler Variant he had battled.

As the Machine Lord mounted a counteroffensive, Ren watched the world around him shift again and again as he drew on his Potential.

He could feel the core inside him cracking.

He couldn’t find it in himself to care.

“Mister Soros. It is advisable to retreat. You are in critical condition. If you continue to fight, your core will sustain irreparable damage. If it is shattered, you will be crippled.”

Ren pushed away PodBot’s message, attempting to search for an opening as he rose into the air. He cursed when the Derelict Lord took the opportunity to summon forth several blood shards. It was smart, capable of adapting to his attacks. The Machine Lord had learned that if it attempted to summon a large quantity of blood shards, Ren would interrupt its attack with [signal disruption], so it had taken to summoning smaller quantities of the shards.

Before it could unleash them, a tank shell smashed into its shoulder joint, sending it reeling backwards.

“OI! GET THE FUCK AWAY FROM THAT THING!”

Ren ignored the voice, closing in. His twin black blades tore into the Machine Lord’s raised forearm, carving a deep rents through the metallic structure. From the void within him, he heard something.

A whisper.

Kill.

The instinct resonated within him. His emotions were dull. He could feel sadness and longing somewhere deep in the recesses of his mind. But now he only felt empty.

“Mister Soros. Ren. Your core integrity is critical. If you continue, it will shatter. Please evacuate imme—”

Ren plummeted to the ground.

A weight bore down upon him. The feeling of gravity asserting itself, intensifying. Driving him to the surface, no matter how much his Wings strained against it.

It was a familiar feeling, one that he had first experienced during Instructor Lorraine’s initial assessment in Combat 101. When members of House Bladesworn had brought a fraction of the power of an Archangel down to bear on them. But the weight that bore down on him now was of such a different scale that it barely resembled what he faced in the Academy gymnasium.

Ren bore witness to the Potential of an Archangel in truth.

The sections of the carpark beyond him that had remained upright crashed to the ground as its foundations crumbled under the gravitational force. Trees and vegetation lining the road were pressed downwards, as if in supplication. The distant groan of skyscrapers filled the air. The massive structures creaked, and glass panels shattered as their frames distorted. As they bowed to adjust to the gravitational force, the air was filled with a deafening chorus announcing her arrival.

An Archangel descended.


Chapter 12



A crimson HALO comprised of three concentric rings burned over the figure’s head. Black wings, like a hovering collection of blades, fanned outwards from her back. Her body was encompassed entirely in flawless, interlocking Nanoarmour of a black hue, lined with glowing crimson edges.

An elegant, curving katana similar to Iria’s own flashed into existence as the Archangel touched down on the ground in front of him.

The gravitational force imposing itself upon him relented, but the same couldn’t be said for the Machine Lord. The air around it distorted as Archangel Archeia flexed her Potential, empowered by the core of a Machine Sage. Ren watched with wide eyes as the skeletal frame of the Machine Lord began to bend.

The Lord of Blood unleashed a wail.

Archangel Archeia Bladesworn executed her first strike, silencing the Machine Lord.

Ren watched in disbelief as the Derelict’s head fell to the ground, removed from its torso. But the Archangel wasn’t done yet. She executed another slash, cleaving the Derelict Lord’s legs from its torso. The Archangel began to dissect the Machine Lord like she was cutting a cake. The Archangel reached into the Machine Lord’s chest cavity, ripping free its core.

The Nanoarmour around her faded away. Ren was greeted with long black hair and beautiful, refined features that reminded him of Iria’s own. Archangel Archeia shared her almond-shaped ruby eyes, but had eyebrows that were slightly more arched and regal.

She looked like someone who placed themselves above it all, who held themselves out as superior to the rabble around her.

Which was why, when she broke out into a run towards Iria, Ren felt the dread within him build into a crescendo. A dropship descended, its rear ramp opening to reveal a number of Blade Angels with red HALOs hovering over their heads, all dressed in medic attire. They lifted Iria from the ground with a stretcher, carrying her into the vehicle.

Once Archangel Archeia was satisfied that her daughter had been secured, watching the dropship ascend into the air, she leisurely made her way over to him. The momentary crack in her façade revealing her concern for her daughter had disappeared entirely. She looked down at him with cold crimson eyes.

Ren felt his consciousness slip away as the world went black.

***

Ren woke to the steady beeping of the ward. He was greeted to familiar white curtains that boxed him in and could see an IV drip attached to his arm.

“Where…”

His eyes widened, and he jolted upright.

“Iria! She’s—”

“She is alive. I would advise you to sit back down, Ren.”

The mature, feminine voice brooked no argument. He was approached by a familiar woman with dark lavender hair, and a glowing purple HALO comprised of two concentric rings. She was wearing a white lab coat and had a stethoscope draped over her neck. She leaned over him, slipping the end of the stethoscope under his gown to assess his heartbeat. Ren was greeted to the clear view of her generous cleavage. Her blouse was worn so loosely that he could completely make out the shape of her hanging breasts. If she leaned any further, Ren was confident that he would make out her nipples.

“Careful, Ren. You wouldn’t want to stare a hole in them,” Doctor Rainford winked playfully, before leaning back. Ren shook his head, clearing his head of the lust in his system.

“She’s alive? Iria’s well—”

“Let’s start with you, shall we?” Doctor Rainford glanced down at her datapad. “It seems like you integrated a new core since the time I last saw you.”

Ren froze. His head slowly rose to meet Doctor Rainford’s lavender eyes.

“You can relax, Ren. There are all sorts of weird anomalies with machine cores. I promise to keep this between us,” the doctor winked. “The bad news is that you drove yourself far too hard. Your core is fractured, but it’s not unsalvageable should you choose to retain it. You will have to invest some Derelict energy into restoring it.”

“Doctor… what about Iria, can you—”

Doctor Rainford sighed, putting away her datapad.

“You should really take better care of yourself, Ren. As for your friend… she’s alive.”

Something in Doctor Rainford’s expression shifted. There was a softness to her smile that set him on edge. A smile reserved for patients receiving bad news. Before Ren could rip out his IV drip and storm out of the room, Doctor Rainford caught his arm in a surprisingly firm grip.

“Before you land yourself back in the ward… let me help you with that.”

She expertly removed the drip, supporting him to his feet. As the feeling gradually returned, Ren realised that his own head was throbbing like someone had stuck a needle through his orbital bones.

“Your own core was in critical condition. It was so devoid of energy that if you pushed yourself any further, you could have ended up like Miss Everie.”

Ren frowned.

“Miss who?”

“Selphira Everie.”

Right… I don’t think she ever mentioned her last name.

“Thank you, Doctor Rainford… but could you please point me to Iria’s ward?”

Doctor Rainford smiled, gently squeezing his shoulder.

“I can do you one better. Let’s head there together.”

***

Ren found Selphira seated on a chair outside the Intensive Care Unit. At their approach, her tired golden eyes shot wide open and she stood to her feet.

“Ren…”

Selphira’s eyes were red and damp. There were dark circles around them, and her usual long golden-blonde hair was messy and in disarray. Ren could make out tear streaks across her cheeks.

To his surprise, she pulled him into a tight hug.

“How is she?”

Ren turned towards the transparent glass panel sectioning the ward from the corridor. Iria was lying within, her ruby eyes closed. Numerous wires from medical monitoring equipment trailed from her body to the consoles bordering her bed. Ren felt a staggering degree of relief to see the faintest touch of colour in her cheeks.

But there was something different about her. Something that sent a visceral chill down his spine, because it shouldn’t have been possible.

Ren’s eyes wandered to the space above Iria’s head.

He stared at the two rings that now formed Iria’s crimson HALO. His eyes widened, and his gaze instinctively gravitated towards Doctor Rainford’s own purple HALO, before returning to Iria’s.

“She’s…” he whispered.

“The Lord of Blood’s shard was potent,” Doctor Rainford said, coming to stand beside him. “You made the right decision choosing not to remove it from her torso… she would have bled out before we reached her if you had. But in keeping the shard in, she was getting corrupted by the Lord’s influence.”

Selphira’s head was bowed, and Ren assumed that she had already heard the spiel.

“We weren’t left with much of a choice,” Doctor Rainford sighed. She brushed a stray lock of long purple hair behind her ear. “Attempting to integrate a core beyond your Tier is almost always a fatal endeavour. Especially when jumping as many as she did. From Tier 2 to Tier 7 in an instant.”

“Then... how did she survive?”

“I could attribute it to her upbringing. The gruelling training her mother put her through to reach the pinnacle of fitness that she embodies,” Doctor Rainford sighed, running a hand through her hair. “Or perhaps I could point towards any combination of luck, fate or any number of nebulous concepts. I won’t do any of that. The short of it is... we don’t have any idea how she survived.”

“Will she be alright?” Ren asked, his heart pounding in his chest. He wanted nothing more than to carve through the glass window separating the corridor from Iria’s ward and to draw her into his arms.

“There is a reason ascension is a gradual process,” Doctor Rainford continued. “You gradually accustom your body to dealing with greater and greater loads of Derelict energy, until eventually, you break through by integrating a core of a higher Tier. When we forced Iria’s integration of the Machine Lord’s core… it should have collapsed in on itself.”

Ren held his breath as he waited for Doctor Rainford to continue. But to his surprise, she gave him an even smile.

“It was truly miraculous. Her core is badly fractured, yes. But it hasn’t splintered altogether,” Doctor Rainford said with a glance at Selphira. “The damage can be gradually healed and overcome. Her body was able to support the integration, and she didn’t turn into a bloody puddle. Most importantly, the symptoms brought on by the blood shards have ceased.”

Doctor Rainford laid a hand on his shoulder.

“In other words… that friend of yours now wields the power of a Machine Lord.”

The doctor smiled.

“I would hurry to catch up, if I were you.”

***

“They’re saying Iri should regain consciousness in a couple of days,” Selphira said. “Core of a Machine Lord or not, they’re also saying that her body is going to struggle to properly function for a while. They offered to provide her with a stay-at-home nurse.”

Ren nodded along, his arms folded.

“Iri would hate that. I’m going to be staying with her to take care of her.”

“Right,” Ren nodded.

He blinked, registering Selphira’s words.

“You will?”

“Did that fight take out your hearing, enclaver?” Selphira raised an eyebrow. “I’m going to be staying with the pair of you… just until she gets better.”

Selphira’s shoulders shrank. From the way her eyelids were drooping, Ren got the impression that she hadn’t slept a wink.

“I don’t think she’s going to like this, Ren.”

“What do you mean?”

“She’s… brilliant. She’s been brilliant her whole life. And now?” Selphira shook her head, her smile strained. “They don’t know just how long it will be until she’ll be able to walk again. She will get there, but it’ll take time, and a lot of core refinement, from the sounds of it.”

“I don’t suppose her mother has offered her any ascension materials,” Ren sighed.

“Oh, she certainly has. On the condition that she cuts all contact with us and returns to her House.”

“I’m pretty sure Iria would rather die. I’ll speak to Archangel Lilith.”

His eyes were hardened with resolve, and his fists were curled tight.

“We’ve found humanity a path forwards. We’ve regained the ability to travel the stars. If they don’t give Iria the cores she needs... we’re going to have a problem.”

“We certainly would.”

The golden light of the Blade Angel’s HALO filled the room. Ren turned on his heel, his eyes immediately drawn to four concentric rings that comprised the Archangel’s blinding HALO.

The Blade Angel was draped from head to toe in her Nanoarmour, composed of pure white armour plating with glowing golden trim along the interlocking sections of the plate.

“Congratulations on your safe return.”

Archangel Lilith smiled.

“We have much to discuss.”


Chapter 13 



“Archangel.”

Ren was seated alone in Archangel Lilith’s office. Fitting in with her general theme, her office sported untarnished white walls and long maroon curtains that bordered the vertical window giving them an unparalleled view of the Earth beneath them. The moment her mother had appeared, Selphira had stormed off. The Archangel made no move to stop her.

“Please. Call me Lilith,” the Archangel smiled.

It could have been just his imagination, but she seemed tired. It was a rare show of vulnerability that he didn’t expect from the singular Blade Angel with the core of an Infernal Engine.

A god of the Derelict.

“I have much to apologise for,” she continued. “The culprit who disrupted the Pride’s shields planted a device in your apartment. It was not one of Archeia’s schemes, as you may have assumed.”

I figured as much when I woke up alive. She could have finished me in an instant if she chose.

But if not Archeia… then who?

There were too many potential perpetrators for him to narrow it down. Anyone with a motive against the enclavers would find him to be a convenient target. They were the very first enclavers to be admitted into Blade Academy prior to being granted citizenship.

“We found the culprit.”

Ren blinked in surprise.

“The very same man who was responsible for breaking you out of prison. The man that you know as Instructor Renault Holo.”

Ren’s blood froze. He stared unblinkingly at Archangel Lilith.

“You must be surprised. He was, after all, the one who granted you the keys to your redemption…”

Ren shook his head.

“No… that’s not it. The man who rescued me identified himself as Shade Holo.”

Archangel Lilith’s golden irises locked onto him. He immediately regretted his interruption. Ren felt a bead of sweat trace down his neck.

“I see. Renault Holo was found dead in a shaft. He has remained that way for five years. We believe,” Archangel Lilith leaned forwards, interlinking her fingers on her desk, “that this ‘Shade’ impersonated him.”

“But… how could that be possible? Surely someone would have been able to tell the difference. His loved ones, maybe? He’s been dead for five years.”

“There are some Blade Angels with Potentials that allow them to alter various aspects of their appearance,” Lilith said.

Be that as it may... this still isn’t adding up.

“But if he framed Zhou and I… what was he getting out of sending me to Arcadia?”

“We don’t know. But what we do know is that there has been no sign of him since your prison break. We are diligently conducting checks on those on board. If he is still around… we will find him.”

Ren resisted the urge to ask the Archangel how exactly she proposed to do that when the infiltrator had posed as Renault Holo for five years without being detected by the Angels.

A tense silence filled the air. Ren swallowed down the lump in his throat, shifting uncomfortably in his seat.

“But on to better things. You have been cleared of all charges,” Lilith smiled. “Iria and Selphira have regained the ability to earn ascension materials in their courses at Blade Academy. You have changed our fate, Ren. No one can argue with that.”

Archangel Lilith rose to her feet, and Ren rose with her.

“Archangel… I do have one request. We’ve learned about Evie—”

Lilith raised a hand and Ren’s words died on the edge of his tongue.

“My daughter has filled me in on the details,” Lilith said. “As part of your reward for service you have done for the Pride… the ship you found, the Weight of Sacrifice will be yours to keep. We have also allocated a significant dispensation of machine cores to aid in Iria Bladesworn’s recovery. She won’t have to rely on her mother for assistance.”

Ren sighed in relief.

“Thank you, Archangel.”

“The next reward you have earned is my trust.”

The Archangel turned her back to him, striding towards the large vertical window in her quarters.

“Selphira has informed you of my interest in Mars.”

“Yes, Archangel.”

Lilith flashed him a brief smile before turning back to examine the Earth.

“What I tell you in this room cannot leave these walls.”

Ren managed a brief nod, his body rigid with anticipation.

“In 2800, almost 200 years ago, humanity lost its hope. The Hope Made Manifest was meant to repel the Sage of the End, and drive the Derelict from our system for good. Humanity’s grand rebellion was reduced to a suicide mission, and for the century that followed… humanity was plunged into a new dark age.”

Goosebumps surfaced across his skin. He felt the surface of his cheeks prickle as Archangel Lilith fixed her attention on him.

“The Derelict were growing at a rate that we couldn’t stymie. With the last remaining starships in possession, humanity ventured into the far reaches of the Solar System to establish colonies and installations with a sole purpose… to repel the Derelict machines. The restrictions came off. For a hundred years, humanity toiled in the dark as we were whittled down. But miracles can be born even in the darkest of times.”

Lilith’s HALO of four concentric rings brightened. Their golden glow intensified, warming the surface of Ren’s skin.

“In pursuit of the wounded Sage of the End, humanity established colonies on Mars with the objective of finding it and putting an end to one of the Derelict’s finest warriors.”

Ren flinched, almost surprised at the respect that he found for the Sage of the End in Lilith’s voice. But then again, from what he had heard from Iria, she had been the one to put an end to the Sage when it had evolved into an Infernal Engine. Ren supposed he could understand where that respect was coming from.

“Given time, the Sage would consolidate its power and overcome the wounds inflicted by the sacrifice of the Hope. It would ascend to become an Infernal Engine, and when it did, humanity’s twilight would finally arrive. The UNF established the Labyrinth. To this date, it was one of the greatest military bases in human history. Built while rage and grief burned in humanity’s veins from Grand Admiral Kusanagi’s final flight. Countless experiments were conducted in the Labyrinth, many of which would have you questioning whether the Derelict have a moral justification to eradicate humanity.”

She’s saying we committed atrocities in that base…

Lilith smiled, as if anticipating his question.

“Those experiments, while useful, are not what I am interested in recovering. The Labyrinth contains something else. An ‘Arc’. A communications array uniting all of humanity’s colonies, settlements and installations throughout the Solar System. An array capable of evading the Derelict’s attempts to infiltrate it. If we can reactivate the Arc and make contact with the colonies… humanity might be reunited once more.”

“Archangel?”

“Yes?”

Ren shifted from one foot to the other, mentally preparing himself to pose his question.

“Before he broke me out of prison, Shade – the infiltrator – mentioned something. He spoke of Hierophant Station. He mentioned that humanity had successfully launched a colony out of the Solar System. Do you think that this array of yours could reach them? That we could establish contact with humans outside the system?”

Ren’s pulse was racing. The very thought of contacting survivors, of mounting an offensive against the Derelict while supported by reinforcements who had managed to escape and consolidate beyond the Derelict’s reach…

Archangel Lilith’s golden eyes softened.

“No, Ren. That is not my objective.”

Ren blinked.

What?

“There is a reason for my secrecy. I will not pretend that I am above withholding certain truths from those aboard the Pride, but I have always done so for a reason. As you have seen… our little lie of paradise can crumble in an instant. The reason why Hierophant Station is not the subject of public knowledge is because it offers an equally insidious promise. It promises escape.”

Her eyes hardened, and the golden glow of her HALO shifted. No longer was it warm and nurturing. Its light felt harsh and unforgiving. Like the sun at its height over a desolate desert. The inevitable end of any living thing that found itself caught without shelter from its rays. The end that Ren imagined the Derelict envisaged if they were ever so unfortunate to find themselves in her path.

“Rid yourself of that notion. There is no escape for us. The Derelict will find us, wherever we choose to run or hide. So no, Ren. Perhaps… we might find a way to contact the colony that departed from the system, assuming they survived. But I would not place my hopes on them. I have chosen instead to place my hopes on the ones who remained.”

Archangel Lilith smiled.

“It is time we reunited them.”

Ren was far from a patriot of the Pride. He had learned enough about the Blade Angels to know that they weren’t otherworldly beings deserving of veneration. But when he looked at Archangel Lilith, her blazing HALO of four concentric circles and the resolve in her eyes like tangible steel…

He felt a burning desire to see her vision realised.

“But that is all I am at liberty to say. I will have to request that you keep the existence of Hierophant station to yourself. Ideas can be just as dangerous as the Derelict, aboard our slice of paradise. It will be some time before we retrieve the starships found beneath Arcadia. Many of them are in need of maintenance. You will also be pleased to know that the enclavers have been taken aboard the Pride… Mr and Mrs Leyfa included. As for the mission to reclaim the Labyrinth and reach the Arc…”

Ren straightened his shoulders almost unconsciously as Lilith’s eyes settled on him.

“You will have to earn the right to join the expedition, just like your peers. It is not a question of whether you and your companions deserve to accompany us. It is a simple question of practicality. The first wave will be departing in approximately three months. We are holding a competition to identify promising candidates for the expedition…” Archangel Lilith’s golden irises flashed.

“And to accelerate their ascent. It is an unprecedented opportunity in the history of the Academy, and one that you are unlikely to experience again in your lifetime.”

Ren swallowed.

“Derelict Duels. To administer the competition, we have recalled our most powerful Blade Angels, many of whom have been on assignment on Earth. They have returned with a bounty of ascension materials. To those that excel in this competition…” Archangel Lilith trailed off, resuming her seat.

“Generous rewards await. But it will not be without risk. The purpose of ‘Derelict Duels’ will be to identify promising Blade Angels that will thrive in the most inhospitable of conditions. If you wish to accompany us on the Mars expedition… then distinguish yourself.”

Ren kept his expression neutral, but he felt a shiver of anticipation as Lilith spoke.

“I will give you two final boons as compensation for the starships that you secured us. The first, will be crucial to aid in the proper recovery of your core. Archangel Amira is an energy specialist recalled from her protracted assignment on Earth. I have subsidised the enrolment fees for you and your friends. You will find that her class is in high demand for a reason. The second is this.”

Archangel Lilith retrieved a box from within a drawer in her desk. It was tiny, and it easily fit into the palm of Ren’s hand.

“Open it.”

With the Archangel’s golden eyes lingering on him, Ren swallowed as he fiddled with its tiny latch. After a moment of fumbling with it, Ren finally succeeded in prying apart its lid.

He stared at a tiny silver orb three centimetres in diameter. It was perfectly spherical, and try as he did, Ren could not decipher what it was.

“Eat it.”

Ren blinked, looking up at the Archangel.

“Excuse me?”

“That is a Catalyst. An item that will assist with the refinement of your Processing Domain,” Archangel Lilith began with a gesture towards the small spherical ‘pill’. “It is an innovation of Gaile Pharmaceutical Industries which will vastly accelerate the process of refining a given Domain. When you are ready, Archangel Amira will guide you through the rest.”

Oh… I remember Iria mentioning something about a Catalyst.

“T-thank you,” Ren said, shutting the box.

“Ren.”

He paused, feeling a shiver run down his spine.

“I am not offended at your distrust,” Archangel Lilith smiled. “But if you carry that box out of my office… you might find yourself being accosted in the street. It is exceedingly valuable. You are of course, free to sell it and purchase your very own modular habitat aboard the Pride—”

Say WHAT?

“—but given your ambitions… I would advise that you ingest it.”

Ren stared at the small silver pill with newfound appreciation.

He didn’t hesitate, gulping it down.

It felt like he had swallowed a mote of sunlight. He could feel it passing through his system, before gradually gravitating towards his mind node as if attracted to it.

“If I may leave you with some parting words.”

Ren slowly nodded.

“There are still those who distrust and underestimate you. It is a feeling that I can relate to deeply. And there was only one way I was able to overcome the limitations that others saw fit to place on me.”

Ren held his breath as the Archangel’s eyes found his own.

“Stamp out the doubt and distrust, until all that remains is dust, Ren.”

Archangel Lilith smiled.

“That was how I did it myself.”

***

Ren paused out in front of the prison. He let out a slow breath, walking up to the entrance. A Blade Angel registered his information before guiding him into a visiting room. A line of prisoners dressed in plain white robes were seated on the other side of a wall partitioned by glass. Family members and friends of prisoners were seated on the side of the visitor’s room, speaking to them.

“Big Ritchie, my brother. If you treat a girl like that, she’s going to leave you! You gotta be vulnerable, man. Especially when it’s the hardest. Good communication is the bedrock of any relationship. You know? It comes with practice. Just like how you’ve got your shanking technique down to a T… you just have to do the same with your words. Get right in there.”

Zhou Yingrou was in deep conversation with a hulking man twice his size. Ren was reminded of Bob from their Combat 101 class, but this individual had tattoos wreathed across his forearms. He had a split lip and a cauliflower ear. The mere sight of him made Ren want to turn tail and run, until he glimpsed the glittering tears tracing down the man’s cheeks.

“Zhou,” he sniffed, “you always know just what to say,” Big Ritchie sniffed, wiping away a tear trailing down a scarred cheek.

“They don’t call me the Yingdaddy for nothing,” Zhou nodded wisely. “I am the father of all wisdom. Trust me. I’ve seen way worse than you, Big Ritchie. My best friend. I’d die for that man,” Zhou shook his head with a forlorn expression. “But watching him attempt to communicate with the girl he liked was like watching a male peacock attempting a mating dance with a pair of amputated feet… in front of a lion. Just wasn’t translating, you get what I’m saying?”

“Poor bastard,” Big Ritchie delicately wiped another tear from his eye, this time, out of pity for said ‘best friend’.

“He is. But he’s rich in other ways. If my advice worked out for him, there’s no way it isn’t going to work out for you.”

Ren squeezed the bridge of his nose as Big Ritchie stood to his feet. The gargantuan man placed a fist against the glass, which Zhou settled his own against.

“Only ten more years to go, brother. You’ll be out in no time. Then we can resume our shanking lessons. You’re miles better than those greedy Blade Academy bastards. You gave me your lessons for free, and that’s a beautiful thing,” Zhou nodded, rising from his seat.

Ren watched his best friend stride right past him.

“Zhou.”

“Oh, hey dude. You here for visiting hours? Just talk to those guards. Harold over there? He’s a sweetheart. Turn on the waterworks, and he’ll bump you to the front of the line. Trust me, I’m a veteran around here,” Zhou jabbed his thumb into his chest with pride.

“Asshole.”

“REN!”

Shock, pure happiness and stupor flickered across Zhou’s expression, before he settled for slamming into him in a tight embrace. Ren grinned, shaking his head as he returned the hug. After a moment, he gently pushed Zhou away from him, holding him at arm’s length. His friend was sniffling, wiping away tears that trailed from his eyes.

“Dude… I thought you were gone. Like gone, gone, y’know?”

“Yeah, bud.”

“I heard about Iria, is she…” Zhou sobered, his lips drawing into a thin line.

“She’s going to be alright. She’ll be back in the apartment in a couple of days. She’ll be in recovery… for a while.”

Ren glanced around at the prison’s visiting room. He detected a couple of curious stares from the patrons and prisoners directed his way.

“Why don’t we get back to the apartment. I’ve got a lot to catch you up on.”

***

Ren caught Zhou up on the developments. He described his ability to absorb Derelict energy from the cores he destroyed, and to retain the Potential he unlocked, even after integrating new cores. Then, there was the matter of Lilith’s revelations. Her goal of making it to the Labyrinth and reactivating the Arc. To reunite the various colonies and installations scattered throughout the Solar System.

To reunite humanity once more.

“But there’s one thing that doesn’t make sense to me.” Ren said, squeezing his temples. “That guy… Shade. If he really was an enemy of the Angels, why would he lead me to the starships? Wouldn’t he want to keep them hidden, assuming he knew of Lilith’s goal?”

“If I’ve learned anything in prison… it’s that you can’t trust anyone,” Zhou said with a thousand-yard stare. “Everyone has their own agenda. Slimy Sam? He’d tell me the most enticing stories about humanity’s history. Then? When I dozed off? He’d nick the chocolate I smuggled in. I had to sell my soul for that stuff, man.” Zhou leaned forward, casting a glance in either direction. “You don’t want to know where I had to hide it, either.”

Ren sighed, squeezing his temples.

He doubted he would be getting any answers anytime soon. Not from the Angels, assuming they knew anything, and certainly not from Zhou. Archangel Lilith had been loud and clear about her reasons for keeping certain details a secret. Perhaps it was telling that she hadn’t spent any time discussing the mysterious infiltrator or his identity.

“How’s she doing?”

Ren blinked in surprise, looking up at his friend. Zhou was smiling at him, but Ren could detect the slightest hint of worry in his expression.

He’s been trying to cheer me up, hasn’t he? He’s been worried about her too.

“She really did it?” he whispered, eyes wide. “Integrating the core of a Machine Lord?”

Ren smiled, gripping his friend’s arm and giving it a squeeze.

“She sure did.”

Zhou ran his fingers through his black hair with a low whistle.

“She was at Ascension Tier 2, right? She had a Type-4 core?”

Ren nodded.

“Shit,” he whispered. “She jumped from Tier 2 all the way to Tier 7. She’s really going to be ok?”

“Her core almost collapsed from under its own weight… but for some reason that Doctor Rainford doesn’t fully understand… she’s managed to withstand the jump. It’s fractured, and it’s going to take a lot of healing before she stabilises. Selphira’s going to be staying with us until then.”

“You’ve always been my brother, but now you’re going to be my brother-in-law too?” Zhou exclaimed, extending a fist for him to bump.

Ren ignored it, choosing to flick off his best friend instead.

“When Lilith told me you were at the prison… . I was not expecting you to be on my side of the glass. The more I think about it, the more I think that the Archangel has a bit of a twisted sense of humour,” he muttered under his breath.

“Don’t talk about my future mother-in-law like that,” Zhou’s eyes narrowed, before a faraway look entered his gaze. “Prison changed me, dude,” he whispered. “But you know me. I made it to the top. Big Ritchie. Sally Scissorhands, Lent the Leaper. I brought the toughest guys on the block into my inner circle.”

“There’s no way those are their real names—”

“I was only messing with you with Lent. His name was… Mitchell. Nice guy.”

Ren gave his best friend a flat stare as Zhou took a sip from his beer.

“How long did they keep you in there for?”

Zhou scratched his chin as he tried to recall.

“About seven days? I was in holding for a good while, like you. That week felt like a decade,” Zhou said with a gravelly tone.

“Knock it off, dumbass,” Ren rolled his eyes. “I’m glad they released you. How are things with you and Elsy?”

Zhou instantly lit up at the mention of Selphira’s sister.

“She’s better! She was worried sick when Selphira told her that she was planning to head to the surface with Iria. But now she’s in much better spirits. We still haven’t gotten anywhere with the full body suit, but… I don’t think that’s deterring her. She would rather move around on her Wings to fight… even if her legs are dangling beneath her.”

Ren winced.

“Yeah, she’s going stir crazy,” Zhou said with a genuine thousand-yard stare. “And you won’t believe just how much she wants to—”

“Alright,” Ren coughed, even though he had to admit that a part of him was curious. “I’m glad she’s been holding up ok. And what about our marketing campaign? Have we made any sales?”

Zhou smiled.

But it wasn’t one of his usual smiles. This smile sent a visceral chill running down his spine… more than normal.

“Why don’t we take a stroll over to the Academy,” Zhou said, his grin widening further.

“Best that you see it in person.”


Chapter 14



Ren felt Zhou give him a few consolatory pats on the shoulder as his cheeks burned. They were standing in the central courtyard of Blade Academy, the training ground for Blade Angel cadets, which was situated in the Central District of the Pride.

He mustered up the courage to direct his gaze at the huge digital billboard placed within the Academy. It depicted familiar scenes – images from their marketing photoshoot. He stared at the dramatic image of him and Iria in a cave, their warming light lighting their features with an orange glow. Ren had to admit that Zhou had nailed the editing – it truly did look like the pair of them were trapped in an icy cave with only each other for company.

The image slid sideways, yet another image from their shoot taking its place. This one depicted Iria on the hood of the sports car, her bodysuit partially unzipped. While they had been diligent to delete any photos or videos that were too raunchy… Zhou still had plenty to pick from.

“Iria’s going to flip when she sees this,” Ren muttered. “But she does look great in that suit.”

“Look around,” Zhou said smugly. “Our peers thought so too.”

Ren paused, narrowing his eyes as he scanned the courtyard.

None of them had spent any prolonged period of time in Blade Academy itself, barring the classes they attended. His first leg at the Academy had been a blur of barely surviving Instructor Lorraine’s classes and attempting to come up with inventions to afford courses at the Academy.

The building facades were rustic, even though the classrooms they contained sported a modern aesthetic. Ren couldn’t say for sure, but it seemed like there were far more cadets around than he remembered. Young men and women about his own age, all dressed in familiar bodysuits. Some of them openly sported HALOs, while others went without.

He broke out into a smile when he realised that a significant number of them were wearing the self-repairing bodysuits that he designed.

“It looks a little crowded…”

“After the attack? The Academy had a whole bunch of sign-ups. They even had to arrange another induction mission. There’s nothing like a reminder of your mortality to make you want to tear the Derelict scum to pieces,” Zhou sighed dramatically.

“Your point?” Ren raised an eyebrow.

“You certainly left an impression. People hated you, my dude. And hate is an excellent money-maker. And right when the vitriol was at its peak, I spent all our reserves on the marketing push. From every alleyway to this huge, fuck-off billboard, I made sure that no one would go more than five steps before seeing that handsome mug of yours,” Zhou grinned.

“And it worked? Even though they hated me?” he said incredulously.

“Careful… you might even find that you have some fans,” Zhou whispered, eyes darting left and right. “They hated you… but you looked good in that suit you designed. That’s all that mattered. Which brings me to the good news.”

Ren blinked, watching his friend expectantly.

“We’re no longer impoverished,” Zhou nodded. “We’re by no means rich… you should take a glance at just how much some of those courses go for. Good mentorship is expensive. But we’re in the clear. And I’ve got some more good news,” Zhou said, tugging at his sleeve. “Ordinarily, I’d be sending you on your merry way. But don’t you want to see the course my future mother-in-law arranged for us?”

***

Blade Academy’s enrolment centre was filled to the brim with cadets. When he had first enrolled, he had struggled to catch a glimpse of the information boards displaying the courses on offer. Now, the hallway was so full of students that getting anywhere near the information boards was impossible. The roar of the cadets socialising and talking echoed off the corridor walls. It was so loud that he could barely make out what Zhou was saying.

“AY! WE’RE WALKING ERE!”

Channelling some of his prison-forged confidence, Zhou parted the sea of chattering cadets. Ren tried to apologetically wave at a couple of them scowling at Zhou, before their eyes went wide at the sight of him.

Maybe I’m going to have to start wearing a mask.

“This one, right here.”

Introduction to Machine Cultivation: Learn the basics of Machine Cultivation. How to channel energy, and how to refine your Domains. Taught by Archangel Amira, the Energy Scion.

Notice: There are no remaining availabilities in Introduction to Machine Cultivation.

“She’s been on assignment down on the surface for a long time now…” Zhou leaned in conspiratorially, eyes darting left and right. “Dealing with defectors.”

“Defectors?” Ren frowned.

“Her Energy Domain is SSS-ranked.”

“What?” Ren exclaimed.

“Everyone and their grandmother has been trying to get a spot in her class. From what Elsy tells me… Lilith even thinks she might be able to help Selphira with her condition.”

“To reform her shattered core? Why hasn’t she assisted sooner?”

“Apparently, her work on Earth has kept her rooted there.”

“But why would an energy specialist be sent to deal with defectors?” Ren replied.

“Because if she’s able to help other Angels with their cultivation…” Zhou’s voice lowered, “then she would also be able to cripple them.”

Ren stared at his friend before Zhou tugged him away from the enrolment boards.

“There’s something else I have to show you,” Zhou said, tugging at his arm.

Ren followed his friend through the crowd. Zhou seemed to be leading him to the epicentre of the cadets. They were clustered around a group of Academy officials who were frantically performing some sort of registration.

“Derelict Duels…” Ren said, his eyes drifting to a poster. It depicted a patriotic-looking Angel facing off against a Derelict unit that Ren had never seen before. It vaguely resembled a Clawrend unit. It had multiple legs branching out from a central chassis, much like a spider. It loomed over the Angel, who was crouched in a combat-ready stance. “I recall hearing something about this before everything went down. Wasn’t it originally a course?”

“With all this talk of reclaiming Mars and venturing out into the stars with those starships that were found… everyone is itching to secure a spot on the expedition.”

“Oh.”

“Yeah,” Zhou nodded, crossing his arms. “Competition is steep. And with so much interest and more talent than they’ve ever had at their fingertips… they’re turning Derelict Duels into something more. A competition.”

“Apparently, it’s been in the works for a while,” Zhou said. “Lilith has had her eyes set on Mars for a long time. She’s been finding ways to prepare us for what’s to come. They’ve made a colossal modular habitat. One that’s going to allow us to have more practical experience fighting the Derelict than the sims. It’s going to be connected directly to the Academy.”

Zhou pointed towards a large digital information board positioned behind a handful of officials who were registering participants.

Ren’s eyes went wide.

Preliminaries:

	[Competition access]

	[Ascension resources]




Stage 1 reward:

	[C-rank Type-4 core]

	[Ascension resources]




Stage 2 reward:

	[B-rank Type-3 core]

	[Mentorship]

	[Ascension resources]




Stage 3 reward:

	[A-rank Type-2 core]

	[Weapon evolution]

	[Ascension resources]




“Talk to me Zhou,” Ren muttered, his eyes wide as he scanned the potential rewards. “What am I looking at?”

“I see that I have your attention,” Zhou said with a glib grin.

“The Derelict Duels are held with three difficulty stages to surpass. You fight Derelict units with a partner.”

“I understand ‘ascension resources’… but what’s ‘weapon evolution’? and ‘mentorship’ all about?”

“This whole push to Mars has been big enough that the Archangels have called the big guns back from their deployment. Some of the most promising up-and-comers, favourites to eventually become Archangels. They’re our seniors. Third years. But coaxing them with the promise of a couple of cores isn’t going to be enough. So, they decided to go a little further. Apparently, there’s an Archangel capable of enhancing your Weapon. They call him the Forgemaster,” Zhou whispered reverently.

Ren nodded, listening intently.

“No one really knows about the process… apparently, he’s pretty reclusive. Rumour has it that he was stuck living down on Earth as a defector. But they somehow coaxed him back.”

I guess the promise of traversing space and reuniting humanity would attract all sorts.

“And the restricted classes?”

“No clue.”

When Ren gave Zhou a flat stare, his friend simply shrugged.

“What? Did you think I’d have all the answers?”

“Sort of, yeah.”

“But that’s not all,” Zhou continued. “There are prerequisites for the entry to each stage, you see. You can’t have a Type-1 core and steamroll all of them. To enter stage one… you have to have a Type-4 core. Any higher, and you aren’t eligible to participate. You would have to move to the next stage.”

“But… that doesn’t make any sense? If the maximum core you can have to participate is a Type-4 core… why are they rewarding a Type-4 core for completing it?”

Ren’s eyes widened as he slowly came to the realisation.

“I think I see what they’re doing…” Ren muttered. He turned to his friend. “If stage one is geared towards cadets with Type-4 cores… then stage two is geared towards those with Type-3 cores, am I right so far?”

“You sure are,” Zhou grinned. From the look that his friend was giving him, it seemed like Zhou had also grasped exactly what he had.

“But… the reward for clearing stage two is a B-rank Type-3 core… that’s the reward for clearing a stage meant to be cleared by those with a Type-3 core. Sure, some cadets might be in it for the lateral upgrade… but I’m almost certain I know what they’re trying to do.”

“Knew you would have picked it up.”

When he turned to his friend, the mirth and cheer in Zhou’s face had disappeared. He was serious, his black eyes sharp as they bore into his own.

“They’re using real Derelict units in these fights?”

“You bet they are.”

“Shit.” Ren swept his fingers through his hair. “They’re after new blood. But it’s going to be a massacre,” he muttered. Now, he saw the documents that the cadets were signing in a different light. They were likely waiving the Academy’s liability for death or injury.

Zhou guided him to a quieter spot, far away from the gathering of cadets.

“There’s another little titbit that should solve the mystery. I've heard rumours that at every stage, you’ll be fighting an entire Tier ahead of your capabilities. Say you’re a Tier 1 cadet with a Type-5 core, at the very beginning of your journey. You enter stage one hoping to get your hands on a Type-4 core… but to do so, you have to perform at the level of a cadet with a Type-3 core.”

“They’re throwing desperate cadets at the grinder,” Ren said. “At worst… you’re fighting two whole Tiers above your level, and at best, you’re still fighting at a Tier higher than your level. But those that rise to the top…”

Ren shook his head.

“Sure, they want to get together a force of promising Blade Angels for Mars. The Academy has always been ‘meritocratic’. But this is taking it a step further, enticing cadets with incredible rewards at the peril of death. Most importantly…”

“It doesn’t line up with what they’ve told us so far,” Zhou completed.

“They aren’t just trying to make it to the Arc…”

Ren felt a chill run down his spine.

“They’re desperate,” Ren whispered.


Chapter 15



With a soft beep, the lock on his apartment door retracted. Ren walked into the familiar living room, his very own. Upon leaving the Academy, Elsy and Selphira informed them that Iria was still asleep. When he had attempted to return to the ward to stay there overnight, the medical centre’s orderlies had kicked him to the curb.

He sat heavily on his couch, rubbing his hands over the soft cushions. It was so easy to forget about the world outside when he was aboard the Pride. It truly was an insidious lie of paradise that the Blade Angels had created for themselves.

Ren’s mind returned to his talk with Iria under the stars. About creating a genuine paradise for themselves.

Finding the starships had brought them one step closer to that goal…

Or it should have.

“The Academy was already set up to weed out the majority. This takes it to a whole other level. What the hell has gotten the Archangels so spooked?”

The long-term strategy would be to increase the Pride’s fighting strength at a slow and steady rate. But if the Archangels wanted results, and fast, they would have to take more drastic measures. Measures much like this competition. Enticing them with life-changing prizes, for the small cost of their lives. Depending on how this ‘Derelict Duels’ competition played out… it could lead to a lot of tragedy.

For a moment, he sat in silence, listening to the low drone of the air conditioning. The apartment felt so much less alive without Iria around.

Ren froze.

His head snapped to the left, his gaze falling on the door to Iria’s room.

He heard whispers.

Ren rose slowly, careful not to make a single sound. He crept forwards on the balls of his feet, masking his path towards the door. He stretched one arm out in front of him, the air distorting as his Weapon materialised. His hand curled around the doorknob.

Twisting the knob, he burst inside the room, his blade raised.

“WAIT! WAIT!”

The blonde girl raised her hands above her head. Ren hesitated, slowly lowering his blade as the girl shifted in the sheets.

“Selphira?”

Selphira’s long blonde hair was untied, falling across her shoulders, with some strands cutting across her face. She was dressed in clothes that were a few sizes too small for her. She had thrown on one of Iria’s white pyjama tops, which only served to emphasise the difference between the girls’ builds.

Ren’s eyes wandered to her chest.

The black bra that she usually wore beneath her bodysuit had been doing some work in concealing the full size of her breasts. His eyes traced the curvature of her chest, outlined by the dim golden HALO that floated above her head. They pulled her shirt outwards, exposing a hint of well-toned midriff. Ren could make out nipples that were pressed up tightly against the fabric.

But before his eyes could linger any further, Selphira quickly swept the covers over herself.

“S-sorry,” Ren quickly dismissed his Weapon, which faded in a flash of white sparks. “I heard whispers and thought someone had broken in.”

“I was just speaking to…” Selphira swallowed, turning to her right. To Ren’s surprise, a familiar PodBot with a derpy yellow smile floated upwards into view.

“PodBot?”

“Affirmative, Mister Soros. Query – why do you sound surprised?”

Ren was taken aback by the little PodBot’s question.

“Uh… I didn’t expect the two of you to be talking—”

“It is perfectly foreseeable that I would have social connections, Mister Soros. It is far more surprising that you have any social connections at all. Your previous assessment indicated that you had the social awareness of a six-year-old—”

“Steady, Pod.”

Ren’s eyebrow twitched, but he decided to let the little bot’s words go. PodBot had far too much incriminating material on him for Ren to execute any meaningful comeback. Instead, his mind turned to another matter.

“Is it ok… if we talked?”

“Sure.”

“Have you heard about the competition they’re holding? Derelict Duels?”

“I have,” Selphira nodded. She was eying him warily, the covers still held protectively up to her chest. But even in that position, she looked far from embarrassed or caught off guard. Her golden irises were driving into him like daggers, the full force of her attention and ire bearing down on him.

“I was wondering if you’d be interested in partnering with me. Zhou thinks it would be a good idea to enrol… especially if we’re trying to prove to Lilith that we’re worth bringing along on the expedition to Mars.”

His words rang out in the silence. His hand wandered to the back of his neck as he shifted his weight from foot to foot.

“Why not pick someone else?”

“Well…” Ren trailed off.

“I get it,” Selphira interjected.

There was something a little off about her voice, but Ren couldn’t quite pin it down.

“Iria’s out of action and Zhou and Elsy have paired up with each other. But I’m sure you’d be able to find plenty of others with way more combat experience. I’m… an artificer. I’m not like you or Iria.”

Ren paused, the silence filling the room. Selphira’s golden eyes were trained on him, and he had a feeling that the girl was holding her breath. Ren’s eyes softened when he realised it.

She’s guilty. About her shattered core. About holding us back.

“I’m not looking for someone with power. You must have realised it. That the Archangels are desperate. This competition… it’s going to be lethal,” Ren shook his head. “Back when the Pride was breached by the Derelict. You could have run when the Derelict approached us. Yet you didn’t. You used your Potential on that turret, and you almost died in the process. Because of you, I’m still here today. If you’d pushed yourself any further that day…” the muscles in Ren’s jaw bunched up before he relaxed.

“I trust you to have my back, Selphira. Just like I trust Iria and Zhou,” Ren said firmly.

“You know that I’ll be a burden.”

Her voice was level and serious. Unlike Iria, he couldn’t detect any telltale variation in pitch that gave away her nerves. It was like he was back in that workshop, staring her down for the very first time. It was why it had been so difficult to tell what was currently on her mind. She had a tendency of looking like she was going to stab him, with those piercing golden eyes of hers.

“We can work on your combat ability, if that’s what you’re worried about—”

“What if we can’t?”

Ren saw the briefest flicker of emotion in Selphira’s irises.

“I heard about Introduction to Machine Cultivation,” Selphira continued. “But I’ve also learned to be wary of miracles. We’ll have to face the prospect that I might not get stronger like the rest of you.”

“Then we give up.”

Selphira blinked, her eyes darting upwards from where they were trained on the covers to meet his own.

“Your life is far more important than some ascension materials. If Archangel Amira can’t help with your core, and you’re prevented from ascending… then we stop.”

“But the Mars mission—”

“We’ll find another way,” Ren said firmly, rising to his feet. “But you know where I stand. There’s only one candidate I’m willing to pair up with.”

He recalled what Iria had told him, his eyes drifting to her shattered HALO. It was unfair of him to ask her to risk her life with him, especially if the Duels were going to play out as he suspected.

“Let me know if you’d like to enrol with me, but there’s no hard feelings if you don’t. Goodnight, Selphira.”

Shooting her a brief smile, Ren shut the door.

***

Selphira

“Miss Everie—”

“I told you not to call me that, PodBot,” she whispered.

Ren’s words continued to echo in her head, long after he had left the room. She could feel her eyes drooping, even though there was a hint of adrenaline in her system left over from their conversation. Her heart was pounding hard in her chest, even as the fatigue tugged her to the gentle respite of sleep.

“You asked me for advice, Miss Selphira. Before Mister Soros interrupted us.”

Selphira slowly raised her eyes from where they were fixed on her palms, glancing at PodBot’s glowing yellow smile.

“I did.”

“Fear is not in my programming, Miss Selphira. However, I do have a suggestion for how you can address it.”

Selphira’s gaze slowly rose.

“Confronting the object of your fear is the best way to overcome it altogether. Whatever that object might be. If it is the Derelict you are afraid of…” PodBot’s yellow smile lit up brightly.

“Then fight them.”

Selphira gradually fell back onto the bed, staring up at the dark ceiling.

“They deserve each other, you know? They’re both so brave,” she laughed softly.

“I’m a coward.”

“Alert,” PodBot chimed softly. “A lie, Miss Selphira.”

She recalled the reaper suspended over the enclave in the distance, its black skeleton and pulsing red blood core etched into her mind. She recalled the dread that had seeped into her bones, her body screaming at her to flee. For the very first time in her life, she had seen what they were truly up against.

“But that’s not all, PodBot,” she sighed. “That day when Iria and Ren snuck out to the water tank at night… I followed them.”

“I noted your presence, Miss Selphira.”

“Of course you did,” she muttered. “Iria was lying when she said she was fine with him sleeping around with other girls. Why didn’t you tell Ren?”

“Because Miss Iria instructed me not to.”

Selphira squeezed her eyes shut, leaning back on Iria’s bed.

“I’m sure she’s seen it happen around her. Couples breaking up because exclusive physical relationships with a single partner aren’t sufficient to satiate the Ascension Lust. Apparently, it starts the same way for most couples,” Selphira’s golden eyes landed on PodBot. “They’re excited about the increase in lust. Then the gap slowly begins to grow. One partner is sated, while the other is unsatisfied. They try to take care of their urges themselves, but their attempts prove ineffective. If you ask me…”

Selphira let out a soft breath.

“It’s cruel. And now, more than ever, she’s going to feel obliged to let Ren sleep around. Even if it hurts her.”

“Do you propose to do something about it, Miss Selphira?”

“What can I do, Pod?” Selphira said with a hint of frustration. “What she said that night… oh, Iria…” she sighed. She shook her head. “She’s not going to cope well, Pod. She’s always been a brilliant fighter. She could always find solace in her competence. Now? With her core in the state it is? She’s going to struggle to walk. Even if it is temporary, she’s going to have to grapple with the loss of her physical ability. Her competence. What do you think that’s going to do to their relationship if Ren keeps ascending?”

“You are afraid that it will fracture?”

“I’m not saying that Ren is superficial, and that a lack of action is going to be fatal to them… trusting those two… I doubt her physical state would stop them,” she said with a slight smile. “But it doesn’t change the fact that Ascension Lust is intense, and can drive people insane.”

“What do you propose to do?”

Her golden eyes stayed trained on the hovering bot, before her shoulders shrank as she sighed.

“I don’t know.”

“Might I propose a suggestion?” PodBot intoned.

Selphira’s gaze was doubtful, but she greeted the bot to a reluctant nod.

“Are you attracted to Mister Soros? Put more bluntly,” PodBot hovered upwards. “Would it repulse you to engage in physical relations with him?”

“You certainly have a way with words don’t you, Pod?” she muttered. “I would feel repulsed… because it would feel like a betrayal to Iria.”

“I detected heightened feelings of arousal when you were in their proximity under the water tower.”

Selphira stared aghast at the bot, before her eyes narrowed.

“You know… I’ve always found it strange. How are you able to interface with Ren and Iria’s thoughts—”

“ALERT. You are attempting to change the subject.”

“Oh, fine,” Selphira sighed. “So what if I was aroused? They seemed to be having… a lot of fun. Cut me a break. The last boyfriend I had was in elementary school. And we lasted for exactly a month before he broke up with me,” Selphira massaged her temples.

“What did you do, Miss Selphira?”

“Why do you have to assume it’s something that I did, Pod?” Selphira glared at the bot.

PodBot remained silent.

“Oh, fine. I told him to kiss me if he wasn’t a coward. Apparently… I proved a little too much for him,” she muttered.

“You are uncertain about your degree of physical attraction to Mister Soros. Would you consider exploring the degree to which you would find sex permissible with him?”

Selphira crossed her arms.

“To what end?”

“Perhaps, your relationship with Mister Soros could be confined purely to the physical dimension. As Miss Iria said, she trusts you more than anyone else. Given your statements about the likelihood of incompatibility rising as Mister Soros ascends, this could be of great assistance to Miss Iria and Mister Soros, while remaining within the bounds of Miss Iria’s comfort zone.”

“So, we become fuckbuddies. That’s your grand suggestion.”

“I don’t see you providing any viable alternatives to Miss Iria and Mister Soros’s dilemma.”

Selphira gritted her teeth. There was always the chance that Ren would find another way to sate his growing urges as he ascended. But that being said, she hadn’t seen someone so dramatically affected as he had been after ascending only a single Tier… if what Iria told her was to be believed.

But the Blade Angels that managed to find alternative outlets faced their own challenges. They dabbled in other vices to curb their urges, which could prove more detrimental than addressing it directly. Developing gambling addictions, excessive bloodlust, and alcoholism were just a few examples. It took something equally as intense to curb the emotion.

“I…” she trailed off, unable to counter PodBot’s point.

“Perhaps… you could first ascertain your level of attraction discreetly. If you are not attracted to Mister Soros, there would be no point in pursuing this line of questioning further. I do not believe it would be sustainable for you to engage in a regular physical relationship with him were you not attracted—”

“My best friend almost died,” she laughed weakly, shaking her head. “And here we are talking about fucking her boyfriend.”

PodBot’s yellow smile faded, and the little bot settled on the bed.

Selphira’s golden gaze softened, and she bit her lip.

“I’m sorry, Pod. I know you were just trying to help. I’ll… tell you what. I admit it. You’re right. Ignoring it isn’t going to make it go away. First… let’s not jump the gun. Let’s see if Ren’s libido does actually increase as he ascends through the Tiers. In the meantime… I’ll figure out if I’m interested the old-fashioned way. And after that… I’ll speak to Iria about it.”

“There is much I have to learn about human relationships, Miss Selphira,” PodBot blinked weakly. “I assumed that I was providing an optimal suggestion.”

“It isn’t your fault, Pod. In a way… you helped me confront the fact that this ‘lust’ issue isn’t going anywhere. I just figured… they’d work it out between themselves. But that’s naïve. In the meantime…” she said, taking a deep breath.

“There’s something else I’ll have to confront.”

***

Three days later

“Will you be registering as a solo participant Mister Soros?”

The official must have taken pity on him. Introduction to Machine Cultivation hadn’t commenced yet, and he was in a liminal period. The doctors were sure that Iria would be waking up any day now. Her vitals were improving with every passing day. He had visited the medical centre every day with Selphira.

To occupy himself in the interim, he frequented the Academy gym, falling into the familiar routines hammered into him by Iria and Selphira. He visited his beloved Workshop, experimentally tinkering with the warming light he had designed, attempting to brainstorm further improvements and other inventions.

Occasionally, he would linger near the edges of the crowd of cadets gathered around to register for Derelict Duels. He watched as eager candidates casually signed waivers disclaiming the Academy of any liability for injuries or death suffered. And as the days passed, he noticed something in the officials’ eyes that he hadn’t previously.

An emotion that flickered over their expressions as bright-eyed cadets eagerly signed up for the competition, enticed by the invaluable prizes on offer. Promises of power, of ascension.

He noticed pity in the eyes of the officials.

Sadness.

And it chilled him to the very bone.

“Perhaps you would be able to find another willing partner?” the official helpfully offered. “There is a pool of participants looking for others willing to pair up with them, if you would like? Or perhaps… you would like to focus on your courses. The fastest path to power is not necessarily the best one.”

Ren smiled at the kind official.

“Thank you. I’m still waiting for my partner.”

“Whoever they are, they’ve left you waiting for almost three days now,” the official shrugged. “The duels tomorrow… you’ve got another hour to sign up. That’s the cut-off.”

Ren watched the official depart.

“Sure you’re not interested in taking him up on his offer?”

Ren’s head darted to his left, and he saw her approach.

Selphira was dressed in a black bodysuit, partially unzipped. Her long, golden blonde hair was tied up in a high ponytail, and a shattered golden HALO hovered just above her head. Despite the stares that it drew as she passed, she wore it without shame.

“Am I too late?” she asked, tilting her head.

“No, the preliminaries are tomorrow. You got here just in time.”

They exchanged a long look in silence. Selphira was jittery, and Ren noticed her anxious glances towards the Derelict Duels poster on display.

“Remember… there’s no pressure—”

“No.”

Selphira’s golden gaze regained some of its mettle that he had glimpsed when he had first met the girl all those days ago back in her workshop.

“Let’s give Iri something to smile about once she wakes up,” Selphira said.

“Let the Derelict Duels begin.”


Chapter 16



The service lift rattled in its passage down towards the habitat beneath the Academy gymnasium, where the duels would be staged. Their HALOs hovered in the air, illuminating the lift with a dim light of gold and silver. They were joined by an attendant with a sky-blue HALO. He looked to be around their age, but his expression was stony and unreadable.

Selphira, on the other hand, was far easier to read.

Something had changed in her ever since she had laid eyes on the Lord of Blood. She hadn’t had any difficulties cutting down the Clawrend bots that had attacked them when the Derelict breached the Pride. But ever since their encounter with the Lord… much of that confidence had disappeared.

Selphira remained silent. Every so often, she would stare at her palms, as if tempted to call her golden greatsword into her grip. A bead of sweat traced down the side of her cheek.

“Hey.”

Selphira finally looked up at him.

“Whatever they throw at us, it won’t even get close to what we faced.”

Ren felt a hint of relief when Selphira gave him a begrudging nod.

Finally, the lift came to a grinding halt. The lift doors opened, and they were greeted to a waiting room. Pairs of Blade Angel cadets were clustered in different parts of the room. Some of the cadets were nervous with anticipation, but the bulk of them looked crestfallen. Ren’s eyes narrowed as he took in a concerning number of cadets in various states of distress and denial.

“Are you allowed to tell us what the pass rate of the preliminaries is?”

“The preliminaries are an accessible entry point to the competition,” the attendant with the sky-blue HALO recited diligently. “Please proceed to your allocated test room. Good luck.”

Real helpful, bud.

Selphira and Ren crossed the room, taking in the cadets around them. Some of them were familiar faces that he had encountered during his Combat 101 training. But many of the other cadets were entirely unfamiliar to him.

Two cadets in particular stood out to him.

The first was a girl seated against the wall. Ren’s eyes were immediately drawn to her wavy sapphire blue hair that reminded him of Archangel Ramora’s own. She had very pale skin that contrasted with elegant, dark red lips. She was wearing a navy-blue bodysuit that revealed a lean physique. But the most startling feature was her blindfold. A plain white strip of cloth that ran over her eyes, obscuring them from view.

Is she blind?

Ren’s eyes drifted a short distance away to a group of four girls dressed similarly to the blindfolded girl. They all sported blue hair of different shades. It was the single trait that they shared, as they all seemed to vary in appearance and height quite significantly. To his surprise, a couple of them were shooting glares in his direction.

“Archangel Ramora’s daughters. Well… five of them, at least. One has already graduated the Academy. She’s an instructor, from what I hear.”

“And who’s that next to her?”

“You’ll figure it out,” Selphira smirked.

Ren’s gaze drifted to a girl with a sliver-thin purple HALO that burned with a startling intensity. She had long lavender hair tied up in a pair of pigtails that fell across the shoulders. Her bangs partially obscured her dark purple eyebrows, and her white bodysuit was tinted in metallic purple outlines that emphasised the perky curves of her body. Much like many of the other female cadets, her bodysuit sported a generous cutout that displayed an ample bust.

Her delicate lips were twisted into a snarl as she glared at the group of Archangel Ramora’s daughters in the distance. The purple-haired girl proceeded to extend her hands outwards towards the gathering of blue-haired girls…

Flicking them off.

“Heh, I like her,” Ren grinned.

“Stare any longer, and I’m ratting you out to Iria,” Selphira whispered back.

Ren narrowed his eyes, glaring at Selphira.

“Now that I realise it… you do have a lot of power over my fate, don’t you? Anything that you say goes,” he muttered. “I suppose I should be afraid.”

“Not unless you have a reason to be. What? Don’t think we’ll get through the preliminaries?”

“Are you kidding? We’re going to kill this,” he grinned.

Selphira flashed him a brief smirk, which fell away far too quickly. She rubbed her arm, letting out a soft sigh.

She’s nervous.

Before he could respond, they were interrupted by the arrival of one of the competition officials.

“Ren Soros and Selphira Everie? Right this way, please.”

The attendant led them down a corridor and away from the main waiting area. The sounds of chatter gradually faded . They finally halted before a closed metal door. The sounds of battle could be heard from adjacent rooms.

“Your objective is simple. Eliminate the Derelict. Do so, and you will be eligible to enter the competition. Fail, and you will be disqualified. If you are caught disclosing the details of this test, an ascension restriction will be placed on you, and you will be ineligible to receive ascension rewards in any of your classes.”

What the hell?

Selphira and Ren shared a glance before they signed the waiver as they were instructed.

“The preliminaries are essential in differentiating between the Blade Angels ready for the test and those who need to undergo further development. We appreciate your discretion. Please enter the testing room at your own leisure.”

The pair proceeded into their testing room. When they entered, the metal door behind them slid shut, and Ren could hear the click of the lock engaging. The room was composed of smooth, grey concrete slabs. There were two elevated sections of the room, and a ramp leading down to a small ‘ravine’ in the middle. He counted a total of two other metal doors present at the far side of the room. He could hear the soft metallic tapping of Derelict walking idly about.

“I can sense four Clawrend units in the ravine,” Selphira said with a wince.

“Don’t push yourself,” Ren whispered.

“Don’t worry about me,” she said, attempting to brush him off.

Ren wasn’t having any of it. He grabbed hold of her arm, stopping her in her tracks.

“Selphira.”

Her golden eyes widened in surprise, landing on his hand.

“We’re in this for the long run, ok? Don’t burn yourself out. More than that, if we don’t get through this competition, we’ll find another way to get to—”

“No,” she hissed, her eyes hardening. “We need to get to Evie. If she’s on Mars, we’re getting through this competition one way or another.”

“Even if you cripple yourself?” Ren retorted. He could feel his frustration rising. “Just think about this for a second—”

“Behind you!”

Ren twisted on his heel, his blade coming up just in the nick of time. The Clawrend unit that had been sneaking up on them on the side of the wall jumped towards them, its legs outstretched to clamp down across his face. Thanks to Selphira’s forewarning, he didn’t give it the chance, cutting it in half in a brief flash of sparks as his Weapon made contact with it.

We can’t be bickering like this. We’re never going to make it through the preliminaries.

“Let’s focus. We’ll talk later.”

“No, we won’t. You know where I stand on this,” Selphira said through her teeth. She winced again, a hand rising to her temple as she used her Potential. “They’re coming. I’ll get the one on the right!”

“Damnit, Selphira—”

Ren watched the small Clawrend bots ascend the concrete ramp, scampering towards them. Selphira’s golden greatsword flashed into existence. The girl’s face was pale, her skin clammy with sweat. As the bots advanced, Ren watched her hastily swing towards a bot approaching from the right. But in her haste to attack it, she overexposed herself. Ren charged in to interpose himself between her and the rest of the approaching Clawrend units.

“Don’t just go charging off like that!” he shouted, skewering an approaching Clawrend bot, before kicking its remains into its brethren to disrupt their charge. His gambit was successful, the bot’s body barrelling into an approaching Clawrend unit and knocking it back into the ravine, buying him a bit of time.

“Ah!”

He heard Selphira’s scream echo out from behind him. From the rents carved into the smooth concrete floor, it seemed as if Selphira had failed to dispatch the Derelict she had set her sights on. The small Clawrend unit was weaving circles around her, attempting to sink its blades into her ankles to cripple her.

Ren lunged forwards, his blade cutting down to intercept the Clawrend’s leap. He felt a glimmer of relief he cleaved the bot in two. If he hadn’t intercepted it, there was no doubt that it would have sunk its blades into Selphira.

“Selphira, get behind me!”

With his partner safely behind him and out of reach of the rest of the approaching Clawrend units, Ren dispatched them with ease.

Something tells me that it isn’t the Derelict that are going to be the real challenge to overcome in this competition. We’re not getting anywhere if we carry on like this. Our teamwork is crap. We don’t work nearly as well as Iria and I did, and she’s pushing herself way too hard.

Before he could attempt to further ponder his dilemma, a few grates positioned high up on the walls retracted.

“Shit, we’re sitting ducks out here,” Ren muttered. He heard the low drone of Type-4 Hailswarm units approaching. The flying Derelict drones emerged from the grates. But unlike those that he faced as part of the Swarm Commander’s swarm, these weren’t equipped only with blades. The drones halted in midair, and the high-pitched whine of weapons charging filled the testing room.

“Selphira! Get it together!”

Her face was contorted in an expression of shock as she stared up at those drones. Something told Ren that it wasn’t just the drones she was seeing, but the image of a Derelict far beyond them. He gripped Selphira’s arm, pulling her out of her stupor.

The whining of the Hailswarm drones’ weapons built to a crescendo before they unleashed their projectiles. Bright beams of white energy hurtled down towards them. They dodged out of the way of the projectiles, the energy dispersing harmlessly across the concrete floor. They rushed into the ravine, taking cover behind a large block of stone placed in their testing room.

Selphira was panting hard, and her eyes were still wide with fear. She looked shell-shocked, and her body was rigid.

“We can’t reach them,” she whispered. “We need to go. To run. I can’t do this. I can’t.”

Ren felt rage and frustration twist in his chest. He felt a brief flash of resentment directed at his partner. Then, at himself, for feeling that way about her.

That Machine Lord left a mark on her. Especially after what it did to Iria.

The Derelicts’ energy bolts were thudding into the ground a few feet away from them. The drones were closing in, curving through the air to round on them. Before long, they would cut off all paths of escape. But as Ren stared at the drones in the sky, the flicker of a fleeting memory returned to him.

Ren’s eyes widened.

He barely recalled his battle with the Lord of Blood when he had come to. All he remembered was the rage in his chest, compelling him to sink his blades into the Machine Lord. To carve rents across the surface of its black, skeletal frame.

But beneath that rage was something else.

The feeling of soaring through the air, the wind across his face. Of darting beneath the Lord’s blindingly fast blows that he was only barely able to comprehend with his enhanced reaction time.

The sensation of dancing through the sky.

Freedom

He felt it at his fingertips, begging to be tapped into.

He willed the feeling into existence.

The shards appeared. Hundreds and thousands of them, blinking into existence behind him, trailing from his shoulders. They were the colour of his HALO, a pure, translucent white hue. Clinging desperately to the fleeting sensation, Ren broke free from their cover. The Hailswarm units, surprised by his suicidal charge, immediately turned their attention to him.

Ren ascended.

His wings propelled him upwards, into the heights of the test room previously inaccessible to him. He swung his blade outwards, clipping one of the Hailswarm bots and causing it to tumble to the ground. For a moment, he was soaring through the air, twisting past the energy bolts surging towards him. The feeling of being in a flow state, his awareness of the world around him fading away.

But before Ren could turn his attention to the remaining Derelict units, he felt the feeling flicker out.

He plunged to the ground.

“REN!” Selphira screamed.

Ren desperately reached for the power within his core, and he felt a flash of pain suffuse his being. He let out a shout of agony as his Wings flickered back into existence, narrowly preventing a grisly end with his innards scattered about the concrete floor. But even so, Ren landed hard, the momentary appearance of his Wings failing to completely arrest his momentum.

He winced from the pain, but quickly turned his attention to the Hailswarm droids still in the air above them, their weapons trained on him. Ren tried to move, but he had sprained his ankle in his fall. The piercing whine of a Hailswarm drone’s gun charging filled the air once more.

But it wasn’t coming from the direction he expected.

His gaze snapped towards Selphira. She was holding the defunct Hailswarm drone he had cut down in her hands. She let out a visceral scream, the glow of the shattered golden HALO above her head intensifying.

The gun attached to the Hailswarm drone’s body morphed. The weapon doubled, then tripled in size. The remains of the drone around it crumbled to the floor, and the barrel elongated. Selphira swayed on her feet, but with the last of her strength, she hefted the weapon upwards, pointing towards the remaining Hailswarm units in the air.

Energy bolts fled from the weapon’s barrel in a blur, resembling anti-air tracer rounds. They sped out at a pace that far exceeded the Hailswarm’s default firing rate, mowing down the Hailswarm units above them. Selphira’s scream drew on until it abruptly stopped.

The girl swayed, tumbling to the ground.

“Selphira!”

Ren rushed forwards, barely managing to catch the falling girl before his ankle gave way. They tumbled to the ground, slamming into the concrete floor. He panted, breathless, desperately searching the air for any remaining Hailswarm units.

There were none left to be found.

“Cadets Selphira Everie and Ren Soros. Congratulations on your successful completion of the preliminary assessment,” a voice rang through the testing room.

“You have qualified for Derelict Duels.”


Chapter 17



Doctor Rainford held a hairband in her teeth as she gathered her hair up behind her. She grabbed the hairband, deftly tying up her hair as she leaned down to examine his ankle. Ren’s gaze drifted over her slender shoulders, towards the cleavage reliably on display. She began to wrap his ankle tightly with a bandage she had prepared.

“As happy as I am to see you, Ren… we really shouldn’t be making this a habit. There will be a month between every stage of the competition,” Doctor Rainford said. “Make sure you’re icing that ankle, and you don’t overstrain yourself. You have to remember that you just escaped a very traumatic situation.”

Ren winced at the Doctor’s firm tone. But even as he did so, his eyes drifted to the bed next to his. Selphira was lying unconscious. Her shattered golden HALO was flickering into and out of existence over her head.

“Ren. I watched the footage. If you continue to push yourself without restoring the energy in your core, you’re going to fracture it further or shatter it. Just like those friends of yours. If I think you’re at risk of doing so, I will exercise my veto powers and disqualify both of you from the competition.”

Ren’s head snapped towards the Doctor.

“Wait… you can do that?”

“I can do whatever the hell I want,” Doctor Rainford smiled.

“You’re no idiot, Ren.”

Something in the Doctor’s voice gave him pause. Ren hesitated, feeling a chill wash over his skin.

“I’m restricted in what I’m at liberty to disclose to you. But this push by the Archangels is deliberate. Even so, I’ve taken somewhat of a liking to you and the girls. So, if you know what’s good for you… rest. I see that you’re enrolled in Archangel Amira’s Machine Cultivation class. There are Instructors and fellow Archangels I know who would love to monopolise her time. I expect all three of you to attend it and to put what she teaches you into practice. You need to heal your cores and to get your bodies into fighting shape if you want to give the competition a chance… and if you want to avoid dying in the process. I suppose I should add one more titbit if it provides you with the requisite incentive.”

Doctor Rainford leaned down, her lips close to his ear.

“I am authorised… to relieve my patients. You should know how deadly Ascension Lust can be. It is a symptom like any other.”

Ren’s jaw dropped.

Is she saying… what I think she is?

“But you see, I only do so for my favourites. I’m not restrained by impartiality like the rest of your instructors,” she winked, getting closer. Ren could feel her sweet breath against his skin. If he wanted to, he could look straight down her shirt and right at her breasts, but he chose not to. There was something of a challenge in the mature woman’s gaze.

“You don’t want to know what happens to the people who fall out of my favour. See to it that you don’t. Understood?”

Ren felt like he was staring down a Machine Lord, and in some regards, he was. Doctor Rainford’s lavender eyes began to glow as her stare drilled into him. Her HALO of two concentric purple rings blinked into existence. He felt his body grow rigid as if paralysed by fear. He slowly worked his jaw, struggling to prepare the words to respond.

“Y-yes. Thanks, Doctor Rainford.”

“Good,” she said cheerily, straightening to her feet. “Now, there’s someone here to see you. I’ll give you two some privacy.”

Doctor Rainford exited the ward, gesturing for the figure outside to enter.

“Miss me?”

She entered on crutches. Every step she took was laborious. Her face was pale and her cheeks devoid of colour. Her long, brown-black hair had lost some of its sheen. She was dressed in a patient gown similar to his own.

Ren leapt out of his bed, running towards her. He could vaguely feel the pain in his ankle flare up as he ran, but he couldn’t find it in himself to care. He threw his arms around her, drawing her tight and holding her to his chest, as if afraid that she would disappear.

Iria was the weakest that Ren had ever seen her.

But a HALO of two crimson rings burned brightly above her head all the same.

“Iria,” he whispered.

“I leave you for a few days and look at what you’ve done to yourselves.”

Iria halted beside his bed, attempting to lower herself onto the mattress to take a seat. Ren immediately helped her down, placing her crutches by the bedside. His fingers brushed her cheek, and he could feel tears prickling at his eyes.

“I was so worried.”

“Oh, Ren,” Iria sighed. She drew him into a gentle embrace. As she stared at him, he watched her eyes begin to turn glassy, the frequency of her blinks increasing. The frustration within her seemed to dissipate, and she planted a tender kiss on his cheek.

“Iria,” Ren shook his head, his voice trembling as he tried to rein in his emotions.

“Don’t worry about me. I’m doing pretty good, seeing how I left you in the dust,” she said, sticking out her tongue. “Figured I’d skip a few Tiers. I was getting bored in the little leagues with you guys—”

Ren’s grip around her forearm tightened and Iria fell silent.

Ren felt the emotions he had suppressed bubble up to the surface. The dam that he had erected to ward them off was starting to crumble.

“You almost died,” he whispered hoarsely, the tears finally falling free. “I remember you lying on that road. I’ve had nightmares about it.”

“Ren,” she said gently.

“No,” he said, pushing her away. “Don’t ever do that again,” he said firmly. “How many times have you put yourself in harm’s way for me? Never again.”

“You can’t ask that of me,” Iria shook her head with a shaky smile. “And I won’t promise it. Because we both know that they would just be pointless, empty words.”

Her soft palms pressed up against his cheeks.

“What matters… is that we pulled it off. We drew it away from the enclave. The Angels got the ships and the enclavers survived. We did it. And we all got through it… unscathed. Well…” she trailed off, giving him a weak squeeze. “For the most part.”

Ren felt a flicker of pain pass over Iria’s expression. But before he could move to support her, her hand cut across the air between them.

“No,” she said firmly. “I’m ok.”

No. You’re not.

Ren contemplated challenging her but ultimately decided against it. What was most important was that she found the time to rest and recover. As the silence drew on, he relented, desperate to find something to bridge the gap with her.

“You saw it? The broadcast of our assessment?”

To his relief, Iria’s smile returned.

“Doctor Rainford has access to the broadcasts. Apparently, they’ve given her access to them to help with triaging injured participants.”

“What did you think?”

Iria winced and fell silent.

“Well?” Ren pressed.

She sighed, her ruby eyes landing on Selphira. She was still out cold, her chest rising and falling, and her breath barely audible. He watched her set her brows, her adorable lips twisting into a frown. The expression that gave him forewarning that it was Iria the commander that he was speaking to.

“The two of you are out of sync. Frankly… I’ve seen newborn infants who were more coordinated than the pair of you. Not to mention, you were bickering and totally disorganised when facing the enemy. Need I remind you that even a ‘weak’ Type-5 Derelict unit can put a blade through your throat?”

Ren shifted uncomfortably, averting his eyes. Still, he had to concede that Iria’s words rang true.

“But the two of you have potential. Lots of potential.”

Ren looked up at her in surprise.

“You really think so?”

Iria nodded, the certainty in her eyes bringing him a measure of relief.

“I know so. Both of you are equally insane,” she said, shaking her head with a hint of a smile. “If there’s anyone I would bet on to pull off the desperate, crazy gambits needed to survive this competition…” Iria trailed off before she smiled. “You called your Wings. They were… very pretty,” she said, fluttering her lashes. It prompted a laugh from Ren as he drew her into an embrace. “But it looks like I wasn’t the only one who sustained some core damage,” she tutted. “Then, there was Selphy. You saw what she did, didn’t you?”

“She used her Potential on a Derelict unit,” Ren said softly with a nod.

The pair of them stared at the sleeping blonde girl with the shattered core. They might have had a rough entry to the competition, but her potential was clear.

“Now go home. Get some rest,” Iria said, breaking him out of his thoughts. “We have our first Machine Cultivation class tomorrow… and you’re going to need it. Apparently, the pair of you won some cores for successfully clearing the prelims. Bring them to class. They certainly won’t be handing out cores for free… but I’ll have plenty,” she said smugly.

“You’re well enough to come to class?” Ren said with a smile, before it fell. “And no, Iria. You’re not giving us your cores. They’re for your recovery.”

“But—”

“I’ll shove them up your ass if I have to,” Ren glared at her.

Iria narrowed her eyes right back.

“Don’t threaten me with a good time, Soros,” she said, playfully pushing him away.

Ren leaned in for a kiss, but Iria simply pushed his face aside.

“Go. Sleep.”

“Fine.”

***

Iria

As Ren left the room, Iria’s gaze came to rest on her best friend. Iria rose with a groan, attempting to bridge the gap between the beds without the assistance of her crutches.

“You can get up now,” she said, poking her friend’s cheek

Iria smiled when she noticed Selphira flinch. “You could tell I was awake?” Selphira sighed, turning over to face her.

“Of course I could tell! Who do you think I am? Ren might not have noticed, but—AH!” Iria yelped as her legs gave way beneath her.

“Iri!”

Selphira burst free from her bed to catch Iria before she tumbled to the ground. Her friend’s sharp golden eyes narrowed. Iria quickly mastered her expression, grinning up at her best friend.

“Got you,” Iria said, sticking her tongue out at Selphira.

“Don’t bother. I can see through your shit just as well as you can mine,” Selphira narrowed her eyes. She carefully guided Iria over to the bed. “You’re not nearly as well as you’re making yourself out to be, are you? Why didn’t you tell him the truth?”

Selphira’s lips wobbled as she attempted to steel her expression. She failed miserably, her hands trembling as they curled around her friend’s shoulders.

“I didn’t want him to worry.”

“And you were fine with me worrying?’

Selphira paused, her arms dropping from Iria’s shoulders.

“Iri. How are you really?”

Iria silently stared at her palms. She slowly raised them, pressing them up against her chest.

“I can feel it inside me. My core,” Iria whispered.

Iria had heard the ascension process being described as transformative. As Blade Angels ascended through the Tiers, they lost more of themselves. Becoming something else. She wondered if it was why so many of the Archangels she encountered had a screw or two loose. But at the same time, it took someone a little bit insane to climb all the way into the upper Tiers. Now that she had integrated the core of a Machine Lord… she finally understood.

Iria winced when the pain built to an unbearable degree. It came in waves, radiating from her newfound core. She felt weak, like she would tumble over at the slightest gust of wind. More than that…

She felt like if she slipped up, her core would swallow her whole.

It was like a beast in slumber. She could feel it within her, its immaculate, smooth, glossy surface of dark maroon. It promised powers unlike anything Iria could ever imagine, but Iria knew that it would consume her whole if she attempted to tap into it prematurely.

“It’s almost like… I can feel its hunger. Like if I slip up… the core will overwhelm me. It’s powerful, Selphy. Really powerful.”

“I don’t care how powerful it is,” Selphira gritted out. “You’re getting back to bed this instant. I’m not taking no for an answer.

Something in her friend’s voice gave her pause.

She smiled up at Selphira.

“There you are.”

“W-what?” Selphira flinched back.

Only the intermittent beeping of medical equipment in the empty ward around them punctuated the silence. Iria winced as she shifted closer to her friend. Selphira’s expression was clouded, and her usually bright golden gaze was dull and fixed on the ground.

“Seeing a Derelict like that in the flesh… it changes you. I understand,” Iria offered, squeezing her friend’s hand.

“No, that’s not it,” Selphira shook her head. “I was naïve.” Her gaze slowly rose to meet Iria’s. “Thinking that we could defeat the Derelict without ascending. With inventions. Mother was right in the end.”

“Is that why you signed up for the competition? Even though you’re nowhere near prepared for it?”

“I don’t want to wait three months, Iria,” Selphira whispered. “Who knows how bad Evie’s illness is? But we don’t have much of a choice, at this rate. We…” Selphira hesitated, catching herself. “No… I would just be a burden even if we hopped in the Weight of Sacrifice and hightailed it to Mars. I want to ascend, Iri. But I don’t know if I can—”

“I’m proud of you,” Iria said firmly, squeezing her friend’s hand.

Selphira looked up at her in surprise.

“You’ve changed, Selphy. I can sense it. Since the Machine Lord. I was scared, too. The first time I encountered it, I had nightmares for more nights than I could count. But it isn’t what you feel that matters. It’s the choices you make.”

“It should be you pairing up with him. I can tell he’s frustrated with me, even if he doesn’t show it,” Selphira muttered, looking away.

“You mean, the same way you get impatient and frustrated at your mechanics when they don’t immediately grasp what you’re trying to teach them? You two have your similarities,” Iria smirked.

“That’s not the same,” Selphira rolled her eyes.

Iria laughed quietly before her laughter devolved into coughs. Her brows creased in a brief flicker of pain.

“Iria—”

“Don’t worry about me,” Iria waved her off. “I’m proud of you, but if you keep things up the way you’re going, neither of you are going to stand a chance in that competition. We’re going to have to do some hard work to get you both in sync,” Iria chewed her lip, thinking of options.

“We’ve got Introduction to Machine Cultivation tomorrow. I don’t know what my Mother was thinking enrolling us in it… I doubt anything would be able to fix what I’ve done to my core.”

“Selphy…” Iria cast a warning glare at her friend.

Selphira shrugged.

“But I’m open to being surprised. Whatever ideas you have can wait. The Duels are being held every month. With any luck… it’ll be just enough time to get us back into fighting shape.”

Selphira smiled, squeezing Iria’s hands.

“We have to.”


Chapter 18



The venue for Introduction to Machine Cultivation was strange. Ren had expected class to be held in one of Blade Academy’s numerous lecture halls. Instead, they had received instructions that it would be held in the Academy’s ‘Planetarium’.

The Planetarium was situated in a separate modular habitat directly above the Academy. It was composed of two sections. Upon entering the Planetarium, you were greeted to the first section. They walked through a dark corridor, which was lined by exhibits on either side of them.

“This… documents our history? Is this a museum?”

“The closest thing you’ll find to one on the Pride,” Iria replied.

She had returned to the apartment earlier that morning, eager to attend Introduction to Machine Cultivation with the rest of them. From what Iria told him, it was the only class that she was cleared to attend, given the state of her core. She was still using her crutches, and it would take a while before she regained her strength enough to walk unassisted.

“Back in my prison days, Slimy Sam told me all about the history of the Derelict,” Zhou said with a profound glance at the first exhibit. “They came from the stars in the year 2750,” Zhou lowered his voice dramatically. “Fifty years before the Hope Made Manifest fell in defence of our world. Slimy Sam says that the first Derelict unit to chance upon our world was a Machine Lord.”

The exhibit depicted the moment of first contact.

The focus of the exhibit was a huge globe of Planet Earth. In the distance, an entity approached, but it was cast in shadow and indecipherable to the audience. Quite a convenient design choice, given that no one had any knowledge of just which Machine Lord had first made contact with them. It was a fact that had been lost to history.

They strode to the next exhibit, which depicted a scene that they all knew very well. The Hope Made Manifest was rendered in painstaking detail. Swarms of Mk-1 Sparrow starfighters hung around the replica like a haze of black dust.

“We know what happened there.”

The mirth had disappeared from Zhou’s voice. His eyes lingered on the replica before he let out a slow breath, striding on. Elsy, who was in her wheelchair, kept pace with him and reached out to squeeze his hand.

The next exhibit contained a statue of an angel.

Not a Blade Angel as he knew them, with a HALO over their head and a Weapon in their grip.

It depicted an angel in truth.

It was a sculpture that dated back to pre-Derelict times. Feathered wings extended outwards from its back and the lighting of the exhibit had been tailored such that it was bathed in a heavenly golden glow. It depicted a woman with a benevolent expression, her arms spread outwards.

“In the year 2890, the first Infernal Engine was killed, and the very first Blade Angel was born. Wait a minute…” Ren’s eyes narrowed as they fell on his girlfriend. “That makes your mum more than a hundred years old—”

“And?” Elsy smiled sweetly.

“I’m just after her skincare regimen,” Zhou gulped, wisely choosing to hold his tongue. Ren bit down a snort at Zhou and Elsy’s antics. If there was anyone equipped to handle his best friend… Elsy was the woman for the job.

“So… the ascent increases your lifespan as well?”

“It sure does,” Elsy smiled up at him.

Ren turned around to glance back at Selphira. The girl’s golden eyes were fixed on the statue of the angel. Her face was unreadable as she stared at it, and after a moment, she eventually broke her gaze away. She briefly met his eyes before walking past him.

I guess I should probably apologise for how poorly the prelims went.

I wasn’t exactly at my best.

“Wait a minute… that’s it? There’s no more exhibits? There was a century between the fall of the Hope Made Manifest and the founding of the Blade Angels. Surely we have some records—”

“They’re known as the Dark Ages,” Selphira said.

Zhou immediately fell silent, exchanging a glance with him.

“After the fall of the Hope, the Derelict started targeting starships. They wiped them from the face of the planet, and humanity didn’t have the industry to manufacture them any longer. We don’t have many records about what went on during that time, apart from the fact that humanity was dispersed. Relegated to different installations and colonies throughout the Solar System. The Dark Ages ended when my Mother founded the Angels a century ago. After killing the Sage of the End, once it morphed into an Infernal Engine on Mars. In the reprieve that followed, they built the Pride Enduring and returned to Earth. It’s been a century since then… with not much progress since.”

Selphira fell silent. None of them knew quite how to respond.

“We can look at museum exhibits later, guys. We’re going to be late,” Iria said finally, breaking them out of their stupor. She gave Ren a wan smile before taking his hand and giving it a squeeze.

Ren was beginning to understand just why their history exhibit wasn’t more detailed.

Anything more, and the people would fall to despair.

***

The second section of the Planetarium was where their class was being held. But unlike the ground level, they weren’t surrounded by exhibits of humanity’s history.

They were surrounded by the stars.

The colossal glass dome above gave them an unimpeded view into the void of space. Stars twinkled from light-years away, from distant galaxies. The Earth was nowhere to be seen. The cadets around them were hushed and still. Only a handful had managed to secure places in the Archangel’s class. After all, an energy specialist with the potential to help you improve the efficiency of your ascent was something that every Blade Angel would covet.

“Welcome to Introduction to Machine Cultivation. My name is Archangel Amira, and I will be your instructor for this class.”

They were seated cross-legged on the ground in a circle around their instructor. Archangel Amira had brown skin and long, white hair. Her HALO burned above her, two cyan circles that marked her as a Blade Angel with the core of a Machine Lord.

Their cohort was small, consisting of their group along with a couple of other students who had managed to secure enrolments. Given the prohibitive cost of the class, it mainly consisted of a few cadets who were likely from wealthy families.

“Psst,” he whispered, leaning over to Iria. “Is there anyone in our class from Class A?”

“Not that I can see,” Iria whispered back. “The Class A students probably have energy specialists to advise them on their ascent, so they wouldn’t have much need for this class.”

Archangel Amira paused in her pacing, and the hushed whispers immediately died down.

“Tell me, what is ascension?”

Ren recognised a girl with long blue hair tied up into a ponytail – one of Archangel Ramora’s daughters. Evidently, she hadn’t made the cut for Class A despite her familial connections. She shot him a brief glare over her shoulder before eagerly raising her hand to answer the Archangel’s question.

“Yes, Cadet Letera?”

“The ascent is the process of taking in Derelict energy into our cores, refining that energy, and preparing our bodies to take on stronger and stronger Derelict cores.”

“An accurate and concise answer. Thank you, Cadet Letera. But it isn’t the one I’m looking for.”

Ren smirked when the girl scowled at the lack of positive validation she was expecting.

“From that smile on your face, perhaps there’s something you would like to share with us, Cadet Soros?”

Shit.

Ren cleared his throat, watching his friends around him break out into muffled laughter.

“Uh… the ascent is… a journey, Archangel,” he bullshitted.

“That it is,” Archangel Amira smiled. “Your ascent will be a journey. An adventure. It will have peaks and troughs, like any adventure. Tragedy and triumph. And it will all be reflected in your cultivation.”

Ren shot Cadet Letera a smug smile.

“Still not the answer I’m looking for.”

He faltered, looking at Archangel Amira in surprise.

“The ascent is the process of change. Derelict machines are an alien race, and not much is known of their origin. But whatever powers them is compatible with our biology. Compatible enough that we can harness their power to our own ends. It is an involved process of change, and if you do not lay a sufficient foundation…” Archangel Amira trailed off, her gaze falling on Iria. “You will expose yourself to untold risks. Lesson one – breathing.”

Ren straightened his back, his attention focused solely on their instructor.

“We have learned through trial and error that the efficiency with which you take in Derelict energy can be influenced by your mental state. Your breath is one of the most fundamental things connecting you to your vitality, and by extension, your state of mind. Archangels develop their own breathing techniques for the particular cores they integrate, and the Domains they nurture. Your objective, is to take your very first steps towards doing the same.”

Archangel Amira’s HALO flickered, and her eyes burned a bright cyan.

“First, we will begin with a foundational breathing technique. With the machine cores you’ve prepared for today’s class, I want you to practice the technique as you draw in the Derelict energy. Turn your mind to how your breathing affects the way energy shifts and moves.”

Archangel Amira ran them through the basic breathing exercises. It was an exercise in meditation, of noticing when stray thoughts entered their mind, and choosing to relinquish them rather than to fixate on them. The clarity of mind allowed them to focus solely on their breathing, which in turn seemed to enhance the rate at which Derelict energy entered his core.

As Ren executed the breathing technique, it felt like something clicked into place. There was a resonance with the machine cores he was attempting to absorb. It was like someone subtly tweaking his running technique to allow him to traverse a longer distance with the same energy expended.

“This… is actually really helpful,” he muttered.

“You’ve already got the hang of it?” Elsy stared at him open-mouthed. A couple of the other cadets turned at her exclamation, shooting him dirty looks. Evidently, it was difficult to get the hang of the basic technique. It seemed like he had a talent for it.

Over the course of the lesson, Elsy and Zhou gradually implemented the breathing technique. Selphira and Iria, however, had their faces covered in sweat. Iria had managed to absorb the energy from a handful of cores. Selphira, on the other hand, hadn’t managed to fully absorb even a single one. Still, she seemed to be in much better spirits than he had expected.

For the first time in her life, there’s someone who understands what she’s going through. And it just happens to be her best friend.

Archangel Amira was circulating through the class, giving different cadets feedback on their technique. She would correct the slightest inefficiencies and mistakes, immediately pointing out just what they were doing wrong. Ren suspected that her Potential allowed her to see the flow of energy within them. And if she was the specialist that everyone was making her out to be… she could probably also control it.

He rose from his seat, approaching the Archangel.

“Archangel Amira… may I ask a question?”

She smiled, nodding at his approach.

“Please do.”

“My friends… Cadet Everie and Cadet Bladesworn. They have damaged their cores, and I was wondering if there were any techniques that might help them?”

“I’m well aware of the core damage sustained by all three of you, Cadet Soros.”

He thought he saw Archangel Amira’s cyan eyes flicker towards his chest. A shadow briefly crossed her features, but it disappeared in an instant.

“Ordinarily, a single private consultation would cost ten times what I’ve charged for this course, Cadet Soros. And private consultations are exactly what all of you will need to repair your cores.”

Ren paled.

“Ordinarily. But we are in extraordinary times,” she sighed. “The three of you will attend my habitat in a week. If you have not mastered the basic breathing technique by then, don’t bother showing up.”

Ren gulped, but he quickly nodded his head.

“Thank you.”

***

They spent the next day recovering from the preliminaries and practising Archangel Amira’s breathing technique. He still recalled the way his Wings had flickered out when he had attempted to call them.

According to Doctor Rainford, that was partially because of the core damage he had sustained. However, there was also a whole art to manoeuvring with Wings that he had yet to venture into.

“If I have to spend another minute breathing, I might just throw myself into space,” Selphira grumbled.

“I’d be happy to strangle you if you’d like?” Iria smiled sweetly.

The three of them were seated cross-legged in the living room of his apartment. He was attempting to practice the meditative technique that Archangel Amira had beaten into him.

But no matter how hard he tried, he caught his mind wandering elsewhere. His eyes fell on Selphira’s white tank top, which perfectly conformed to her sizable chest. They shifted towards Iria’s heaving cleavage which was on clear display. The girl was leaning forwards, her face scrunched up in concentration as she practised her breathing technique.

“I’m going to spend some time in the workshop. Even with Archangel Lilith’s subsidies… Amira’s class has taken a huge chunk out of our budget,” he winced. “Best that we start thinking about some other inventions.”

“Not without me, you don’t,” Selphira shot to her feet, eager to abandon their breathing practice. But before she could take a step towards him, Iria was already pulling her back down.

“You,” she whispered, her voice deadly. “Are not going anywhere. Of the three of us, it is crucial for you to get that breathing technique down. But once you do…” Iria’s ruby eyes flashed. For added dramatic effect, she called into existence her HALO of two concentric red rings.

“I will be working very closely with both of you to improve your teamwork. If you don’t, the two of you can kiss that Mars expedition goodbye.”

“The two of us?” Selphira said incredulously. “What about you? What makes you think they’ll take you along on the expedition?”

Iria simply pointed at the pair of red rings hovering over her head.

She smiled.

***

Ren did not, in fact, proceed to his workshop in the Artificer’s District. Instead, he headed straight to a quiet gym downtown. The reason he had picked this specific gym was because they had separate bathroom cubicles that members could use with utmost privacy.

While practising his breathing techniques, he had been constantly absorbing Derelict energy in the process. While he was making significant progress in amassing enough energy to make it to the next Tier, the downside was that it was also making him horny.

Incredibly horny.

It didn’t help in the least that Selphira had quickly gotten very comfortable in their apartment since Iria had settled in. She had taken to wearing tank tops without her signature black bra underneath, which gave him the slightest view of her nipples. The silky tracksuit pants she liked to wear also perfectly outlined the curves of her ass and her long legs.

Ren was confident that Selphira was utterly unaware of the effect she was having on him. Beyond that, was a sickening level of guilt at feeling so turned on at the sight of Iria’s best friend. Iria wasn’t making things easier for him either. He knew that she wasn’t quite in the state to help with his urges, but he wanted nothing more than to be intimate with her again.

“Please work…”

It didn’t take him long to jack off in the bathroom, using the sound of the shower to mask any of the noise he was making. As he finished, he felt a brief flicker of relief. An interlude to the lust that had gradually subsumed him as time passed.

Then, it returned. And with it, the dread in his gut began to swell.

No matter how hard it tried, the lust wasn’t going away.

“Shit,” he muttered under his breath.

***

When Ren returned to the apartment, the lights in the living room had been switched off. Iria and Selphira had long abandoned their efforts to refine their breathing technique.

He was beginning to realise the truth of Iria’s words, and why polygamy was so widely embraced by Blade Angels. When you couldn’t physically relieve yourself of urges that were brought on by the very act of ascending, it caused problems. Having a bunch of sexually frustrated super soldiers around and confined on a space station was a recipe for disaster.

Ren sighed, opening the door to his room.

“Boo.”

“Iria— holy shit,” Ren hissed, jumping out of his skin. “You almost gave me a heart attack!”

“That was the plan,” she smirked, gesturing for him to approach. Ren acceded, taking a seat beside her on the bed. Iria leaned against him, and he felt a pang in his chest. Outwardly, Iria didn’t look like she had lost much weight or muscle mass. But every so often, he would catch her missing a step or failing to steady herself. Those subtle stumbles that Iria attempted to disguise were what made his heart ache the most.

“How are you feeling?”

“I’m fine.”

“Pinky swear?” Ren grinned, extending his hand to her. It seemed to do the trick because Iria glared at him for cornering her into the position that he did. She brushed away his hand with a sigh.

“I feel like shit,” Iria replied softly, resting her head against his. “I feel like the damned core is sucking up every bit of vitality that I recover,” she shuddered. “Instructor Amira’s exercises are helping… but I’m scared that I’ll go through the whole stockpile of Archangel Lilith’s machine cores and not make a dent in repairing it. Then… there’s the core itself.”

Ren stayed silent, listening patiently. He felt Iria poke him gently in the cheek.

“Not going to ask? You’re not curious?”

“I figured… you’d talk about it when you were ready.”

He smiled when he felt the gentle tickle of her breath against his skin.

“Well, go on?”

“It’s got two SS-ranked Domains.”

“It has what—”

“Shh,” Iria quickly pressed her palm up against his lips to muffle his exclamation. Ren stared at Iria with wide eyes.

Archangel Ramora had turned into a legend from a single triple S-ranked statistic – her Agility. If Iria had two double-S ranked stats…

“Are you going to keep me in suspense?”

“Energy and Processing.”

“Damnit,” he whispered. “Those are the two best ones. I am so jealous right now.”

Iria grinned, and he couldn’t help but break into a grin right back.

“I’ve heard that it’s a deadly combo. I could turn into a type of ‘caster’, where the focus of my offensive abilities isn’t my Weapon… but my Potential.”

“And what is your Potential?”

Ren held his breath, feeling his heart pounding in his chest. The Lord of Blood had some pretty scary abilities, and if Iria’s resembled it in even slightly the same way…

“It’s called [World of Blood]. It was unlocked when I woke up. I may have awakened the Potential in the course of taking in the core… I’m not certain. But I haven’t even begun to think about experimenting with it… Doctor Rainford has made it very clear what the consequences of disobeying her are.”

Iria curled into herself, and Ren encircled her with his arms.

“To tell you the truth… I wasn’t going to tell you. But… Selphira talked me into it,” she rubbed her arm nervously.

“You can tell me anything. You know that, right?” he said gently.

“You’re all working so hard in this competition. Putting yourself in harm’s way to get ready for the expedition. I wish I was there beside you… but even with all this power, I feel useless.”

Iria’s eyes were pleading when they met his own.

“I want to be able to fight with you. I don’t want to sit at home working on my breathing while the rest of you risk your lives in this twisted competition I—”

Ren interrupted her with a kiss. She blinked in surprise, but before she could continue, Ren had achieved his objective.

“I suppose I should have seen this coming. But you know, your greatest strength was never your physical prowess.”

When Iria’s expression fell flat, Ren couldn’t help but grin.

“Oh, don’t get me wrong, you’re still the best fighter I know. But you’re an incredible commander. What you did during that simulation? With the Hope Made Manifest?”

“Are you forgetting? My Mother stuck me in it while I was a kid—”

“It wasn’t just the simulation. Even when we were fighting the Machine Lord. Using the Potential you’d only just awakened on the fly. Figuring out how to impede it by luring it to the car park. You’ve got a mind for strategy, Iria. In fact, I think that’s exactly how you can make the biggest difference right now.”

Ren winced, recalling the preliminaries. If they continued to fight that way, it wouldn’t be long before a Derelict left their guts spread across the testing room floor.

“You’ve got a way with words, you know that?”

Iria bit her lip, shifting in the sheets. She laid her hand on his member, leaning towards him.

“You don’t know how long I’ve been waiting for this,” Ren muttered, wrapping an arm around her to draw her closer to him.

“I’m sure you have been,” Iria bit her bottom lip. Slowly climbing into his lap. Ren held her gingerly, guiding her into position. She settled firmly on his erect member and Ren felt a rush of anticipation as his eyes roved over her curves, barely perceptible in the darkness.

“What about you, hm? Have you been—Iria?”

Iria slumped against his chest, her soft breaths filling the silence around them, disrupted only by the steady drone of the air conditioning.

Ren smiled.

For a moment, he gently stroked her cheek, cherishing her mere presence in his arms.

Ren laid a soft kiss on her cheek.

“Goodnight, Iria.”


Chapter 19



Over the past few days, Ren, Selphira and Iria had poured all of their time and energy into perfecting their breathing technique. Ren could feel a noticeable shift in the amount of energy he could siphon from the machine cores.

Despite its limited effectiveness, Ren had resorted to making regular visits to the gym in an attempt to work off the build-up of lust. Despite his efforts, the lust just began to build and build, his conscientious efforts failing to bring him relief.

Before long, it was time for them to visit Archangel Amira for their private consultations. She had been granted her very own small, modular habitat, much like some other Archangels. Amira had modelled hers to look like a secluded waterfall in the midst of a forest. Moss dotted the rocks around them. They were seated by the water’s edge, the waterfall a distance away from them. Ren could feel a light spray of freezing water, and he dreaded the prospect of having to take a dip in the pool.

“Good. Your basic breathing technique is sufficient. We’re ready to move on. Today, I will be teaching you an important technique.”

Archangel Amira was dressed in white. She was wearing a tube top that seemed to have been woven by multiple strips of white fabric. It exposed her slender shoulders and flawless brown skin. Her midriff was also exposed, and Ren could make out her abs as she paced in front of them. Her legs were covered by a pair of airy pants that shifted with the artificial breeze in the habitat. As it pressed up against her skin, Ren could make out her shapely legs beneath it.

Archangel Amira raised a finger.

“You will be learning a breathing technique to heal your battered cores.”

Selphira went rigid. Her golden eyes were locked onto the Archangel, who was seated cross-legged in front of them, the closest to the water’s edge. The Archangel seemed to sense Selphira’s attention and turned her gaze towards the blonde girl with the shattered HALO.

“In most cases, a fractured core is more easily swapped out for another one, provided the replacement process does not risk the core splintering further. But if there is a core with exceptional Domain stats or Potential that you wish to retain… it will be necessary to heal it. Healing a fractured core is one matter. But to heal a shattered one? That is a far more involved process. While your friends will be able to heal their cores on their own, you will require my assistance to place the shattered parts of your core back together. Once the pieces are reunited, you will be able to heal it independently, much like cadets Soros and Bladesworn. Let us begin.”

Archangel Amira closed her eyes, and they did the same.

“Use the basic breathing technique to empty your mind. The first step will be to identify all the flaws in your core. Every single hairline fracture across its surface, and in Cadet Everie’s case, every single shard that will need to be fitted back together. Now, with every breath that you take, push and pull the Derelict energy in your core. As you inhale, circulate the energy into your core. As you exhale, expel the energy from your core into your body.”

Ren turned his attention inwards. He emptied his mind, bringing his core into focus. He probed the surface of his core as he breathed, and to his surprise, he was able to make out the hairline fractures that the Archangel was describing. Amira rose, walking over to Iria. She placed a hand on the girl’s back and closed her eyes.

“It will be far easier for you to identify the fractures in your core, Cadet Bladesworn. They are far deeper and more severe. But it will also take—”

Archangel Amira frowned.

The expression was brief. The slightest twitch in her lips and pause in her sentence. But almost as quickly as it had come, it had disappeared.

“—longer to heal those gashes. Cadet Everie,” Amira said, turning her attention to Selphira. She walked over to Selphira, whose face was contorted in an expression of focus as she attempted to search for the shards of her core within her. Much like Iria, she placed a hand on her back.

“If you do not bring a clear mind to the exercise, you will overlook the shards within you. Clear your mind of thoughts. Yes, like that. Now, gradually search for the shards. As you push and pull the energy, it will catch on the shards within you. Like this.”

Whatever Amira was doing seemed to be helping Selphira, because Ren noticed her lips part in wonder.

“I’ve… I’ve never noticed just how many there are…” she whispered. But before she could spiral into despair, Archangel Amira did something unexpected.

She began to strip.

The Archangel started to undo her top. She unravelled the white strips of fabric obscuring her chest. Ren’s eyes went wide with alarm, but it seemed like the girls were transfixed on their instructor’s surprising actions. Gradually, as the fabric came away, Ren glimpsed Amira’s almond brown skin beneath. A pair of perky breasts came into view beneath the remainder of the fabric, before she removed it entirely. She proceeded to hook her fingers into the band of her pants, before pulling it down. She revealed a pair of long, hairless legs. They were smooth, and there was not a single hair to be seen. Between them was her bald pussy in plain view.

Before Ren’s stare could linger, the Archangel began to deliver her instructions.

“You now know how to uncover the flaws in your core. The next step will be to correct them.”

Archangel Amira’s glowing, cyan eyes drilled into his own. But even as they did, Ren was determined not to break away his gaze back to the rest of her body.

“Pour the machine cores you have prepared into the pool. While you are in the water, you will execute the breathing technique I showed you. I call it Magnetic Resonance, the push and pull of Derelict energy to uncover the flaws in your core. Ice baths have been proven to have a myriad of health benefits, from mitigating inflammation to boosting immunity. They also make your cores more receptive to Derelict energy. Typically, you would only see minimal efficiency gains if your breathing techniques are up to scratch. But in the context of healing your cores, the true benefits reveal themselves.”

Archangel Amira walked to Iria, who wordlessly handed her a satchel of machine cores they had prepared. Their instructor turned, exposing a pair of firm buttocks that creased against her thighs as she entered the water. She unceremoniously dumped the cores in the pool, before gesturing to a few masks lying on a rock beside the pool. Ren recognised them as oxygen breathers, that allowed Blade Angels to spend extended amounts of time underwater without having to surface for air.

“Put on the breathers. Strip and enter the water.”

Iria was already following the Archangel’s instructions and removing her bodysuit. Selphira’s gaze darted to him and Ren quickly faced away from her.

It’s just nudity. Get your head out of your gutter, Soros. What’s more important is that she’s able to heal her core.

Ren hastily pulled off his bodysuit, trying to ignore the erection between his legs.

But when Ren plunged into the water, the feelings of lust fled for a brief moment.

The water was freezing.

It was a shock to his system. Goosebumps erupted across his skin, and he could feel his body begin to tremble as he shivered. With the edge of the pool as close as it was, he was tempted to pull himself out to escape the brittle cold.

Ren caught the briefest flash of golden hair as Selphira submerged herself. Once again, he angled his gaze way to ensure that she wouldn’t feel self-conscious under his scrutiny.

“Submerge yourself, then execute Magnetic Resonance. Push and pull, but this time, allow yourselves to pull in the Derelict energy from within the cores beneath you. Slowly fill in the flaws that you notice with the energy, before pushing it back out. It may feel counterintuitive, but repeating this process is what gradually fills the cracks. Selphira… you will require my assistance. Come.”

Ren turned his mind inwards once more. As he executed the Magnetic Resonance breathing technique, he could see the hairline fractures flare in his mind’s eye. He guided the Derelict energy into the cracks before expelling it again. Gradually, his body stopped trembling. He felt like he was floating in a sea of nothingness. Only the flow of Derelict energy into and out of his body was within his awareness. His worries, thoughts and the outside world had melted away.

He remained in that state for an indeterminate amount of time, before he felt a small wave of Derelict energy wash over him, breaking his concentration.

“Out of the pool.”

Ren climbed out of the pool, sighing as the cold faded away. He noticed that the Derelict energy that he had taken in hadn’t increased the base level of energy in his core, helping him to ascend towards the next Tier. Instead, a large portion of that energy had gone into restoring his core.

Still stark naked, Archangel Amira pressed her palm against each of their backs in turn. Ren was still angled away from Selphira. Unfortunately for him, the process of healing his cores had made him even more horny. He was fully erect, his dick angled up into the air. He could feel every throb that pulsed through it. Archangel Amira approached him, and Ren cleared his throat as she laid a hand on his back. Ren knew that the instructor was unlikely to have missed his erection, despite his efforts to conceal it.

“Good. Tell your friends to continue the exercises every evening. It will be a slow and involved process, and you will have to source your own Machine cores. But my habitat is open to you. During our next class, you will learn more about your Domains.”

Archangel Amira paused, her eyes dropping to his crotch. Ren hurried to formulate the question in his mind, which was also a partial explanation for his erection. He didn’t want her to think that he was a pervert.

“Archangel… is there any reason why the ascent intensifies the libido of some Blade Angels?”

Archangel Amira crossed her arms over her chest, considering his question.

“Ascension Lust does not equally affect Blade Angels… but there is a general trend towards the heightening of libido the further you progress in your ascent.”

“Do you know why that is, Archangel?” Ren frowned. “What about absorbing Derelict energy stimulates our lust?”

He felt a flash of embarrassment at the question, but Archangel Amira only paused to consider it. While she was forthcoming with her nudity, it helped that she had the bearing of an academic scholar when it came to topics like these.

“Some have theorised that it is a reflection of the Derelict’s urge to proliferate. One that we assume to a degree when we welcome their energies into ourselves,” she began. “Others suggest that it simply awakens that which is latent within us, amplifying our desires. Whatever the case, sex is an integral part of the ascent. I would recommend a regular regimen of intercourse to pair with your efforts to heal your cores. I would suggest paying Doctor Rainford a visit if neither of your partners are in a position to assist.”

“Oh… I’m just with Iria.”

Archangel Amira raised an eyebrow before turning away. Ren found his eyes dropping to her ass as she made their way towards the rocks where she had placed her clothes.

“Archangel? Are you going somewhere?”

“Continue your exercises. I have a brief errand to run.”

***

Selphira

Selphira’s eyes briefly lingered on Ren’s muscular back before she broke away her gaze. She noticed how his eyes were firmly trained on their shameless instructor’s round ass. Archangel Amira certainly took care of herself, and it was clear that Ren was taking every moment to appreciate her hard work.

“Shit,” she muttered under her breath. “Recently, I’ve noticed him sneaking more glances at girls… he usually has a little more self-control than this.”

“ALERT. Truth.”

Selphira narrowly avoided slipping on the rocks she was standing on in the pool.

“PodBot,” she hissed, her eyes falling to the little bot that was half submerged in the water. A pair of derpy yellow eyes glowed back, its smile obscured beneath the surface.

“Mister Soros’s level of lust is steadily increasing. However, he is making excellent progress in repairing his core. He is also storing energy to break through to the next Tier. His lust… is projected to rise.”

Selphira felt a brief flash of dread as the one redeeming hope evaporated. She had been uncertain whether his increase in lust was a one-off phenomenon or something that would grow steadily as he ascended the Tiers. Now, she had to face the fact that it would be the latter.

“Selphy? You alright? You’re spacing out.”

Selphira almost jumped out of her skin when her friend appeared behind her. Selphira’s gaze wandered to the droplets of water tracing down her Iria’s pale skin. They dripped from her breasts to the water beneath, and Iria’s brown nipples were erect from the cold.

“You weren’t casting sneaky glances at him, were you?” Iria teased, her ruby eyes dancing.

Selphira calmly returned her friend’s gaze.

“Iria.”

“So? What’s the verdict?” Iria said, whispering as she drew closer. “Think he’s hot?”

“Iria, we need to talk about this.”

“Answer the question?” Iria teased further. Still, Selphira could make out a hint of trepidation in her eyes as she anticipated Selphira’s answer. She let out a slow sigh. It was as good a confirmation of her suspicions as anything.

I knew it.

I need to speak to her about this.

“Well?” Iria pressed.

“He’s meh.”

“ALERT. False, Miss—”

Selphira shoved the tiny PodBot underwater. But knowing the pervert, it was probably having a great time down there.

“Anyway,” Selphira glared at her friend. “Now that the preliminaries are over, they’re holding an opening ceremony for Derelict Duels at the Academy tomorrow.”

“Yeah, I heard. I’ve got a couple of ideas for what we can work on after the ceremony.”

“Oh?” Selphira replied.

“We’re going to be doing a little socialising with our peers in Class A,” Iria smiled.

***

Archangel Lilith

“Yes, Alora? What is it?”

Administrator Alora burst through the doors to her office. Her faithful administrative assistant’s chest was heaving as she attempted to catch her breath. Her pair of glasses were askew on her nose.

“Archangel! It’s Archangel Amira, she’s—”

Lilith felt the air around her thicken, and all of a sudden, it felt like she had been submerged in roiling ocean waters. Any Blade Angel beneath the fifth Tier who hadn’t integrated the core of a Derelict commander would have struggled to move freely.

The same could not be said for her.

Lilith rose effortlessly to her feet.

“Amira.”

“Lilith, you’re mad. How many of the others know?”

“I see you’ve had your first class with my daughter and her friends,” Lilith smiled, as Amira bristled on the spot. “I trust—”

“How many of them know?” Amira barked. It was rare that her colleague got so worked up. As a specialist in Derelict energy, Amira knew how to master her emotions, which made her current outrage all the more significant.

“None. And I would very much like to keep it that way,” Lilith continued.

“You’re playing with fire, Lilith,” Amira shook her head.

The air around her continued to grow in viscosity. Administrator Alora was struggling to move as Amira expelled the Derelict energy from within her core, filling the air around her with it. If a Blade Angel knew how, they could cultivate from the energy that Amira supplied them with. But it could equally be used to cripple an Angel, should they ingest too much, too fast.

It made Archangel Amira a formidable combatant, particularly against defectors.

“You disapprove of him?”

“Only time will tell if he leaves my class alive,” Amira’s eyes narrowed. “But there was something else. Iria Bladesworn.”

Lilith paused with a frown. She had anticipated Amira’s initial outburst about Ren, but this was unexpected.

“Yes?”

“What have you done to her?”

Archangel Lilith met her peer’s glare with utmost calm.

“I haven’t done anything. Why do you ask?”

“Her core is healing at an accelerated rate. It was already healing before receiving any assistance from me or learning about Magnetic Resonance.”

The Archangel fell silent, running a hand threw slightly damp white hair.

“You think… the boy may have had a hand in it?”

“That boy of yours is no mere flame, Lilith,” Amira’s cyan eyes blazed.

“He’s an inferno.”


Chapter 20 



The Academy’s auditorium was packed to the brim. Unlike the lecture hall they had gathered into for Combat 101 with Instructor Lorraine, this was the Academy’s main auditorium. It was enormous and packed full of cadets from every year.

Archangel Lilith was joined on the stage by other Archangels and Instructors whom he had never seen before. He made out Instructor Lorraine and Archangel Amira in the crowd upon the stage. Even Archangel Ramora, the very first Archangel he had encountered, had joined them. Among them were unfamiliar faces. Blade Angels that looked utterly at ease amongst the other instructors. Ren didn't think he was imagining the slight tension between the instructors on stage.

“You’ve seen how desperate they are with this competition. I’m not surprised that they’re welcoming back ex-defectors. They need all the firepower they can get for the Mars expedition,” Zhou remarked.

“Speaking of firepower…” Ren’s eyes narrowed. “Since when did you get your hands on a Type-4 core? Elsy told me that you’d awakened your Weapon when the two of you were… ‘sparring’.”

“Heh.”

“Zhou.”

“Oh, right. I demanded it as compensation for when they falsely accused me of treason and chucked me into jail. They seemed happy enough to get rid of me by throwing a core my way.”

“You didn’t think to ask for a stronger core?” Ren muttered.

“Bud,” Zhou looked wounded. “I would never leave you behind.”

“Then—” Ren began, before Zhou shook his head, cutting him off.

“Oh, don’t get me wrong. I asked for a Type-1 core. For both of us. But they rejected the request,” he shrugged.

“Welcome, Cadets. To the opening ceremony for Derelict Duels.”

The excited whispers and muttering came to a standstill. There was an electricity in the air, and he could feel the collective anticipation of the cadets around him. Iria, Selphira and Elsy were seated in the row behind him, and a brief glance their way showed that they were just as restless as he was.

“To the participants of Derelict Duels,” Archangel Lilith continued, “congratulations on your successful completion of the preliminary trials. To those who failed to surmount the first challenge… do not despair. There is great pride to be derived in facing the Derelict with honesty.”

Archangel Lilith paused, waiting for the muttering and whispers to die down.

“The purpose of the prelims was to show you that this competition is unlike those we have held in the past. As many of you know, a few enterprising Blade Angels discovered a fleet of starships that will now allow us to traverse the void of space en masse.”

Whispers broke out amongst the cadets, the excitement in the room building to a crescendo.

“We have always needed skilled Blade Angels. But there has never been a time when we have needed them more. The purpose of the competition will be twofold. The first objective, will be to accelerate the ascent of promising Blade Angels, providing them with resources previously inaccessible to cadets. The second, will be to select those eligible to accompany us in our expedition to Mars… to reclaim humanity’s main military installation. The Labyrinth.”

A shiver ran through Ren’s spine.

“The trials you will face during the Duels are designed to emulate the challenges you can expect to encounter on the expedition. Should you prevail and ascend through the stages of the competition, you will be granted an expedited path to ascension that few of us have enjoyed ourselves. The details of the expedition will be disclosed to successful competitors. Without further ado, I announce the commencement of Derelict Duels. Pride Enduring.”

“PRIDE ENDURING!”

The answering shout of the cadets was deafening, echoing through the hall.

***

“Remind me again why you think this is a good idea,” Ren muttered under his breath.

“Shush. Just follow me,” Iria replied.

Ren and Selphira obediently followed Iria's lead through the Academy gymnasium. The familiar hall that had once hosted Combat 101's preliminary assessment was now packed to the brim with cadets from every year level. Some were sparring with one another, while others were testing out attacks on melee and ranged targets. The whole Academy seemed to have come to life after the official announcement of Derelict Duels.

Who wouldn’t want to be a part of the historic expedition to Mars, humanity’s next step forwards?

Ren couldn’t help but feel slightly intimidated by the stares of the cadets around him. Zhou’s marketing campaign had gone a long way to make his face recognisable… for better or for worse. It only added to his notoriety following the previous accusations levied against him.

They eventually reached their destination.

A pair of cadets were circling one another on one of the sparring mats.

“Wait a minute… aren’t they—”

“Yep,” Selphira confirmed.

Ren was greeted to a familiar girl in a sleek white bodysuit. She had lavender hair tied up in a pair of pigtails, which was illuminated by a thin ring of blinding purple light. She had delicate lips and wide eyes that contained lavender irises to match her hair. The edges of her bodysuit almost seemed to adhere to her skin, perfectly outlining the curves of her chest. The rest of her suit was similarly embellished with sleek purple lines that emphasised her figure and tastefully matched the colour of her hair and eyes.

The girl standing opposite her had long and wavy sapphire hair that fell to the middle of her back. She had very pale skin and ruby red lips that starkly contrasted with her complexion. She was wearing a dark navy bodysuit that matched her blue hair. There was something ethereal about the way she moved, like she was floating over the ground, as calm as a still pond.

“The girl with the purple pigtails is Astrid. She’s Doctor Rainford’s daughter,” Iria helpfully added.

No wonder she looked familiar. Doctor Rainford has a daughter?

“The girl in blue is Anri. She’s Archangel Ramora’s youngest daughter.”

Ren thought he detected a hint of sadness in Iria’s tone as she introduced Anri. But before he could ponder it further, the calm was shattered in an instant.

Two bolts of purple lightning struck the ground on either side of the Astrid, before materialising into twin spears. Purple electricity danced across the length of each of her Weapons. The lightning passed ineffectively over her hands at the points at which she gripped her spears.

Anri summoned her own weapon in turn. A sleek silver rapier flashed into existence in her right hand. But before the spar could begin, a loud voice interrupted them.

“What are you doing here? This is Class A’s sparring ground.”

A muscular young man with aggressively styled black hair resembling a porcupine sauntered up to them. Ren could almost smell his ego beneath the scent of deodorant that wafted over from him.

“Oh… I recognise you. You’re from Class Z! That Ren guy,” he grinned. The approaching asshole was taller than him by a head, forcing Ren to angle his gaze upwards to meet his eyes.

“Yeah… you heard Timothy. What are you doing on our turf?” Zhou squinted at them, his hands in his pockets and his shoulders bunched up around his neck as he trailed ‘Timothy’.

“Yeah… you tell em’ Zhou,” Timothy grunted, sneering at them.

Ren stared flatly at his best friend, who was happily watching the entire interaction go down.

“Timothy,” the sweet voice of an angel filtered through the air. “If you don’t get the fuck away from there and stop bothering them, I will teach you a lesson in humility. Just like I did last week, when you told me that a girl in a wheelchair would never beat you in a thousand years. Would you like a reminder of how our spar played out?”

Elsy Everie wheeled herself forwards with a smile.

“E-elsy… I was just…”

Timothy scrambled for an excuse, finally pointing at Zhou.

“What about Zhou? He was mean to them too—”

“No one gets to bully my best friend apart from me, bud. Oh, can’t forget Iria over there. I’ll make an exception for Selphira, too. Hey future sis-in-law,” Zhou winked over at Selphira, prompting a grin. He draped a hand over poor Timothy’s shoulders, leaning forwards.

“You see… that guy you’re picking on? He might not be hot shit… but his girlfriend is. I guess you didn’t hear the news?”

Right on cue, Iria dignified Timothy with a beautiful smile.

Then, she summoned her HALO.

Poor Timothy was transfixed by the two concentric, crimson rings suspended over her head. Ren was almost certain that he saw the vitality drain from his expression in real time. The chattering of the nearby cadets came to a standstill. After a moment of silence, the whispers broke out, with fingers pointed in Iria’s direction.

“This is going to be great for business,” Zhou chuckled deviously. “Say… would you guys be interested in another marketing shoot—”

“Honey?” Elsy said sweetly.

“Yes, sugar cube?”

“Leave them the fuck alone and come massage my shoulders,” Elsy chimed sweetly.

“Your wish is my command!”

Elsy shot them an apologetic smile before departing with Zhou. Ren was still reeling from the scene that he had witnessed. When he returned his attention to the fight, he realised that they had attracted the attention of the girls who were sparring.

“Iria… is that you?” Anri said. “Something about you feels different…” the girl with sapphire hair said, taking a tentative step towards her. “Did your boobs get bigger. Are you pregnant?” she gasped.

Iria laughed, continuing forwards on her crutches and awkwardly enveloping the girl in a hug.

“I thought she didn’t have any friends apart from you,” Ren whispered, leaning over to Selphira. She shot him a brief glare before walking forwards herself.

Right… I guess they’re all daughters of Archangels. Figures they would move in the same circles.

“Hey, Astrid,” Selphira nodded towards the girl with lavender pigtails. When she turned to smirk at him, Ren knew exactly what she was thinking.

Not the damned pigtails again.

“Hi there. I guess I should introduce myself. I’m Ren,” he said with a smile.

“They’re dating, in case you couldn’t tell,” Selphira’s grin widened further, pointing at Iria. To her credit, Iria didn’t blush too deeply. Ren felt a rush of warmth at the look of pride on her face.

“Aww… you guys are such a cute couple!” Anri exclaimed. “You have to catch me up on what happened down there… you really killed a Machine Lord?” Anri inched forwards.

Astrid, on the other hand, was eyeing him with curiosity.

“You’re the one that has the hots for my mum?” she said, casually peeling a piece of gum free from its wrapper before tossing it into her mouth.

“Uh…”

“Just kidding. You and every other guy in this damn place,” Astrid muttered under her breath, as if haunted by the prospect. “Nice to meet you too. But we were kind of in the middle of something.”

Ren watched her subconsciously tug on one of her pigtails.

“Rumour has it that they’ve got something really mean prepared for stage one. We’ve been trying to polish up our skills in time for the fight.”

“I was wondering if you would be willing to train with us,” Iria offered with a smile. “Ren here is also a dual wielder.”

Astrid blinked. Her head darted back in his direction. All of a sudden, her unenthusiastic expression dropped away, and he saw a sliver of genuine excitement beneath it.

“Really?”

Ren stretched out his hands, summoning his pair of longswords. Astrid’s eyes went wide, her jaw dropping open.

“No way…” she whispered. “You hardly come across dual wielders. We definitely have to spar.”

“He’s not very good with both of his Weapons just yet… I was actually wondering if you could show him the ropes. I know that spears are a little different… but the concepts are similar. And as for you, Anri… I was wondering if you could show Selphira the ropes as well.”

“Wait… me?” Selphira frowned.

“I figured in return… we’d teach you what Archangel Amira has been showing us in Introduction to Machine Cultivation—”

“The Archangel Amira? The Energy Scion? She’s my icon,” Anri whispered in awe, her eyes widening to a comically wide degree. Ren wondered just how much wider they would get if he disclosed that they’d spent multiple hours fully nude with that very ‘Energy Scion’.

“Deal!”

“Wait a minute… what about me?” Astrid piped up. “What do I get out of training this guy?”

“I’ll fight you once I’m better,” Iria replied.

Astrid’s elegant lips swept into a roguish smile.

“Sweet.”


Chapter 21 



The air around Astrid’s palms flashed. It was like she caught lightning itself, two purple bolts coalescing into a pair of long purple spears with glowing spearheads. Astrid effortlessly twirled one of the spears in her grip, her lavender eyes fixed on Ren. Even in the midst of battle, he could feel his gaze being drawn to her chest. Her bare skin was slightly slick with sweat. Ren imagined what it would be like to peel it away, to run his tongue across her skin—

Astrid struck.

It was no exaggeration to say that she moved like lightning. Bolts of purple electricity seemed to flicker across her legs before she burst forwards. Ren raised his blade just in the nick of time, catching the first spearhead and diverting it to the side. But just as he did so, Astrid was twisting, sending her second spearhead hurtling towards him as she spun on the spot. Ren hadn’t expected the move, which was why it worked so effectively. It exposed her back to him, but it also allowed her strike to gain far more momentum than it otherwise would have.

I can see why she’s in Class A.

When the impact landed, Ren was pushed back by the force of Astrid’s momentum. But before he could steady himself, she was lunging with her left spear pointed towards his chest.

Fighting Astrid was like attempting to fend off a pair of rabid vipers. When one struck, the other one was coiling into place, getting ready to lunge. It was a relentless dance. His attention was monopolised by each of her strikes, and he barely had time to gather his thoughts to mount his own offensive.

Eventually, Ren finally slipped up. Rather than maintain his focus on Astrid’s pair of spears, he found his eyes drifting to her chest once again. He admired the way the metallic purple trim of her white bodysuit perfectly outlined her chest. The way her boobs jiggled when she was in the midst of delivering her attacks. Her bodysuit truly left nothing to the imagination.

What the fuck am I doing—

Distracted by her breasts, Ren misjudged the trajectory of one of Astrid’s spear thrusts, and the point of the purple blade came to poke into his chest, the girl pulling her blow right at the last second.

“You alright? You seemed a little distracted there?” Astrid grinned.

“W-what do you mean?”

“You were staring at my tits,” she whispered as she leaned towards him.

“Oh,” Ren’s eyes widened. He wasn’t surprised that the girl had noticed it, but he was certainly taken aback that she had admitted it so wholeheartedly.

Damnit… it’s been getting worse. I can’t be getting distracted like this.

“Anyway. I’m starting to see what the problem is,” she nodded. “You’re used to attacking and responding. Attack and defence. You sense the opening, and you rush in. Then, you prepare yourself to defend against the next attack.”

Astrid tapped a finger to her cheek.

“It’s a viable strategy. But it doesn’t take advantage of the full potential of your Weapon. You can afford to be far more aggressive when you fight. With two Weapons instead of one, you have the opportunity to dictate the cadence and flow of battle. I’m sure you’ve heard the saying that the best defence is a good offence. Kill the Derelict before it has a chance to endanger you. Here. Let me teach you a sword dance.”

“A what now?” Ren stared at her in confusion.

“Watch carefully.”

Astrid began to show him a simple routine of slashes. First, she began with the footwork. Ren started to drill into his mind the steps that founded the base of the dance. Then, she began to weave in attacks. As Ren continued to mimic Astrid’s movements, he finally understood where Astrid was coming from. Each step in the dance had a purpose. An attack levied against his invisible opponent also served to push deep into their space, shifting them off-balance.

Ren could feel his mind wandering once more to Astrid’s form. He even felt the urge to glance over to where Iria and Selphira were seated. Instead, he attempted to clear his mind by focusing solely on the dance. He attempted to lose himself in the motions, dedicating every modicum of his attention to the process.

He failed.

Miserably.

“Woah… you’re…” Astrid began, before she bit off her words.

“Yeah? What is it?”

The girl seemed to be internally warring with herself. She opened and closed her mouth numerous times, as if struggling to form the syllables. She even glanced surreptitiously towards the heights of the testing room, as if in search of something. Eventually, she let out a sigh, taking a step towards him with a deep flush over her cheeks.

“Your bulge. It’s… very big. I can see it,” she blurted out, her cheeks flushed. “Look I’d… I’d better go,” she cleared her throat, even as her eyes fell once more to his crotch. “Practice the dance. Then, use it during our next spar,” Astrid said in a rush, before jogging in Anri’s direction.

His eyes dropped towards the way her bodysuit clearly revealed the crease between her butt cheeks, emphasising their perky curve. The way they jiggled ever so slightly as her heels made contact with the ground.

Ren squeezed his eyes shut.

Great. Now you’re going to gain the reputation of being a pervert.

You idiot.

But as hard as he tried, it was almost as if he was magnetically drawn to the curves of the girls around him. Even his sense of smell was more pronounced. It was a small mercy that Astrid hadn't informed the others of what she had glimpsed, but Ren was certain that word would get around if he continued like this.

Ensuring that his bulge was sufficiently obscured by a towel, he strode over to where Selphira was seated with Anri. The girl’s rapier was positioned across her lap. Ren could make out the slightest distortion in the air around her blade.

“My Potential is called [tidal blade],” Anri said. “I can call water into existence to amplify my attacks. Or at least, I used to be able to, before my mother almost severed my core in half.”

Ren gaped as he stared at the blue-haired girl.

Archangel Ramora did what?

“Say… did you really shatter yours yourself?”

Selphira nodded with a small smile. It was an open secret that Archangel Lilith’s very own daughter had shattered her core in defiance. But most didn’t know precisely why that was the case.

“Girl… I want whatever you’re on,” Anri whispered with wide eyes and open admiration.

She held up the Weapon in her hands.

“When I used my Potential before my core was damaged,” Anri began, “I could feel my entire core activating. But now, I only tap into it in small, deliberate ways. Think of it as skimming off the surface of a cup of water. If you take too much in, the glass you’re using will crack.”

By way of demonstration, Anri executed a few thrusts with her rapier while seated. Selphira’s eyes widened when she made out the traces of what looked like a fine mist trailing off her blade.

“I used to be able to call it to project my slashes and thrusts through the air. But now, I call it to amplify them. It’s much easier on my core. But I had to unlearn how to activate my Potential. And I had to invest in my Energy Domain. It’s still a ton of work. And quite painful. But it’s worth it if you want to use your Potential. I…” Anri trailed off, puffing her cheeks outwards.

“I want to know all about Archangel Amira’s techniques. If I could find a way to repair my core again… maybe…” she trailed off daintily. Ren, Iria and Selphira leaned forwards, hanging on the girl’s every word.

“Maybe I’ll finally be able to shove this right up my mother’s ass for what she did to me. So, let’s definitely catch up soon!”

Ren tried to avoid choking as Anri delivered her ruthless threat. From the way that Iria was beaming at him, it seemed like she had been expecting his reaction. He was quickly realising that the ethereal beauty that was Anri was more than she seemed.

“You bet we will,” Selphira grinned back. “Maybe I’ll get to do the same.”

“Bye, you two! It was nice to meet you!” Anri called out to them with an energetic wave. “We’ve got class now… but we’ll see you again soon.”

To his surprise, Anri came running back towards them.

“Hey, so… I forgot to tell you guys. I’m holding a party at mine in the Eden district after the next stage. If you guys are free… we would love it if you came.”

“We’ll try our best to make it. We’ll see you again soon, Anri,” Iria beamed back. She waved as the girls from Class A departed. Finally, she turned back to Selphira and Ren.

“Alright, you two. What did you think of them?”

“They were nice,” Selphira smiled. When Ren stared at her in surprise, she scowled at him. “I don’t hate everyone. Don’t give me that look,” she muttered.

“Anyway… I think this was perfect,” he smiled, squeezing Iria’s shoulder. “After getting into Archangel Amira’s class… we don’t have any funds left over. At least for a while. Astrid was a great teacher.”

“That’s great!”

“I’m… going to go work out now. I’ve been trying to be really consistent with the gym,” Ren cleared his throat, holding his towel in front of his crotch.

“Of course,” she nodded.

Ren let out a sigh of relief. The lust within him had been building and building. It felt like he was drawn to every other girl that walked past him, their scent filling his senses. His dick was still throbbing painfully beneath his towel.

“You can go after we finish our final practice session,” Iria smiled sweetly.

“But—”

“No buts. You’re off-rhythm. Both of you have no clue how the other fights. Come,” she said, gesturing for them to follow her. Ren winced, trailing Iria as he tried his best to think of waterfalls and butterflies. Anything to take his mind off the feelings raging inside him. Iria led them to a private training room adjacent to the main gymnasium.

“I adjusted to your fighting style. But not everyone is going to be able to adapt on the fly. You need to learn about your habits and your weaknesses. That way, you can start learning how to adapt to Selphira’s fighting style.”

“I have a fighting style?” Selphira blinked in confusion as she pointed to herself.

Ren and Selphira walked into the dim room. Iria paused by the entrance, fiddling with the room controls. The lights overhead blinked into existence, illuminating the small room. The far edge of the room featured familiar glass panels that gave them a perfect view of space beyond. The central portion of the training room was covered with a synthetic mat that was designed to cushion the combatants’ falls.

“The first one to get the other on the ground wins. Go.”

“Huh—”

Selphira charged. Her sharp golden eyes flashed, reminding him of the way she had stormed up to him like he was a pest to be exterminated during their initial meeting in her workshop. Selphira’s arms extended, poised to grab on to him and drag him to the ground.

[Temporal shift]

Ren slipped under Selphira’s grip, watching her stumble, carried by her momentum.

“You’re cheating!” she yelled. “Did you use your Potential?”

“Nope,” he grinned.

“My ass you didn’t,” she muttered.

Ren considered making a joke about her ass, but thought otherwise when she redoubled her efforts. Selphira hurtled towards him, and Ren began to understand where Iria was coming from.

Selphira was extremely fit. Their lessons in the gym had reflected as much. But she was far from the combatant that Iria was. She lacked the technique or the strategic know-how to manage a close combat encounter. Carving apart Clawrend bots was one thing, but handling an intelligent opponent was a whole other ball game. And if they were intending to ascend through the stages, they would be coming across a whole lot of very intelligent Derelict.

Let’s see how I fare against her raw strength.

Ren decided to take her head on. He braced, lightly bending his knees, and spreading his feet apart in a wide stance. Selphira slammed into him, her hands finding his shoulders. Ren stepped forwards, placing his right foot between her legs and leaning towards her.

“W-what are you doing—”

He grinned as he felt Selphira lose her balance. She, in turn, tried to resist. She leaned forwards, and his leg began to dig into her thigh, until it came to press up against her crotch. But both of them were too engrossed in their struggle to care.

Ren hooked his leg behind Selphira’s ankle and pulled. Her forward momentum was subverted in one fell swoop, causing her to tumble onto her ass. Ren leapt on top of her, taking a seat on her abdomen. Selphira’s cheeks were flushed, but he could feel her attempting to leverage her strong glutes to push off the ground and unseat him.

Ren slid forwards, his forearm closing in on her throat. His body was pressed up against hers as he finally found some leverage.

“Ok, you two. That’s enough.”

Ren relented, easing off Selphira. He resisted the urge to grin when he saw the look of defiance burning in her eyes.

“Having fun?”

Ren blinked, his eyes dropping to Selphira’s chest. Her bodysuit was partially unzipped, as per usual, and in sliding forwards to clamp his arm against her neck, his groin was pressing into her chest.

“Oh… s—”

Before he could react, Selphira flexed her quads, shrugging him off. Ren struggled to regain his footing, but it was already too late when Selphira pulled him to the ground with her raw strength. She sat on his chest with a devious grin, her golden eyes sharp. He could feel her ass pressing up against his chest, before she leaned forwards to press her own arm up against his throat. In doing so, her breasts came in contact with him, and he could feel a twitch in his crotch.

Fuck… not now…

“Alright, you two. Let’s go take a break.”

“I’m… going to the toilet. I’ll be just a sec.”

Ren hastily slipped out from under Selphira.

He wanted to believe that neither girl had caught a glimpse of the bulge in his pants, but suspected that his hope was in vain.

***

“C’mon,” Ren angrily reprimanded his erection. “Why the hell won’t you go away—”

“Hi!”

“Iria?” Ren hissed, staring at the head peeking under his shower cubicle. Her lips were pursed as she watched him. “What the hell are you doing here? It’s the men’s toilet—”

“It’s not like I haven’t already visited,” she smirked. “I’m practically a regular.”

“You know how that sounds, don’t you?” he stared flatly at her before worriedly glancing towards the stall door. “What about Selphira? You left her back in the training room?”

“She forgot about her session with Archangel Amira. They’re squeezing in another one before the pair of you tackle the first stage.”

Ren reluctantly opened the door to his cubicle with a sigh. Iria walked forwards with the help of her crutches. She closed the door behind her, leaning her crutches up against the door. She dropped to her knees, her face coming into close proximity with his boner.

“Iria…” Ren sighed. “It’s ok, I’m handling it—”

“Clearly,” she said, staring down at his raging erection. Iria's cheek pressed up against the head of his dick as she leaned into it.

“Iria…”

“Shh… It looks like your little tussle got you hot and bothered. Anything you want to tell me?”

Ren bit his tongue, knowing when to shut up and stay silent. Iria grinned mischievously as she worked his shaft with her hand, slightly slick with her spit.

“You do know that the pair of you need to get serious with your training. If you don’t, you’ll be too dead to enjoy any more sneaky bathroom blowjobs. Huh… bathroom blowjobs. It has a ring to it.”

Ren shivered as she enveloped his cock with her lips. She pressed her bottom lip up against the base of his dick, making him shudder with pleasure as she rocked back and forth. Ren’s eyes drifted to her fingers clasped firmly around her zipper. She drew it downwards. His eyes passed over her pale breasts, bunched up together in her tight bodysuit.

Ren could see something teasing in Iria’s gaze as she locked eyes with him. She slowly and deliberately continued her blowjob. He was itching for her to draw her bodysuit to the side and to reveal her chest in all its glory. Instead, she warded off any attempts by him to pull the zipper downwards.

Iria gasped as she came up for air. Ren helped her up, knowing that she was unsteady without her crutches. He breathed a sigh of relief as she finally undid her bodysuit. He watched it peel away from her flawless, pale skin dropping down to her hips. She pushed it down further, where it bunched up around her ankles.

Iria backed into him, enveloping his cock between her thighs and her pussy. She was gently rocking back and forth as she squeezed him, lubricated by his precum. He could vaguely make out her reflection in the shower door.

Ren’s gaze was fixed on Iria’s perky ass as it bunched up against him with every motion. He could feel his pleasure gradually and excruciatingly building to a crescendo, but Iria was masterfully controlling the pace.

Ren’s mind began to wander. He recalled Archangel Amira’s almond brown skin. The curve of her ass as she walked, and the way it jiggled with every step. His mind drifted to Doctor Rainford. How her low-cut blouses would hint at her massive breasts beneath, barely contained by her clothing. Finally, his mind wandered to Selphira. The way he would occasionally catch glimpses of her nipples beneath her tank top. The long legs and supple ass which shifted as she walked, and the cleavage revealed by her unzipped bodysuit.

What the fuck am I thinking right now? I’m not myself.

Iria began to grind him hard. His dick was lubricated by her wet pussy, and every time it rubbed up against the nook created by her soft thighs and her labia, he could feel himself inching closer to his climax. Iria increased her pace, her soft moans reaching his ears. He lost himself in the pleasure, his body moving on its own accord.

“I’m—”

“Wait!”

Iria crouched down with his assistance, enveloping his dick in her mouth as he reached his climax. He could see Iria’s eyes go wide as he came, his load filling her mouth. His orgasm continued for far longer than he had expected, and by the time he was finally done, Iria slumped to the ground. A thin line of cum was trailing down her chin, which she wiped away with wide eyes.

“Woah,” Iria whispered. “That was… R-ren?”

Ren continued to gently press his cock against her lips, itching to go for another round.

“T-that’s enough, you horndog,” she whispered, pushing him away. “My legs are about to give way. Let’s get out of here.”

After making sure the coast was clear, they exited the toilets. But as they walked on, Ren couldn’t help but reflect on how his mind had wandered to dwell on other women while he was being intimate with Iria.

He felt a flash of dread and guilt, which he shook away.

Damnit, Ren.

Get it together.


Chapter 22 



The weeks in the lead-up to the next stage of Derelict Duels passed quickly. They continued to diligently attend Archangel Amira’s class. Ren was confident that he had close to perfected his base breathing technique. He was still getting the hang of Magnetic Resonance, but his consistent efforts were paying off. Every so often, they would also practice with Astrid. He was gradually getting accustomed to the concept of wielding both his Weapons to their fullest potential.

“Well done,” Archangel Amira said, her palm pressed up against his back. “You’ve almost entirely healed your core. You should be able to call your Wings a little more reliably, although you should consider some formal training before you do so. I can think of two potential avenues for you to pursue.”

His instructor stepped away from him. He assumed that a full month of undergoing Archangel Amira’s private consultations would have desensitised him to her nudity. Instead, he just felt himself growing hornier the longer he spent around the Archangel. If she noticed, Archangel Amira didn’t seem to care. He had stopped hiding his erections altogether.

“What are the two avenues, Archangel?”

“Refining your Processing Domain. You have found a remarkably rare and useful core, Cadet Soros. Not everyone finds a lower-tier machine core with a S-ranked domain. Next class will delve into the process of refining your Domains.”

Ren felt a surge of excitement that almost managed to drown out the lust. He could still feel the Catalyst that Archangel Lilith had rewarded him with floating near his mind node.

“And the second?”

“Learning from someone skilled enough to teach you. I would personally recommend Move Like the Lightning. It is run by Archangel Ramora’s eldest daughter. Much like her mother, she also has an incredibly refined Agility Domain.”

“What’s the difference between Agility and Processing?”

“Processing increases your perception. It also amplifies your ability to deal with more technical and complex uses of Potential. Which is why Miss Bladesworn’s core is especially deadly,” Archangel Amira said, her eyes narrowing. “There are many people around who would covet such a core.”

Then it’s a good thing they can’t rip it out of our dead bodies.

“Agility allows your body to catch up to your perception. Some Blade Angels with a high enough agility react instinctively, despite failing to perceive threats. You generally have to pick and choose which Domains to specialise in… unless you have a wealth of ascension resources. Some opt for the Agility route, trusting their instincts.”

Ren nodded his gratitude.

“I’d best get going, Archangel. I’m going to sneak in one final sparring session before the big day tomorrow.”

“Good luck, Cadet Soros.”

***

“Good! Keep it up!” Iria called out from the sidelines. She was still using her crutches, but Ren could tell that over the past month, she had significantly recovered her strength and stamina. He felt incredible relief at just how well she was recovering. But that wasn’t the only thing that was proceeding with promise.

Selphira stood opposite him, her chest rising and falling. While her progress in repairing her core was far slower than Iria’s or his own, Archangel Amira’s assistance had shown results.

She was slowly beginning to assemble her core, piece by painful piece.

Selphira swung her greatsword down towards him in an arc. Ren raised his blade just in the nick of time to meet her attack. Selphira’s consistent training sessions had made her strong. Coupled with the weight of her greatsword, Ren was forced to deflect her blow to the side, rather than meet it dead on. To his surprise, instead of winding up for another strike, Selphira simply abandoned her blade and lunged to grapple him.

“Woah… that’s a new one,” he grinned at her. “You’re pretty creative.”

“I’m twice the Artificer that you are, enclaver,” she glowered at him.

“Oh, really? Last I saw, our warming lights and bodysuits were selling like hotcakes. What do you have to show for it, hmm? A fancy workshop?”

“I’ve got a mech.”

Ren’s eyebrow twitched.

Point to her.

“Alright, you two.”

They turned to Iria, who walked up to them on her crutches. She extended her hands out to grip their arms with a wide smile.

“You’ve improved so much. You still have a ways to go… but now the pair of you aren’t fighting like a Clawrend unit with four left feet. You’re starting to gain an awareness of each other’s flow. I'd give you a 6.5/10,” Iria winked at him.

“Gee, thanks,” Ren muttered as Iria fluttered her eyelashes at him.

“You ready?” Iria asked.

Ren watched Selphira let out a long breath, before she nodded. Sparring and fighting against each other was one matter, but going against the Derelict? That was something else entirely.

“Let’s do this,” Ren nodded.

***

The nervous chattering of cadets in the prep room had him on edge. Selphira was seated beside him, her eyes closed as they waited for the briefing for the first stage to begin. Ever since their private session with Archangel Amira, she had turned her full attention to perfecting the Magnetic Resonance breathing technique. Ren saw her brows crease into a slight frown before she opened her eyes.

“It’s… tricky to get right. I like to think of it as waves coming into shore, before pulling back again. I don’t know why, but the imagery helps me when I’m doing the technique,” he whispered.

Selphira turned to him in surprise. She nodded, closing her eyes and resuming her breathing. She had a couple of machine cores in her pouch to help with the exercise. Even so, he knew that the real progress would only happen when Archangel Amira was there to help her. It seemed like Selphira was trying to do everything she could to get the most out of her sessions.

Ren smiled when her eyes shot open, and she blinked at him in surprise.

“Well?”

“It worked. Thanks… Ren.”

The doors to the Prep room opened with a hiss. Archangel Ramora stepped into the room, and the chattering of the cadets around him immediately halted to a standstill. She was just as Ren remembered, with a singular blue ring above her head, marking her as one of the few Archangels to have qualified for the rank with ‘only’ the core of a Swarm Commander. It was strange to think that Iria had technically exceeded her by integrating the core of the Lord of Blood. But it was clear that it would take her a long time to repair her fractured core, let alone to begin using it to its full potential.

“Cadets. The first stage will be simple. You will face up against a Type-3 Derelict Variant.”

The cadets around him froze. It was like a wave passed through the room, silencing them. Conversations died and eyes snapped towards Archangel Ramora, who barely seemed to notice the transformation.

It’s just like Zhou said… they’re making Blade Angels with Type-4 cores fight a whole Tier above their level. They’re getting us to fight a Type-3… and not just any Type 3… a Variant.

“Your objective will be to kill the Variant and successfully extract its core. That is the only win condition. If you kill it, but destroy its core, you will fail. You will work in your pairs to dispatch the Derelict unit.”

She folded her arms, and Ren noticed that the arm that the Machine Lord had cleaved off had been replaced with a prosthetic. It seemed indistinguishable from a real limb, and the only telltale signs of its artificiality were the slight metallic lines that ran along its length, and the way the metallic joints of her fingers were revealed when they curved inwards.

“I will give you one last reminder. These Duels promise astounding rewards, but they come at a cost. We will not baby you through this process. The cost of failure will be your lives. And that is the risk you assume for the chance for a meteoric ascent into the higher Tiers. If there are any of you who wish to back out, now is the time.”

The room was deathly silent. Ren couldn’t help but cast a worried glance over at Elsy and Zhou. In particular, he was worried about his best friend. Zhou had hardly been the greatest fighter in Combat 101, but he seemed intent on participating in the competition as well.

None of the cadets made for the exit.

“Then you will wait your turn in the prep room. Teams one through fifteen – make your way to the testing rooms.”

***

The testing room that they entered was different from last time. It was a sizeable square-shaped room utterly devoid of any cover or structure. Bright floodlights illuminated the empty, grey concrete floor. The walls were covered in white, hexagonal metallic plating as if to protect them from any attacks that might come their way.

“It looks like this is going to be a head-on fight. You ready?”

Yellow lights positioned at the corners of the doors on the other side of the room began to pulse. A warning alarm blared as the doors slowly opened.

Together, they summoned their Weapons. Selphira’s golden greatsword flashed into existence, falling into her hands. Beside her, Ren summoned a single blade.

Two legs shot through the gap between the doors, latching onto their edges. Ren heard a groaning noise as the metal strained against the Derelict’s strength. Eventually, the legs tore through the solid metal. Ren and Selphira split in opposite directions as the Derelict slammed into the doors, sending them flying into the room.

The Derelict climbed through.

The Type-3 Variant was not one he had previously encountered. Ren was sure of it, because if he had, he was certain he’d have nightmares about it. The Derelict had eight segmented legs that sprouted out from its base. On its hexagonal base were black orbs that twisted in their housings. Red lenses shifted within, coming to focus in his direction. But it was what was perched above its base which would fuel his nightmares.

Ren stared at the mockery of a human head.

A bald head with hollow eye sockets, ears, lips and a nose. It was entirely constructed out of metal, and it looked like it was mimicking the human form. The head swivelled on its perch, leaning forwards on a thin, segmented neck as it stared at him with hollow eyes.

“Oh fuck this—”

The Derelict scampered forwards. Ren ducked under a leg just in time. He could feel the rush of air above him, which indicated that if he had been a second late, his body would have ended up just like the doors containing it.

Selphira is not equipped to deal with this.

“Selphira! Get back! Let me deal with this thing,” Ren yelled out. He lunged backwards in the nick of time as another curving, segmented leg impacted the ground in front of him, shattering solid concrete. Ren felt a rush of horror as the jaw of the head cast from grey metal unhinged.

The Derelict’s tongue lashed out towards him. It was a long, serrated metal band that the creature wielded with chilling dexterity. Ren summoned his other Blade into existence, catching the metallic tongue where his blades intersected. He stepped forwards, leaning into the metal band and using his bodyweight to press back against the Derelict. He slashed outwards with both of his blades, feeling a rush of triumph when they bit into the metal, before eventually severing it altogether.

“Yes!”

“REN! DODGE!”

Shit—

While he had been tangling with the Derelict’s tongue, it had readied its legs for a killing blow. One leg descended vertically, while the other lashed outwards in a sideways swipe, both intersecting at the very spot he was standing. Ren leapt to the side, but he knew that he wouldn’t make it in time. He gritted his teeth, reaching for the feeling of freedom, of soaring through the air. His Wings blinked into existence, but rather than attempt to take flight, Ren used them to gain a momentary burst of speed.

The Derelict’s legs slammed into the concrete, denting the floor. Ren’s pulse raced. He felt lightheaded at just how narrowly he had escaped death.

He heard the sound of Selphira’s greatsword tearing into the creature’s base. The pair of pointed legs that had been poised for a follow-up attack froze in mid-air. The Derelict let out a scream that sounded like two gears grinding against each other, before attempting to turn around to eliminate the threat that it had initially dismissed.

Not on my watch.

[Temporal shift]

When Ren called his Potential, the world around him slowed. The sounds that the Derelict were emitting grew distorted.

Wait a minute… what is that?

With the benefit of a distracted enemy up close, Ren noticed something for the very first time. With [machine intuition] active, he could see the slightest hints of Derelict energy travelling over the Variant’s body. Typically, they would be travelling far too quickly for him to perceive them. But with [temporal shift] and [machine intuition] working in conjunction, they were now brought within his awareness.

What if I…

Ren called his Wings, pushing himself forwards at the very moment he saw the Derelict energy travel along one of the creature’s legs. His blade cut into the leg at the precise moment that the Derelict energy was guided into it.

Ren activated [signal disruption].

The reaction was immediate. He watched a black arc of electricity enter the Derelict’s body from where his blade had cut into its limb. The Derelict’s jaw unhinged in a silent scream as it crashed to the ground.

“Ren! Attack the black orbs around its body! It uses them to see! The core is near its right temple!”

Ren heeded Selphira’s instructions, his blade severing one black orb after another as quickly as he could pinpoint them.

“Selphira, get back! It’s getting up!”

Their gambit was successful. Ren danced out of its range, watching as its legs scythed through the air in a random haze of chaos. It was erratic, jabbing at the empty air. Selphira had retreated far from the bot. She knew that she couldn’t extract the core when it was in its manic state.

That would fall to Ren.

He leapt forwards, his Wings blurring momentarily into existence. Using their momentum, Ren lifted off the ground in an arc that sent him hurtling towards the Derelict’s mockery of a human head. Ren landed on the Derelict’s base, having successfully evaded its legs. Sensing his landing, the Derelict unit shuddered, attempting to throw him off. Ren summoned his second blade into existence, plunging it into the head to anchor himself. Crouching down, he used his other blade to sever the narrow segment connecting the oversized head to its body.

In an instant, the Derelict collapsed to the ground. Now disconnected from the head, the eight segmented legs which posed its primary threat were rendered ineffective. All the Derelict could do now was silently work the jaw of its metallic human head. Its hollow eyes stared back at him, causing a shiver to run down Ren’s spine. He stepped forwards, deftly administering a series of cuts to its right temple, before pulling the machine core free from its housing.

The Derelict gradually fell still.
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Ren and Selphira stared at their foe. Before they could say a word, the door to their testing room opened with a hiss. A competition official entered, gesturing for them to follow. Other attendants rushed to clear the remains of the Derelict from the testing room floor. One of them plucked the Variant’s core out of his grip, to his mild disappointment.

Falling in step behind the competition official, Ren leaned over to Selphira.

“Selphira… what the hell was that thing? Have you ever seen another Derelict like it?”

“No,” she whispered with a frown. “No, I haven’t.”

We know that the Derelict mimic the form of animals. The Prowlers were clearly designed with panthers or even tigers in mind. The same with the Clawrend units. But… I’ve never seen a Derelict unit with such blatant human-like features before.

Maybe I should ask Archangel Amira about it when I have the chance.

Following the competition official, they returned to the prep room. It was filled with cadets who had recently completed their stages. There were a few pairs of cadets openly celebrating their wins. Others looked dejected, with tears streaking down their cheeks. As they made their way towards the reward centre, Ren’s attention drifted to a medic running in their direction.

“MEDIC! COMING THROUGH!”

Two Blade Angels sprinted from the med bay area in the corner of the prep room towards one of the testing rooms. The nearby cadets didn’t even spare the medics a glance, seemingly accustomed to the disruption. Others looked too shell-shocked to care.

I guess the simulations don’t prepare you for the real thing.

Finally, they reached the rewards centre. Ren and Selphira stared at the ‘quartermaster’ who had been assigned to dispense their prizes. It was manned by a familiar girl with a brown HALO and freckles that dotted her nose. She pointed towards a small metal briefcase containing their winnings. Her head was slumped on her desk, her eyes drooping as she struggled to stay awake.

“Here are your ascension resources,” she mumbled. “Congratulations on passing the First stage. Only two more to go. Pride Enduring. Hoorah. Fucking kill me,” Sergeant Rosy whispered.

Not wanting to disturb her, Ren gingerly accepted their reward and turned to leave. On the way back to the lift, his attention drifted to some of the other cadets.

“Wait a minute…”

Ren frowned, feeling a wave of anxiety wash over him when he realised that they still hadn’t run into Zhou and Elsy.

“Selphira, did you see—”

“Worried about us?”

Zhou sauntered up to them, pushing Elsy along in her wheelchair. The pair were utterly unscathed, and Elsy was wearing an devoted smile as she stared up at her boyfriend.

“I was,” Ren let out a sigh of relief. “Apparently, it was wasted on you two. Congratulations on making it through.”

“That big lump of metal didn’t see it coming,” Zhou said, miming a pair of quick boxing jabs as he bounced on the balls of his feet. “Utterly destroyed him. You should have seen her,” he said, his adoring eyes falling on his girlfriend, who blushed in response. “Wheelchair or not… it did not stop her at all,” Zhou whispered reverently.

I have to admit… I’m quite curious to see exactly how they managed it.

“One sec,” Zhou grinned briefly, before turning towards a competition official. “Excuse me? Miss? Please withdraw us from the competition.”

Ren gaped at his best friend.

“Zhou Yingrou and Elsy Everie… you’ve been withdrawn. Congratulations on clearing the first stage,” she nodded, before immediately moving on to the next cadet demanding her attention.

“Look, bud,” Zhou said, throwing an arm over his shoulders. “I’m a lot of things, but I’m not dumb.”

“That’s certainly debatable,” Ren raised an eyebrow.

“Indeed,” Zhou nodded. “We know our limits. This competition isn’t for us. Slow and steady wins the race. But we did want to take a shot at the fast lane… to give you this.”

Ren stared in confusion as Zhou handed him their metal briefcase containing their ascension materials.

“What?” Selphira frowned, stepping backwards. “No way, we can’t accept this.”

“Agreed,” Ren said firmly. “It’s yours. You risked your life for it.”

“The two of you need it way more than we do!” Elsy chirped up. “Besides, we know how beat up your cores are… you’re going to need practically double the resources just to keep pace with the difficulty of the competition. We insist!” Elsy beamed up at them.

Selphira’s lips wobbled before they drew into a hard line. She looked like she was readying herself to protest, but her words died on her tongue when Elsy laid a hand on her arm.

“When you go to Mars and you figure out some way to heal my legs… you can pay me back that way,” she winked.

“We’re going to be late for Archangel Amira’s class,” Selphira muttered under her breath before brushing past them. Zhou and Ren looked at her in confusion, but Elsy just wore a knowing smile as she watched her sister depart. To Ren’s surprise, Elsy reached out to grab his arm, giving it a small appreciative squeeze.

“Thanks, Ren. For keeping her safe,” she whispered.

Elsy gripped her wheelchair’s hand rims, propelling herself forwards at a blisteringly fast pace.

“OUT OF THE WAY!”

Ren couldn’t help but chuckle as a few unfortunate cadets threw themselves out of her path to avoid being flattened by her wheelchair.

Maybe I won’t have to watch the footage of their fight after all.

***

“Now that you have perfected your foundational breathing technique, we will move on to another crucial aspect of your cultivation. Your Domains.”

They were seated under the stars once more, watching Archangel Amira as she drifted through the Planetarium’s upper floor. Even though she was dressed from head to toe, Ren’s mind was filled with other imagery. His fingernails bit into his palms as he attempted to use the pain to root himself to the class.

“Ren… is everything ok?” Iria whispered.

Ren nodded at her, flashing her a brief smile, before turning his attention back to the Archangel.

“Depending on your unique Potential and fighting style… you will each be nurturing different Domains. We have, after all, a finite supply of ascension materials. Resource management will be the name of the game during your ascent, no matter how confident you are in gaining a wealth of cores. This is where Catalysts come in.”

Ren turned his attention inwards, identifying the small Catalyst beside his mind node. The small silver pill that Archangel Lilith had rewarded him with was right where he had remembered it.

“Today… we will all be going on an excursion.”

Ren looked up at the Archangel in surprise. Iria and Selphira exchanged a glance with him. None of them knew what the Archangel had planned.

“What better way to learn about them than to visit the very source?”

Archangel Amira smiled at her class.

“If you would follow me.”

***

Ren had explored various areas of Blade Academy. The training rooms, lecture halls, meditation rooms and the gymnasium were the usual areas he frequented.

Blade Academy’s laboratories were something alien to him altogether. They were dedicated to the various branches of the sciences. They walked past greenhouses that held different species of plant life. Other labs were dedicated to experimenting with different inventions. He watched a cadet bounce off the floor in an inflatable suit, his mouth agape. Some rooms were designed for testing Weapons and even testing a Blade Angel’s Potential. Peeking into yet another room, he watched a cadet use their Potential to push metallic objects away from them.

“I think I know where she’s taking us!” Iria whispered excitedly.

“Where would that be?” Ren asked.

“There is a faction aboard the Pride which specialises in Catalyst creation. The Gaile family, headed by Archangel Ventra Gaile. Some say they’re descended from top scientists… given their expertise with machine cores. Gaile Pharmaceutical Industries have an office on campus.”

“You’re telling me…” Zhou interjected, his eyes shadowed. “That there is a business with a corporate headquarters on campus.”

“There, there,” Ren gently patted his best friend on his shoulder. “We’ll get there one day, bud.”

“This is outrageous! How dare they exhibit such blatant corporate favouritism? Why I’ll—I’ll—”

Zhou’s protests faded away as the frosted glass doors leading to the corporation’s office parted. They were greeted to a sleek, well-furnished office complete with a receptionist’s desk and a logo of a comet emblazoned across the wall.

“It’s beautiful,” Zhou whispered.

“Welcome to Gaile Pharmaceutical Industries! Archangel Amira, it is a pleasure having you here with us.”

“We’re here for the tour,” the Archangel said matter-of-factly.

Something told Ren that she wasn’t particularly susceptible to flattery. The receptionist quickly seemed to come to the same conclusion, bobbing her head. She gestured to a smartly dressed male attendant who walked forwards to receive them.

“Welcome, all! Please, right this way.”

The attendant led them to a viewing gallery that allowed them to peek into various steps of the Catalyst creation process. The first window depicted a machine core being disassembled by a robotic arm. The small grey sphere was dissected by tiny laser beams, before other sliver-thin robotic appendages extracted the pieces of metal. A core of crackling green energy remained. Almost immediately after it was revealed, it was dunked into a solution before being sealed.

“Woah,” Selphira breathed, her palms pressed up against the glass. Ren grinned as he watched his fellow artificer nerd out over the Catalyst production process.

“As you know, Blade Academy has a monopoly on machine cores,” the customer representative continued as they guided them through the facility. “Gaile Pharmaceutical Industries has gone through the extensive process of obtaining the requisite licences to develop Catalysts. We play a crucial role in the ascension process, and you are likely to encounter our products as rewards should you take on missions in your second and third years.”

“We have lost the means of reliably identifying high-quality cores and obtaining accurate reads on their Domain stats. However, through Gaile Pharmaceutical Industries’ proprietary methods, we have learned to find other means of identifying cores with high Domain stats capable of being refined into Catalysts to facilitate your ascent.”

As they proceeded further along the viewing gallery, they caught glimpses into other phases of the Catalyst creation process. They watched Blade Angels in protective suits running a range of tests on different Catalysts.

“Tsk,” Zhou grunted.

“Disappointed you won’t be able to steal their ‘proprietary methods’? Looks like a pretty involved process. It’s no wonder they’re so open about showing us all of these steps.”

“Nothing a little corporate espionage won’t fix,” he cackled, before Elsy stroked his forearm, making him shudder. “Yes, sugar cube?”

“No corporate espionage, love.”

“Ok,” Zhou nodded.

Biting down a laugh, Ren trailed their class into a lounge at the end of the viewing gallery. Pills of every colour under the sun were displayed under immaculate glass cabinets, situated on luxurious pillows.

“Woah,” Ren muttered.

“Class,” Archangel Amira called out.

“As you have seen, Catalysts are created by purifying and amalgamating machine cores with exceedingly high Domain stats. For that reason, they are extremely expensive to purchase. In your second year, they usually come in the form of mission rewards for especially difficult assignments. But if you do get your hands on a Catalyst… it can vastly shortcut the refinement of your Domains. It can double or even triple the efficiency of your refinement, dramatically reducing the number of machine cores needed to refine the Domain.”

Archangel Amira nodded to the attendant. To his surprise, the doors to the lounge opened, and the attendants rolled in a number of trolleys.

“You will each get to pick a single low-ranked Catalyst. These are created by recycling defective machine cores. For that reason, they aren’t particularly valuable, but they will aid you in learning how to properly use a Catalyst. You will have leave to select one of them.”

Figuring that he had already covered his Processing Domain, Ren stepped forwards to pick up a small red pill labelled as a Strength Catalyst. Selphira and Iria had both chosen Catalysts that would refine their Energy Domains.

“Swallow the pill. You will feel it gravitate towards the respective node in your body. Once it comes to a rest, envelop it with energy from your core.”

Doing as the Archangel instructed, Ren felt his Strength Catalyst gravitate to his spine. Once it came to a rest, he directed a stream of Derelict energy towards it. In his mind’s eye, he could almost see the red pill begin to glow within him. But to his surprise, it wasn’t long before it dissolved completely.

They weren’t kidding about these being low-ranked Catalysts.

“Using a Catalyst is deceptively simple. For as long as that stream of Derelict energy towards the Catalyst is maintained, it will amplify the rate at which your Domain is refined. But to refine your Domains, you will have to push yourselves to the very edge of your abilities in that respective Domain. Maintaining that stream of energy under those circumstances is significantly harder. Especially when you progress to using stronger and stronger Catalysts, which will demand more Derelict energy from you.”

Archangel Amira ceased in her pacing, crossing her arms.

“And this is why we began with our foundational breathing technique. Clear your mind and practice the technique as you refine your Domains. It will help you to maintain your focus. Class dismissed.”

Ren approached Archangel Amira.

“Archangel?”

“Yes, Cadet Soros?”

“This is unrelated to the Catalysts. But I was wondering if there was a breathing technique that allowed Blade Angels to absorb Derelict energy after destroying a Derelict’s core.”

Ren awaited the Archangel’s answer with bated breath. It was a question that he had been meaning to ask for a while now. If he could maximise the efficiency of drawing in Derelict energy during combat, it might negate the need for him to retrieve the cores without damaging them.

“Certain high-ranked Energy practitioners are capable of the feat, yes. It is simple in theory and difficult in execution,” Archangel Amira replied, her cyan eyes meeting his. “Cycle your basic breathing technique while you fight.”

“That’s… that’s it?”

“Yes. But you might find that it can be difficult to slip into the meditative state needed to maximise the gains from your energy extraction while in combat. I will also add, that now that your core has healed sufficiently, you can make a start with refining your Processing Domain.”

Ren slowly nodded, making a mental note to try out both suggestions during his next training session.

“Thanks, Archangel.”


Chapter 24 



“Ren? You in there? Are you getting ready for Anri’s party?”

Ren was lying on his bed. His head was throbbing. He could feel sweat prickling across his skin. The lust that he had experienced over the past few weeks had steadily built and built.

He was at his breaking point.

No. I can’t let this rule me. I’ve dealt with something like this before.

Ren recalled the feeling of nausea that would arise when he was first aboard the Pride. How the feeling had gotten especially bad whenever he would get intimate with Iria.

If I’ve overcome that… dealing with this is nothing.

“I’m… I’m fine. Just getting ready. I’ll be out in a sec,” he called out.

“PodBot… do you have any ideas at all?” he whispered.

“Apart from those already listed, Mister Soros? None identified.”

Ren slowly pulled on the dress shirt that Zhou had bought him, along with a pair of black jeans. He paused opposite his mirror, staring at the barest sheen of sweat across his skin. He quickly snatched up a handkerchief to wipe off the sweat, stuffing it into the pocket of his jeans.

“Mister Soros.”

“Yes, PodBot?”

“I am concerned about your well-being. Blood flow to the lower half of your—”

“I’m aware, PodBot,” he grunted.

Ren was about as prepared as he could be. He had thrown on the tightest pair of briefs that he could find. It was his very first Academy party, and he would be damned if his reputation was forever ruined because of an unsolicited boner.

Ren paused before the door, his hand hovering over the doorknob. He took a deep breath in, before stepping into the living room.

“There you are!”

Iria was dressed in a black skirt that ended midway up her thighs, exposing her flawless legs. She was wearing a pair of black boots that were stylish, without jeopardising her footing. She was wearing a body-hugging black sweater that perfectly outlined her figure. It invited the eyes to her perky breasts that were tastefully outlined by the fabric. Her almond eyes were lined with elegant eyeliner, and dark lashes shaded ruby red eyes.

She looked ravishing.

No. Soros, stop.

Ren squeezed his eyes shut, before opening them again.

To his surprise, Iria looked strangely wistful. Her lips tugged downwards at their edges, twisted into an unconscious pout. Ren stepped forwards, gently gathering her hands into his own.

“Is something bothering you?”

Iria blinked, her eyes darting to him.

“Am I that obvious?” she said softly. She let out a slow breath. “Selphy, Evie and I used to fantasise about what our very first Academy party would be like. How we would match our outfits… flirt with boys… how Selphy would go skinny dipping in the pool,” she smiled wistfully.

“One of those things is not like the others,” he smiled.

Ren approached Iria, slowly drawing her into a hug.

“One day, you’ll all be able to attend that party together. We’ll make sure it happens.”

“Really?” Iria sniffed into his shoulder. “You don’t mind the flirting with boys part?”

“I’m not one to squash a childhood dream,” Ren muttered, prompting a laugh from Iria. She gave him a peck on the cheek before resting her head on his shoulder.

“Thanks, Ren.”

“The objective of today is for you to go have fun with your friends. Show off that new HALO of yours, and just forget about everything else for a second. You don’t have to carry that weight the whole time.”

Iria nodded. She took a deliberate moment to steady herself before she smiled.

“What would I do without you, hm?”

“You would probably excel at practically everything in life. In fact, I’m pretty sure I’m to blame for most of your major problems. Like—”

“Ren, it was rhetorical.”

“Oh.”

Ren grinned back at her, attempting to ward off a playful slap to his shoulder. He felt a flicker of relief noticing that her worry had gradually melted from her expression over the course of their exchange.

“Really, though,” she said, giving his arm a squeeze. “I already feel better. Thank you.”

“Alright!” Selphira called out from Iria’s room. “I’m ready!”

Selphira walked into the living room. She was wearing a body-hugging white dress that emphasised the generous curves of her body. The dress featured a wide, diagonal slit across her chest that revealed a tantalising sliver of cleavage, while another beneath it displayed a hint of underboob. Her hair was untied. Rather than being gathered into her usual high ponytail, it fell unhindered down her back.

“Can you check if I’ve tied it properly?”

Ren admired the curve of Selphira’s back and the slightest hint of lean muscle that shifted beneath her skin as she pushed her hair to the side, exposing her back. Ren caught his gaze wandering further downwards towards her ass that was outlined perfectly by the dress.

“All tied up!” Iria confirmed.

“Now for the finishing touch.”

Her shattered golden HALO blinked into existence over her head.

Ren had to admit that she was stunning.

“You don’t have to look that shocked,” Selphira narrowed her eyes as she glared at him. “I can dress fancy when I want to.”

Ren quickly held up his hands to indicate his innocence.

“Hey, you look great. Really.”

“Hmph. C’mon, Iri.”

The girls linked arms and headed for the door. Ren smiled wistfully as he followed them.

It’s nice to see them having fun like this.

They deserve it.

***

The party in the Eden district was located at Archangel Ramora’s mansion. Apparently, the Archangel was out on assignment, which was why it was happening in the first place. Ren could hardly imagine the Archangel allowing any of her daughters to host a party, let alone Anri. Frankly, he didn’t understand why she was still living with her mother when the Archangel had almost severed her core.

Then again… I can see the appeal, with a house like this.

“Woah,” Ren whispered.

The sound of music thumping through the air could be heard as they neared the mansion. The exterior façade was reminiscent of a Greek temple, with white steps leading up to the front door and pillars bordering the entrance. Blade Angels were scattered around the front yard, sipping from drinks and socialising. What immediately struck Ren, was that almost everyone was sporting a HALO over their head.

“The HALOs… I’m surprised that everyone’s activated theirs?” he called out over the loud music.

“It’s a status thing!” Selphira called back, looking over her shoulder. “It’s how they differentiate the freshies from those with cores. But not everyone subscribes to it. You guys should be fine. Besides, I’d be surprised if people haven’t heard about you two by now.”

To his surprise, Iria hadn’t called forth her HALO, and it didn’t look like she had any intention of changing that. Ren took her hand into his own and gave it a little squeeze. He supposed that revealing it in the gymnasium had been like ripping off a band-aid. Showing the rest of the cadets that the rumours were true. But Ren knew that the last thing that Iria wanted was to spend all her time talking about her core.

“You’re not going to activate yours?” Iria asked, her eyes drifting to the empty space over Ren’s head. Her lips formed into a playful smile as she nudged him. “You’re the first person with a white HALO I’ve seen… I’m sure you’ll get plenty of girls coming up to you with compliments.”

“Pfft,” Ren snorted. “All the more reason not to. Besides, how else would I keep you company?”

Iria bit down a smile as Ren grinned back.

“You’re really laying it on thick today”, she whispered, leaning into him. “Are you expecting to get lucky at your first Academy party, hmm?”

“I guess that depends on whether you see fit to bestow that fortune upon me,” he flirted back.

“I’m going to puke,” Selphira glowered at them, prompting a laugh from Ren and Iria.

“You made it!”

Anri was dressed in a sleek blue mini dress that rose up to the middle of her thighs. The dress skirt flared out slightly and had a gently curving neckline that tastefully revealed some cleavage. She was far less well-endowed than Iria or Selphira, but she didn’t need the curves to catch the eye. But what most intrigued him, was that she was no longer wearing her blindfold.

He was greeted to a pair of pretty eyes with long lashes. Her irises were milky white, and a sliver-thin scar ran along the length of her eyelids. When he felt a sensation like the wind brushing up against him, it occurred to him that she might have been using her Potential to parse apart her environment.

I suppose she would be able to use the water vapour in the air to make out the world around her.

That has to be one of the best uses of a Potential I’ve ever heard of.

“Anri!” Iria exclaimed. She approached the girl with the help of her crutches, before drawing her into a hug. “Thank you for having us. It’s nice to finally meet some classmates.”

“I don’t even know why the Academy has a Class Z,” Anri shook her head. “It isolates you guys. As if you weren’t disadvantaged enough already. But come inside! Let’s get you some drinks.”

“What sort of perks do you guys get in Class A?”

“Oh, you know,” Anri paused, opening the front door to the mansion. “We have access to pretty much any class that we want, free of charge. If we have any particular goals that we want to hit with our Domains, we can arrange for extra ascension materials by completing missions once we’re in our second year. We have access to physical trainers, energy specialists and top artisans who can make bespoke products for us.”

Huh… we had to do most of that ourselves.

He was immediately greeted to the chill of the air conditioning filling the mansion. It was a good thing it was there, because the sheer amount of bodies inside would have made the place stuffy otherwise.

The scent of perfume and cologne filled the air, and Ren quickly realised something. If Blade Angels generally experienced some heightening of libido when they ascended… Blade Angel parties would probably get a little interesting.

From the amount of casual touching and flirting he was seeing, it was clear that sex was at the forefront of many of his peers’ minds. But he wasn’t sure how much of that could be attributed to the simple fact that it was a gathering of young and attractive people eager to mingle.

Anri, being the excellent host she was, fixed them some drinks. Ren accepted a cold glass of cider, while Iria and Selphira filled their cups with the alcoholic punch.

“Enjoy! There are plenty of people eager to meet you…” Anri leaned towards them, her voice dropping to a conspiratorial whisper. “Not many people can boast about running in with a Machine Lord and living to tell the tale… let alone killing one.”

“That was technically my Mum,” Iria said, her cheeks flushing slightly.

“WAIT!” Anri screeched. “I need to show you my new battle sims!”

“You have what?” Iria squealed. “Which ones?”

“Someone made a sim of how they envisioned first landing,” Anri whispered reverently. “We don’t know for sure how it went down… but it’s their vision of how the Derelict first touched down on Earth. It’s great. You get to jump in a tank and fly around in vintage war vehicles, gunning down Derelict… come on!”

Ren and Selphira stared after the pair as they charged through the crowd, all thought of socialising forgotten. They exchanged a glance before walking from the kitchen into a sprawling living room. The place was packed to the brim with unfamiliar faces.

“Do they… have a sim pod in their house?”

“Yep. That’s an Archangel’s mansion for you.”

“I want a sim pod in my house,” Ren whispered. “Do you want to join them?”

“I’m convinced that those two battle nerds are going to spend at least an hour or two thoroughly analysing the battlefield tactics used by pre-Derelict generals. I’ll pass.”

“Huh… I never knew about this hobby of hers,” Ren muttered.

“Technically speaking… the two of you only just started dating. So I’ll cut you some slack,” Selphira smiled, her sharp golden eyes glinting.

“And what about you? Do you know many people here?”

Selphira raised an eyebrow.

“Just how antisocial do you think I am? I know plenty of people!”

“Uh huh,” Ren returned a smug smile.

Selphira shot him a glare in response.

“I have friends—” she said in protest.

“Thomas, your mechanic, and Elsy don’t count,” Ren retorted.

“Look…” Selphira rolled her eyes. “I spent most of my time with Iria and Elsy. I didn’t see the point in having a million friends who I didn’t have a meaningful connection with.”

When Selphira continued to glare at him, Ren eventually broke out into a grin.

“I’m messing with you. Before you two… I practically only had Zhou and my Mother. So I guess I’d be a hypocrite if I made fun of you for that.”

“I’m glad you realise it,” Selphira squinted at him, taking a sip from her punch.

“Have you given much thought to dating?”

Ren gestured to the room around them.

“Want me to wingman you?”

“Nah.”

“Oh?”

Selphira shrugged.

“Lots of people are too wishy washy these days. I’d rather spend that time in my workshop. Don’t want to waste my time on the drama.”

“From what Iria was telling me… it seemed like you teased her quite a lot when she was figuring things out with me in the early stages. I figured you had a lot of experience?”

Selphira’s cheeks coloured slightly, but she avoided his eyes, taking another sip of her drink.

“I have experience.”

Ren leaned back with a smile, folding his arms.

“Do tell.”

“I dated a guy. I think he was intimidated by how forward I was, and he broke up with me.”

I guess I can see that… Selphira definitely has a certain confidence about her. Elsy shares the trait, even if she presents differently. Zhou’s told me that some guys are after girls that are more submissive.

“What exactly did you do that was so forward?”

“I don’t want to talk about it,” Selphira said under her breath, taking another sip from her drink.

“Ok.”

Ren simply smiled at her, and Selphira responded with a scowl.

“I… tried to kiss him.”

“Oh, how scandalous,” Ren bit his lip, forcing down a laugh.

“We were fourteen,” Selphira muttered, her voice barely audible over the thumping music.

“You know… I guess you technically do have more experience than Iria does. Technically. But maybe it’s more accurate to say that you did have more experience.”

“I’ve just gotten the sudden urge to go throw myself into the pool,” Selphira said, taking a gulp of her drink before attempting to stand.

“Woah, woah. Ok, I’ll stop,” Ren laughed. “What? Can’t I get back at you for all the teasing you did to me? I’m sure you thoroughly enjoyed that pigtail stunt.”

Selphira bit down a smile, and Ren grinned.

“It’s just that…” Selphira trailed off, her smile fading. “I don’t really think I’ve found what I’m looking for,” she said, idly stirring her drink with her straw. “As much as I roast him… Zhou’s a good guy. He’s a great guy, from what Elsy tells me. My sis and I value the same things.”

“And what’s that?”

Selphira shifted uncomfortably on the couch. She ran a hand up her arm, and Ren was surprised at just how self-conscious she seemed.

“You don’t have to tell me if you don’t want to. But if you do… I promise I’ll ease up on the teasing.”

“You promise, huh?”

“Just for today,” Ren nodded resolutely, prompting another smile from Selphira.

“Reliability,” she said, setting down her drink. “Love for me is about reliability. Showing up even when it’s inconvenient. Especially when it’s inconvenient.”

Ren remained silent. Selphira’s chest swelled as she took a deep breath, before letting it out.

“You’re smart. I’m sure you know why.”

“Well… you’re talking to someone whose mother lied to their only child for their entire life… before knocking them out and abandoning them in a cave. So reliability is pretty damn important to me too,” Ren nodded.

“Sorry about that, Ren.”

“Shit happens,” he shrugged. “Things worked out in the end. Now… I actually feel like I’m slowly gaining the ability to make a difference. It’s a nice change, seeing how I spent most of my life running. And… I met you guys.”

Seeing a playful grin spread across Selphira’s lips, Ren quickly pre-empted her attack.

“More importantly though… you think I’m smart?”

Selphira looked like she was about to retort, before her expression clouded.

“Hey, something wrong?”

“Ren… I’ve got something to confess.”

Ren blinked in surprise. But before his mind could wander, Selphira continued.

“I was there that night when… you and Iria snuck out of the enclave. I followed you.”

Ren’s jaw dropped open. He could feel the skin of his cheeks prickling as he came to terms with the implications of that statement.

“So… you saw—”

“Look,” Selphira shook her head. “I don’t care about the sex. In fact, I should be apologising for intruding… but that’s not what this is about. What Iria told you… about the harem thing?”

Ren blinked, and he slowly nodded his head. His heart was pounding in his chest, and he felt a sickening sense of anxiety creeping into him.

“I know Iri, Ren,” she said softly, her golden eyes dropping from his own. “She was head over heels for you. She really does love you… a lot. I mean, her whole deal is that she’s great at strategy, and she practically fell apart trying to think of how she was going to tell you that she liked you. You mean a lot to her.”

Ren nodded. He felt the exact same way about her.

“I obviously don’t know what it’s like myself, but when Blade Angels first experience that increase in libido when they ascend… they’re excited about it,” Selphira continued. “They’re high on the fact that they’ve gotten stronger… and it comes with some neat side effects. But for some… that increase in libido is permanent. And it keeps growing throughout the ascent.”

“Yeah, that’s my understanding too.”

“Well… what people don’t realise is that it can be fatal to relationships,” Selphira said softly.

Ren went rigid.

“When one partner is craving sex far more than the other… it can lead to incompatibilities. That’s only made worse by the fact that self-pleasure doesn’t abate the symptoms of Ascension Lust. And one of the best ways to address it is by having multiple sexual partners. Exclusivity isn’t sufficient, because your body craves variety. That… isn’t your fault.”

Ren slowly nodded, his palms tightening into fists, before he relaxed them.

“Take Anri as an example.”

“Anri?” Ren said in confusion.

“Apparently… Archangel Ramora had one man that she loved. Her very first husband. But as she ascended, her libido continued to increase. They tried to deal with it… but their relationship eventually ended. She’s since taken on other husbands, but apparently, she’s grown bitter. They’re just rumours, but it’s said that her one true love was her first husband. And that her eldest daughter… the same one who’s now an instructor… is her ‘favourite’. It’s said that with each successive daughter she had, the less love she had for them. Anri is the youngest.”

“I think I know where you’re going with this,” Ren said with a faint smile. “You’re saying Iria’s offering this harem arrangement… out of desperation? She’s permitting me to sleep with other people to make sure our relationship doesn’t end up splintering? And she doesn’t genuinely want this?”

Selphira remained silent, her lashes shading her golden eyes as she looked down.

“I thought… I thought she was just joking when she first brought it up. Just playing around. But it’s turned from a joke into something more real, hasn’t it? I… I’m hurting her,” Ren whispered, his voice growing hoarse.

“Ren—” Selphira said, as she shifted closer to him on the couch.

“I feel it when I was sparring with Astrid, hell, I feel it now,” Ren gritted out. He raised his gaze to look at Selphira, and as if to mock his words, his eyes flicked down to her breasts, partially exposed by the slits in her dress. He felt a deep flash of shame as he wrenched his eyes towards Selphira’s. He expected to find judgment or disgust in his expression, but to his surprise, he found only concern.

“I’ve been trying, Selphira. Really. To take care of it myself. I’ve been sneaking off to the gym toilets to… relieve myself. But no matter how I try to trick myself, nothing’s working.”

“Ren—”

“And I’ve been hurting her. How could I have been so stupid? To actually think that she was ok with just opening up our relationship so I could satisfy my urges. We just started dating, and now she has to deal with this bullshit? I… this is so unfair to her. Do you think I need to end things—”

“I wouldn’t forgive you if you did that.”

Ren blinked in surprise.

“What—”

“You can’t make that decision for her, Ren. It’s clear how much you care about her. But it’s also her decision to make. I just wanted to tell you, because she’s been faking it… and faking it well.”

Selphira finally came to sit beside him. Even as she did, he felt a deep flash of shame and disgust directed at himself, as his eyes hungrily drank in Selphira’s curves.

He squeezed his eyes shut.

“Selphira… you may not want to come so close. I’m…”

She laid a hand on his arm, giving it a reassuring squeeze.

“It’s not you, Ren,” she said gently. “I wanted to tell you this, because I know that in other circumstances… you probably would have picked up on it. But your brain is literally betraying you, right now. And I’ve known my friend for long enough that I know that what she’s proposing… wouldn’t come as easily as it did for her.”

Ren’s breaths were shallow. He could feel his dick throbbing under his tight briefs, his attempts to stymie it ineffective. He never thought there would come a time when he would resent it, but here he was now.

“If not that… then… what should I do?”

Selphira, who was like a force of nature unto herself… looked uncertain.

“I don’t know. But just know that if an Archangel like Ramora struggled with it herself, it’s no easy thing to solve or deal with, and it’s not your fault. Let me talk to her… if you’re open to it.”

Ren looked at her in surprise.

“I know this is your relationship, and it’s not my place to intrude. But I don’t think she would ever admit it to you. She loves you too much, Ren. I think she dreads the thought of ever losing you, and that she would do anything if it meant preserving your relationship. So… if you trust me, then—”

“I told you already, Selphy.”

Ren smiled shakily.

“I trust you.”

Ren realised that he was trembling. The thought of losing his relationship with Iria after it had just begun, and for a reason that was squarely out of his control, made him feel sick. But to his surprise, Selphira leaned forwards, pulling him into a hug.

It was warm, and it helped to hold the thoughts at bay.

“I care about you, too,” she muttered. “So hang in there, ok?”

“I’m… tell Iria that I’m going to head back.”

“Ren?”

Even from where he was seated, in Selphira’s embrace. He could already feel his gaze wandering to other people. Girls dressed in skin-tight jeans and in mini dresses that teased perky butts beneath. Towards nipples pressed against fabric that were visible to the naked eye.

Towards Selphira.

He gently removed himself from their embrace, standing to his feet. He saw Selphira’s gaze drop to his crotch, and the girl frowned. But to his relief, she simply nodded her understanding, without a modicum of judgment visible across her expression. To his surprise, she caught his hand, giving it a gentle squeeze.

“Wait. I’ll get Iri. We’ll head home togeth—”

“No,” Ren shook his head with a smile. “She needs this. You both do. Ever since the pair of you met me… I’ve dragged you into my problems. Iria deserves to make friends, to nerd out over battle sims without having to worry about me. And you…” Ren smiled faintly. “Deserve to go meet someone who can give you what you want. I don’t want to hold you back from that, Selphira.”

He was met with an unfamiliar expression in Selphira’s golden eyes. She bit her lip as she stared at him. He was sure he was imagining the fact that her eyes had grown glassy.

“Ren—”

Ren gently pulled free of her grip, leaving Selphira’s hand outstretched towards him.

“Take care of her. I’ll see you soon, Selphira.”

***

“Ren! Wait!”

He was crossing the front yard of Archangel Ramora’s mansion when the familiar voice called out to him. Ren reluctantly slowed in his passage, turning towards the familiar girl.

Astrid was wearing a white tube top that served to emphasise her supple breasts. Her midriff was toned and sleek, exposing her belly button. She was wearing a short white skirt that ended midway up her thighs. It differed from Iria’s in that it clung to her thighs, where Iria’s flared outwards, giving her a little more freedom of movement. Her piercing purple HALO was visible above her head, casting a purple glow over her lavender pigtails.

“I was looking forward to catching up! You’re leaving already?”

“Sorry, Astrid… I’m not feeling too well.”

Astrid’s pretty lavender eyes dropped down to his groin, and Ren waited for her to render her judgement.

“You poor thing,” she whispered. “You’ve really been trying to fight it, haven’t you?”

He stared at her in surprise. Astrid only returned a smile of understanding, rolling her eyes.

“Oh, c’mon. I’m the daughter of the Academy’s head doctor… you think I haven’t picked up a thing or two? Or did you think I would judge you for it?” she quipped. But her smile gradually faded, turning into a look of concern. She took a step forwards, and Ren quickly took a step back.

“You… might not want to come any closer.”

“Oh, stop it. It’s not infectious. Here.”

She extracted some tissues from her handbag, dabbing his forehead. Ren knew that she was likely fully aware of the fact that he was staring a hole into the hint of cleavage peeking out above her tube top, but Astrid didn’t seem to care.

“You don’t know the number of guys that have come up to me boasting about getting a handjob from my Mum,” she muttered, her brows furrowed as she helped wipe off his sweat. She took a step backwards, crumpling up the tissues and putting them in her purse.

“Wait, they’re dirty—”

“Big deal,’ Astrid said firmly. “Come.”

“What?”

“I’m walking you home. I’ll head back to the party after.”

She folded her arms.

“If you’re worried I’m going to tempt you… don’t be. I’m not one of those scummy girls who jumps on a guy as soon as they found out they’re hit with the lust virus. Anyway, as I was saying,” she continued. “My preferred way of dealing with guys who mention my Mum and the… ‘treatments’ that she renders, is to kick them in the balls. So, you should take me seriously when I suggest that you go see her about your issue.”

“No… I can’t. I’m with Iria.”

“I know, I know,’ Astrid sighed. “But there are services for things like this. Some couples stay together with certain arrangements in place. It’s better a medical professional does it than seeking it out from Sally next door.”

Ren found it in himself to smile.

“And you really don’t mind pointing me towards your Mum?”

“Ugh,” Astrid sighed. “I’ve been dealing with this shit my whole life. It’s worse that my mum feels bad about it. She knows that some of my classmates bring it up with me. But it is a valid symptom of the ascent, and it can drive you borderline insane if you don’t tend to it.”

“Thanks, Astrid. For doing this.”

“No problem. And no hard feelings, by the way. With the sparring. I understand.”

“You’re still down to continue?”

“Dude,” Astrid rolled her eyes. “I don’t think you get it. It’s fucking sweet that you’re this committed to Iria. Most guys? It doesn’t hit them nearly as hard as it’s hit you, and next thing you know it—”

“Sally next door is bouncing on their dick with her bubble butt while their girlfriend at home is wondering where they are?” Ren offered.

Astrid burst into laughter, punching him in the arm.

“Ow!”

“Nice one. Exactly. So no, I’m not weirded out. But you should talk to Iria about it soon if you can’t manage it yourself.”

“Right… I will. Thanks, Astrid.”

They walked the rest of the way back to his apartment talking about Derelict Duels and the Academy. Just like he had suspected, Astrid and Anri were a pair, and they were shooting to clear all the stages of the duels to make it on the Mars expedition.

Finally, they arrived at his doorstep.

“So, I’ll see you for more practice runs soon?”

“Yeah. Thanks for all of the help. If there’s anything I could do in return…”

“Just remind that girlfriend of yours that I haven’t forgotten about our one-on-one… once she gets better, of course,” Astrid said, somewhat reluctantly. Ren smiled. It seemed like the girl was a bit of a battle nut, and that she was incredibly excited to face off against a fellow cadet with the core of a Machine Lord. Ren understood.

Frankly… he was looking forward to a spar with Iria as well.

“You’re sure you’re good to head back to the party yourself?”

“I’m a big girl. I can take care of myself. You know that for a fact,” she rolled her eyes with a grin.

“I guess I do. Alright… get back safe. Thanks again, Astrid.”

***

Astrid

Astrid watched as Ren entered his apartment, the electric lock on the door latching into place with a high-pitched beep.

She couldn’t help but smile at Ren’s innocent embarrassment over having been caught with a hard-on. Most other guys with Ascension Lust flaunted it openly. But she supposed the reason they did it was because sometimes it worked. For some girls, it was a turn-on to know that a guy could go multiple rounds without losing steam.

She smiled to herself as she walked back. She picked up her phone when it rang.

“Hey, Anri. Yeah, I’ve just walked him back. Let Selphira and Iria know he’s back home safe.”

Her friend laughed over the line.

“You sound happy,” Anri teased. “Anything you want to tell me, girl?”

“I’m just happy to have made a friend, alright? I’m not scummy,” Astrid shot back at her close friend. “Do you know how rare it is to find a decent dude with integrity these days?”

“So… you’re telling me you wouldn’t date him if he was single?”

“I’m not getting in between anyone’s relationship. Iria’s nice. Mum... told me about Archangel Archeia,” Astrid trailed off. “She deserves something good like this. She’s had a tough life.”

“You didn’t answer the questionnn,” Anri chirped back.

“Dumbass,” Astrid grumbled as she hung up the phone.

“But still… Urgh… why are all the good ones always taken?” she whispered.


Chapter 25



Ren ran his hands over her smooth brown skin. The water cascaded from her form as she rose from the icy pool. His fingers swept over the curve of her ass, wandering towards the middle. He ran his fingers across the slick surface of her pussy.

Archangel Amira’s back was arched, giving Ren an unimpeded view of her most private areas.

He could feel a strong, pulsing sensation emanating from his groin. It had grown to an almost painful degree, as if something was urging to be expelled.

“Ren,” Archangel Amira whispered, her gaze enticing.

Then, her face flickered.

It morphed, her long white hair turning brown-black. Her arched, refined features shifting into wide, almond eyes and lips that were so often curled into innocent smiles that warmed his heart.

Iria stared back at him.

“Ren?”

***

Ren burst upwards from his bed. His body was slick with sweat, and he could feel his heart thudding in his chest at over a hundred beats per minute. He felt an immediate sense of relief at the fact that he wasn’t, in fact, in Archangel Amira’s habitat, running his fingers over her pussy.

But there was one singular sensation that remained. The painful pulsing in his groin, begging to be released.

Am I really going to give in to this?

No.

Ren stubbornly staggered to his feet. He was groggy from his interrupted rest. He set his jaw as he quickly changed into his gym attire, ignoring the raging erection pressing his shorts outwards. He hastily left the apartment, making his way to the gym.

***

Selphira

Selphira turned to her sleeping friend. Iria had spent the majority of her time nerding over war sims with Anri. When Ren had left the party early, she had been tempted to fill her in. But she also knew that between acclimatising to her new physical limitations and dealing with Ren’s ‘condition’… her friend deserved a break. There would be time to talk to her when she woke up.

On her part… she had spent the remainder of the party looking out for her friend…

And thinking about him.

The way he looked fearful when she had approached him on the couch. As if afraid that she would judge him for his condition. The tormented look in his eyes as he smiled, telling her to enjoy herself when he was returning home to suffer. She felt a flash of anger as she recalled it. Then, it faded as his words returned to her. Simple words that meant the world to her, as unreliable as she was.

I trust you.

Selphira squeezed her eyes shut, dashing away a tear.

You really are a dense idiot, Ren.

Selphira heard the soft padding of feet in the living room.

To her surprise, she heard a shuffling of the sheets on Iria’s bed next to her. Selphira peeked between partially closed eyelids from her spot on the mattress next to Iria’s bed. She watched her friend reach for her crutches at the foot of her bed, before slowly and quietly inching over to the door.

Selphira heard the door to the apartment shut with a soft beep of the electronic lock engaging.

Iria slowly backed away from the door. Her friend climbed back into her bed, throwing the sheets over her head. Selphira began to hear a soft sobbing fill the air.

Oh, Iria.

She rose from her mattress, taking a seat at the edge of Iria’s bed.

“Iri?”

“S-selphy? You’re awake?”

“Yeah.”

“S-sorry, I’ve just had this terrible hay fever lately, I—”

Selphira whipped away the blankets obscuring her friend from view. Her eyes had adjusted to the dark, and she could see a hint of snot trailing from Iria’s nose. Her tearstained cheeks were clear in her view, as were her slightly red-tinged eyes.

“Space pollen hits different, doesn’t it?” she smiled gently.

Selphira reached for the tissue box next to Iria’s bed, extracting a few and pressing them up against her best friend’s nose.

“Blow.”

“Selph—” Iria protested, her voice muffled by the tissues.

“Blow.”

Iria acquiesced, and Selphira disposed of the tissues with a sigh. She inched closer to her friend, drawing her into a half-hug. They remained that way for a moment, Selphira’s arms curling tighter around her friend.

“I know about it.”

“Huh?” Iria blinked up at her in surprise.

“That day the pair of you snuck out of the enclave… I followed you.”

“You… you…” Iria’s ruby eyes grew round.

“Look…” Iria shifted on the spot. “In my defence, I thought the pair of you were going out for dessert. I heard what you said on that water tower.”

Selphira gently gripped Iria’s hands.

“I also know that it’s bullshit.”

Iria hiccupped, her breath catching as she inhaled. She clutched at her blankets, avoiding Selphira’s gaze.

“Apparently, he’s been doing this for a while now. Sneaking out at night to head to the gym to attempt to… relieve himself. PodBot told me about it recently. Pod was concerned that Ren’s mental state was deteriorating.”

Iria’s shoulders shrank.

“I don’t know what to do, Selphy. We just started our relationship. But I know that he doesn’t have a choice in this. How could I limit him? I didn’t know what else to do. If he senses even a hint of hesitation from me, he would never agree to sleep with other people. He’s already doing everything he can to avoid it.”

Selphira gently took Iria’s hand in hers and squeezed it.

“Is it selfish of me?” Iria whispered.

“No, it isn’t,” Selphira replied firmly.

The helplessness must have been building within her for so long. She could bring Ren the relief he needed. All it cost was compromising on the future she had envisioned with him.

It was no wonder she was heartbroken.

“I’m just so afraid that if I open up our relationship… his feelings for me will fade,” she whispered. She shook her head. “No matter what either of you say… I’m far from special.”

It took every fibre of her being to hold Selphira back from speaking up in defence of her best friend. Selphira held her tongue, not because she agreed with Iria, but because it was important that her friend told her how she really felt. Iria gathered up her hands, her ruby eyes wide and pleading.

“Please… you can’t tell him about any of this. If he knows I feel guilty—”

“Iria,” Selphira said. “I’ve already told him.”

Iria stared at her with a mixture of shock and horror.

“No… I need to reassure him—”

“Lying to him further isn’t going to help either of you, Iri. But that’s what you’re most concerned about? That he’ll stop loving you?”

Iria hesitated before slowly nodding her head.

“What you said about not being special,” Selphira said, closing her eyes.

“We’re all pieces of meat floating on an invisible space station, Iri. None of us are special. Not you, not me, not Ren or any of the Archangels. In the scheme of things, we’re tiny blips in the universe. But you…” Selphira bit her lip, feeling her eyes water. Her tone threatened to waver, but she was past the point of caring.

“You were the tiny blip that came into my life and made it something I cherish. You could be the most useless blob in the world, and I would still love you. You’re strong, brave and kind in all of the ways I find so hard to embody. I know that Ren feels the same about you as well.”

Selphira snorted, shaking her head.

“It’s why that hopeless and frustratingly kind boy of yours is out there in a gym bathroom stall furiously jerking off. He loves you, Iri. I don’t think he gives a shit about how special you are. And I don’t think that will ever change… Ascension Lust or not.”

Selphira took a deep breath before she let it out. Iria was looking at her with wide ruby eyes. She felt the fear set in when she considered what she was about to propose. But her love for Iria and her care for Ren helped her surmount it.

“I have a suggestion,” Selphira said softly.

“Yes?”

“I’ve been thinking about this since that day at the water tower. I care about both of you. More than I could ever describe. I’d be willing to try to… ‘help’ him… if it’s something you want to try.”

She felt the temptation to curl into a ball and abort the conversation, but she knew that the writing was on the wall. Pretending it didn’t exist wouldn’t get either of them anywhere.

“I’ll… I’ll keep things strictly physical. You’ll always be involved. That way, you won’t ever feel like you were somehow being left out.”

“Selphy…” Iria whispered.

“If I ever start to feel myself developing feelings for him… I’ll cut things off. It will be purely physical. You can trust me to be honest with you,” she said firmly. “But this is just an option. If you decide—”

Iria gripped her hands.

“But is it something you would want? I know you care about us… but forcing yourself—”

“I do find him attractive, Iri. I wouldn’t… dislike it,” Selphira said, feeling a flash of shame. But to her relief, Iria seemed to understand, squeezing her hand reassuringly.

The pair of them sat in silence. The weight that had settled on Selphira’s chest had finally lifted. For better or for worse, the words were out. It had been a decision that had been stirring in her mind from the moment she heard Iria’s concerns beneath that water tower.

But she’d meant what she said. If it was for them… She would be willing to try.

“I love you, you doofus,” Selphira said hoarsely. “And I do care about that frustrating boyfriend of yours, too. If I need to give him a platonic handjob now and again so he doesn’t go insane… I guess it’s the least I could do after he saved my life.”

“Those were words I never pictured ever coming out of your mouth,” Iria giggled. Selphira’s lips twitched upwards into a smile.

“The way he’s going… he may need more than just the two of us,” Iria said softly.

“Whoa there,” Selphira quickly interjected. “Let’s take this slow. Let’s see how this plays out. If you realise that you don’t want it at any time… we bin this whole plan. And if push comes to shove…” Selphira’s eyes hardened.

“I need you to promise me something.”

Iria looked nervously at her, shifting in her seat.

“If we try this… and you know for a fact that you can’t bear to share him, Iri… I don’t want you to set yourself on fire to keep Ren warm. He wouldn’t want that either. I won’t mince my words. You may have to break up with him.”

Selphira bit her lip. It wasn’t a prospect that she wanted to consider. The care and love that Ren and Iria had for one another were clear. It was something that both of them deserved to enjoy. But Iria also had to confront Ren’s condition head-on, and what it would demand of her.

“I don’t even know where to begin with thanking you,” Iria whispered. “First… you help get us together. And now… you’re keeping us together.”

“Iri…”

“Thank you, Selphy. I feel so much less alone.”

“I’ve made the mistake of leaving you alone once before, and it’s one that I’ll regret for the rest of my life. For the pain it caused you,” Selphira said hoarsely, blinking the tears from her eyes and bowing her head. “I’m never leaving you alone again,” Selphira whispered.

Iria rushed forwards to embrace her friend.

***

Ren returned from his gym session. First, he attempted to pump as many weights as he feasibly could. When that didn’t work, he attempted to fall into the sword dance that Astrid had taught him, seeking solace in its hypnotic movements. When it only served to enhance the memory of Astrid’s boobs in his mind, he gave up.

He entered his apartment, opening the door as softly as he could.

“Ren?”

The lights in the apartment were turned off. His eyes hadn’t yet adjusted to the dark. Iria called out to him softly from the sofa. He could hear a slight tremble in her voice.

“Iria? What are you doing up at this time? You should be resting.”

“What about you?” Iria replied.

“I… couldn’t sleep. Must be the nerves or something,” Ren shifted self-consciously on the spot. He casually plucked a pillow from the couch and set it in his lap as inconspicuously as he could. “I’ve been hitting the gym a little more often. You know… for the Duels.”

“I know that you’ve been trying to relieve yourself of the Ascension Lust.”

Ren tensed up. There wasn’t a hint of judgment or ridicule in Iria’s voice. Even so, Ren felt an intense wave of guilt wash over him.

“I’m sorry—”

“You didn’t ask for any of this, Ren. You’ve got nothing to apologise for,” she said gently. “Do you remember how excited we were when we initially found out? But I guess the reality is a little different from how it seems in theory, huh?”

“I’ve been seriously considering just chopping it right off,” Ren laughed weakly. “It might solve a lot of our problems—”

“Ren… there’s something I wanted to talk to you about.”

“Hey.”

To his surprise, the voice came from behind him. In the darkness of the apartment, he could make out Selphira settling down on the couch beside Iria.

Selphira did say she would talk to her. Is she going to…

Ren swallowed down the lump that had formed in his throat. He could feel his heart racing in his chest, every beat reverberating through his body. His mouth was dry, and he realised that he was trembling.

“I’d understand if this changes things,” Ren said shakily. “I wouldn’t blame you if you wanted to end it—”

“No,” Iria said firmly, taking his hand. “No,” she repeated, more gently. “I’m… sorry for lying to you about all of this. I was afraid that things would turn out the other way around. That you would break up with me.”

Ren stared at her in horror.

“I would never.”

“We… were just beginning our relationship. There were so many things I’ve been looking forward to, and I think I had an idea of what it was going to be like. So… when I realised that Ascension Lust had hit you, and that it had hit you hard, I overcompensated. I’m sorry for suggesting those things to you out of the blue, Ren. I’m sorry for lying to you.”

Iria took a deep breath. Selphira squeezed her arm, and Iria nodded.

“I care about you a lot. More than I have words for. But those weren’t the reasons why I was reluctant to let you see other people. I was afraid that you would fall out of love with me.”

“Iria…”

Ren could see where Iria was coming from. If the tables were turned… he would feel precisely the same way.

“I—”

“No, Ren. I know,” she said softly with a smile. “You don’t have to say it. I know that you care about me. I’ve seen it in every single action and gesture. That is my fear to face. And I’m going to start facing it, today. If it’s something that you’re open to.”

“What do you mean?” he frowned in confusion.

“I told you before that I love the two of you more than anything in the world. I’ve spoken to Selphira. She’s willing to try to have a physical relationship with you… if it’s something you’re open to trying.”

Ren blinked, his gaze drifting to the silhouette of the girl next to Iria.

“Just a physical one,” Selphira said briskly.

“We’ll all be involved. And no one will be left out. We can come up with our own rules and dictate the pace,” Iria continued, a little more confident. “If it’s with Selphy, I’m willing to try. But we wanted to run this past you. What do you think?”

Ren’s lips formed a hard line.

“I feel guilty for putting you through this,” he began. “I know that it hasn’t been easy on you. Seeing me… looking at other girls. I’ve really been trying to sort it out myself, but it just hasn’t been working,” he laughed weakly. Ren curled his palms into fists before gradually releasing them.

“You didn’t sign up to any of this, Iria. I’m sorry for hurting you. And you too, Selphira. You deserve to find what you want as well. Are you sure you want to do this? It might jeopardise your chances of finding someone—”

Selphira raised a hand, cutting Ren off.

“I am,” Selphira said firmly. “I don’t like seeing you suffering like this. And it’s for me to decide what I want to do.”

“It isn’t your fault, Ren,” Iria smiled. “And Selphira is willing to explore it too.”

“Platonic handjobs, huh?” Ren muttered.

Ren stared as Selphira gave him a double thumbs-up. For some reason, despite the mixture of guilt, anxiety and lust curling inside him, he couldn’t help but break out into a smile. He heard a soft giggle emerge from Iria as she poked her best friend in her side.

“I don’t know what I’ve done to deserve friends like you,” he said softly. “I was afraid you were going to end things. I can’t believe there was a time when I was happy about this. It’s a curse—”

“It’s what we make of it,” Iria quickly interjected, squeezing his palm. “Maybe… we might even come to enjoy it. I think building trust will go a long way towards my comfort with you having more… free rein over satisfying your desires. But I’m sorry to put these restrictions on you in the first place.”

“Are you kidding? Why are you apologising?” Ren said incredulously. He reached out to caress her cheek, feeling his vision swim as his eyes began to water.

“You—”

“Ok, you two.

Selphira’s firm tone stopped him in his tracks.

“The lovey dovey stuff later, I think we should make a start on this. I saw the state you were in yesterday,” Selphira said. “I also still have a couple more hours of sleep to fit in,” she said a little more briskly, making Ren grin. He watched Selphira lay a hand on Iria’s own.

Iria nodded back.

“Ren… we’re going to start now. Take off your pants,” Selphira said neutrally, in a tone devoid of lust. In fact, Ren was confident that she probably employed a more enthusiastic tone when discussing the weather.

“Are you sure?”

“Yes,” Iria said firmly.

Ren swallowed, moving to untie his gym shorts.

“I… might be a bit sweaty—”

“Strip,” Selphira commanded. “Like I said… this is platonic. It doesn’t have to be enjoyable. It just has to work,” she continued with a level tone. Ren was convinced Selphira was doing it for Iria’s sake, but he was grateful for her consideration. Iria squeezed his arm reassuringly.

Ren slowly hooked his thumbs into the band of his pants, drawing it down.

He vaguely saw the shape of Selphira’s head draw closer to his throbbing member. He was as hard as a rock, and his precum thoroughly covered the head of his dick. He wasn’t sure for how long he had to endure the torture, but he felt his entire body shiver when Selphira’s soft palms closed in around his shaft. She began to move it up and down its length, each motion bringing him intense bursts of pleasure.

“Are you ok, Ren?”

“Y-yeah,” he replied, squeezing Iria’s hand reassuringly. “A-are you?”

“Mmhm,” she said, drawing closer to him on the couch. Iria started to kiss him, and Ren was immediately greeted to her sweet scent as she drew closer. All the while, Selphira’s handjob was increasing in frequency, and he could hear her soft panting as she exerted herself.

Iria guided his hand towards her breasts, and Ren eagerly rubbed his fingers over her smooth skin. The tension in Iria’s shoulders was gradually releasing as she occasionally broke away, watching Selphira work his shaft.

“Iria… are you ok?” he queried.

“Yeah,” Iria replied, with a hint of surprise. “I think I am.”

“Glad the two of you are having fun and all, but… this boyfriend of yours should hurry up and cum already,” Selphira muttered under her breath. Even if it was partially manufactured, something about her bored tone seemed to turn him on.

“Selphy… you don’t have to if—”

“No,” Selphira shook her head. To Ren’s surprise, she paused in her handjob, drawing her hand away to grip onto her tank top. He stared as Selphira drew it over her head. His eyes had somewhat adjusted to the lack of light by now, and he could make out the black bra that was cupping Selphira’s large breasts.

“Are you ok?” Iria said with concern, laying a hand on her friend’s arm.

“It’s nothing he hasn’t seen before,” Selphira said softly. Selphira’s gaze was averted from theirs, and she was nervously rubbing her hand up and down her arm. Ren was at a loss for words, but when Iria gave him a nudge and an encouraging smile, he cleared his throat.

“You’re beautiful. Platonically speaking.”

He felt a wave of relief when Selphira’s lips quirked upwards.

“Nice dick… bro.”

“Please don’t ever say that again,” he muttered.

“Yeah, that was a bad idea,” Selphira whispered back.

Selphira leaned forwards to wrap her hand around his erect member. At his side, Iria drew closer to him. To his surprise, her attention was fixed on her best friend crouched between his legs. Iria seemed to be watching on with curiosity. Selphira resumed her handjob, and Ren’s eyes were transfixed on the way that her boobs began to jiggle as she intensified her efforts.

“I-iri… are you ok?” Selphira said, looking at her friend. “I can stop, if this—”

Iria shook her head with a smile. She gave Ren’s arm a quick squeeze before stepping off the chair to crouch next to her friend.

“Not at all. It’s… fun. Thank you,” she said, giving her friend a hug. “But what about you? Are you sure you want to keep going?”

“Yes,” Selphira said stubbornly. “Though this thing is annoyingly long. Is it usually this tiring?”

“Mmhm,” Iria nodded solemnly. “I’m already starting to feel a little relieved,” she whispered, her eyes fixed on his dick. “He usually likes it if you play with the tip.”

“Like… this?”

Selphira ran her fingers over the head of his cock. It was well and thoroughly lubricated with his precum, and he felt his body shudder as Selphira’s fingers hit the spot.

“Yeah, just like that,” Iria nodded encouragingly.

“A-are either of you going to ask me for feedback?” Ren grunted, his breaths shallow.

“You don’t get to tell me what to do,” Selphira grumbled. “I’m not an on-demand handjob delivery service.”

“I’m… I’m—” he gasped.

He heard a sharp intake of breath as his load burst forth. All of those days of buildup, spending time in Archangel Amira’s habitat, sparring with Astrid, and seeing Iria and Selphira around the house was finally relieved by the most unenthusiastically delivered handjob in his life. Selphira gasped, and Ren could vaguely see her wipe his cum off her cheeks.

Ren felt the waves of lust within him begin to wane…

Until they finally broke.

Ren blacked out.


Chapter 26



Ren had secluded himself close to the artificial waterfall in Archangel Amira’s icy pool. The sound of water crashing into the pool filled the air. It was steady, consistent, and set him at ease. He could feel the brittle water vapour make contact with his skin. He floated in the water, his gaze fixed on the glass roof of Archangel Amira’s modular habitat, which gave him an excellent view of the stars above him.

He finally felt at peace. For the first time in weeks… his mind was clear. No longer were his thoughts drawn to boobs, butts and everything in between. His mind was empty, and he had forgotten just how much he had missed the feeling.

“Cadet Soros?”

Archangel Amira’s voice interrupted his relaxation, and Ren hurried to stand upright. As it was, his dick was clearly visible above the surface of the water where he was floating. While he was certain that his instructor was thoroughly acquainted with it by now, he wasn’t particularly keen on adding to her understanding.

“Sorry, Archangel. I was just resting.”

“Good,” she nodded.

Just like before, she was in the nude. She was just as shameless as ever, drifting behind him to lay a hand on his back.

“Excellent,” she said with a hint of surprise. “The flow of your energy has calmed significantly. I take it that you took me up on my suggestion?”

“N-no,” he cleared his throat. “I didn’t see Doctor Rainford. But I did… get it out, so to speak.”

“Good,” she nodded. “It is important to enter the Duels with a clear mind and focus. Is there anything else I could help you with?”

Ren slowly nodded.

“Perhaps there is one thing, Archangel. The Type-3 Variant that Selphira and I faced…” Ren trailed off. He recalled the Derelict monstrosity that they had fought together. The Machine with the body resembling a gigantic robotic spider and a head that looked eerily like that of a human.

“It had the head of a human. Or at least… a metallic replica of one. I know that you’ve spent a significant amount of time down on Earth… have you seen many Derelict like it?”

“I have,” Archangel Amira said.

Ren felt a sliver of adrenaline surge through his system.

“Then—”

“It is best to be discreet about this,” the Archangel said, her piercing cyan eyes finding his own.

“Of course.”

The Archangel paused, folding her arms across her chest. This time, Ren did admire the way that her breasts bunched up against them. But it wasn’t the utter loss of control that he had experienced previously. For the first time in a while, it was simple admiration.

“Do you know what Variants are, Cadet Soros?”

“No, Archangel,” Ren shook his head.

“We don’t either. But we believe them to be Derelict aberrations. As you know, many standard Derelict units are churned out in their superfactories. But every so often, anomalies occur. A Variant is created. And as you know, Derelict are capable of evolving and ascending through the Tiers… much like ourselves. Many of these Variants end up becoming the very Machine Lords and Sages that we dread. And given enough power and time…” she trailed off.

Infernal Engines.

“But every so often, I encounter a Variant that has a form that reflects some intention to mimic us. To draw closer to humanity. Perhaps, they are where the rumours of Androids originated from. But it is curious, don’t you think? That we take in Derelict cores, becoming closer to our foes, while some of the Derelict themselves attempt to grow closer to us.”

Derelict… aiming to mimic humanity?

“Thank you, Archangel,” Ren smiled at his instructor.

“Is there any reason why you are avoiding Cadets Bladesworn and Everie?”

His smile faltered.

“Uh…” he trailed off. The Archangel didn’t seem to care about or notice his hesitance, seeing as she patiently awaited his response. “I have… begun a physical relationship with Selphira… in a sense. But we’re trying to put down some boundaries. We’re hoping to escalate things… gradually. That includes nudity.”

“I have noticed that you’ve been quite averse to looking at Cadet Everie,” Archangel Amira nodded. A part of him felt relieved that she was treating this like any other Academic curiosity.

“Good luck, Cadet Soros.”

***

Astrid and Ren circled each other, their Weapons at the ready. He was channelling a steady stream of Derelict energy towards his Processing Catalyst. Based on what Archangel Amira had taught them, the higher the quality of the Catalyst, the more energy hungry it was.

The Catalyst that Archangel Lilith gave him chewed through energy like nobody’s business. It greedily sucked up whatever energy he directed its way the moment he was engaged in fast-paced battle that tested his reaction time.

Ren and Astrid’s eyes were sharp, and both of them were keeping an eye out for potential openings to exploit. But where Ren was tense and rigid, Astrid almost seemed to flow across the ground with her footwork. It spoke to an underlying confidence that whatever attack he managed to throw her way, she would be capable of diverting it.

“So, what’s it like? Having to deal with…” Astrid said as she paced, “you know what.”

“Ascension Lust?”

“Shh,” she paused with a quick glance out of their sparring mat. They were situated in Class A’s section of the gymnasium. Anri was teaching Selphira how to utilise her power in confined ways, without having to tap into her full Potential. Iria was seated beside them, listening in.

“You don’t want to know what’ll happen if it gets around that you have it,” she muttered. “The rumours are one thing… but you’ll gain a lot of unnecessary attention. Groupies throwing themselves at you… that sort of thing.”

“Well… it’s not as fun as it sounds, for one. It can ruin your relationships.”

Ren lunged forwards. His twin blades flowed outwards, before he angled them down in a cross-cut aimed for Astrid’s chest. Astrid simply whirled one of her spears, knocking aside his intersecting blades upwards and leaving him open to the kick that she directed towards his chest.

“Good… but you’re making your strikes too obvious. The more intelligent Derelict can pick up on telegraphed attacks. Anyway… have you managed to get a hold over it? Your Ascension Lust.”

“It’s…”

Ren swallowed, thinking back to the day. Things had seemed relatively normal since, but he wouldn’t dare guess what thoughts were going through the girls’ heads.

“A work in progress.”

“Huh,” Astrid nodded.

“So… what happened with Anri’s core anyway?” Ren said with a glance towards the girl. “She—”

Ren dropped to the floor, watching the spearhead flow through the air above him as Astrid executed a horizontal slash. His back impacted the ground, but he was already twisting to the side as her other spear arced downwards in a wide, vertical arc. He managed to dodge in the nick of time, her blade’s edge burying itself in the sturdy material of the sparring mat.

“I’m sure you’ve heard the rumours. One day… her mother flew into a rage. I think… she resented that her first husband left her because of her Ascension Lust. Her daughters are a reminder of her condition. One day… when Anri was just about six… Archangel Ramora had a fit. Apparently, she said that Anri reminded her of him. There was no relation, of course. But she must have seen something of her first husband in her. She lashed out, and she blinded Anri with her attack. It carved a rent into her core, too. Makes extracting and replacing it difficult. I guess that’s why she’s so fascinated by your friend. Iria.”

Ren looked over at Iria who wore a gentle smile on her face as she watched Selphira and Anri chat.

“She’s someone who was willing to stand up to her Mother, Archangel Archeia. Now that I think about it… so is Selphira. Anri knows how hard it is to do… and I think she’d like some of their rebellious spirit to rub off on her.”

“If you’re talking rebellious spirit… you seem to have it in droves.”

“Don’t even try to butter me up, pretty boy,” Astrid said flatly. “I’m not joining your little harem.”

“I don’t have a—”

Astrid grinned, ducking in for a thrust.

***

Three weeks passed in a blur.

Between practising his fighting and developing his breathing technique, Ren was kept incredibly busy.

He was beginning to see slow and steady progress in his fighting style. Astrid’s blade dance had helped tremendously. It hadn’t granted him any practical offensive techniques, per se, but it had changed the way that he thought about fighting. It was a more aggressive form of combat that left him exposed to his enemies. The hard part would be attempting to pull it off in a real combat scenario with Derelict that were trying to kill him.

Beyond that, his sparring was especially great when it came to stretching his reaction times. Astrid had a combat style that was heavily reliant on flooding him with a swathe of quick thrusts and slashes. A good portion of the energy he had accumulated in his core had already been sunk into his Processing Domain, which was currently sitting at rank B.

Ren had also seen a definitive improvement in Selphira and Iria’s conditions. Iria in particular, had far outstripped Archangel Amira’s timeline for her recovery. Apparently, she was steadily making progress in addressing the most severe fractures in her core. Her physical ability was slowly returning, although she had bouts of weakness if she exerted herself.

Selphira, on the other hand, was making slower progress in restoring her shattered core. But it was still progress nonetheless. The very fact that she was able to gradually meld the broken shards together, piece by piece, had lit a fire under her. Coupled with Anri’s advice about how to selectively dip into her Potential, she was no longer as powerless when facing Derelict.

“Selphy…” Iria trailed off.

“Just watch,” Selphira grinned back, her golden eyes alight.

Ren and Iria waited with bated breath as Selphira lifted the gun in her hands. His eyes widened as the gun’s barrel began to extend. As it did so, its proportions and parts began to shift and change.

“And? How do you feel?”

“I feel… fine,” Selphira whispered.

“SELPHY!”

Iria slammed into her friend, wrapping her in a tight embrace. Ren watched on with a grin.

The evolution Selphira had induced in the gun wasn’t to the extent of what she had pulled off with the turret during the Derelict attack on the Pride. But it was no less amazing a development, precisely because she had managed it with minimal to no backlash.

For the first time in a long while, Ren saw Selphira’s burden ease. It was definitive proof that whatever Archangel Amira was teaching her was working.

“We might just be able to do this,” she muttered, looking a little dazed.

“Well… you shouldn’t push yourself too hard. Go rest up,” Iria quickly shooed her friend back into their room.

“But I can still do more,” Selphira protested. “Let me—”

“No ‘buts’. Go get an early night. Tomorrow’s the big day. You should be fresh when you tackle stage two after how hard you’ve been working. Besides, I’ve got a date with this one,” Iria smiled at Ren.

“Fine. You two deserve it. Go and have fun.”

Iria seemed to hesitate, a hint of doubt entering her expression. Ren’s urges hadn’t reared their ugly head since the day they had agreed to their ‘arrangement’. But with stage two on the horizon, and a potential progression to Ascension Tier 3 looming, Ren doubted it would stay that way for much longer.

“Selph—”

“Before you ask me if I want to come along… I do not. Go do your lovey dovey stuff. We’ve been so busy preparing for this next stage that you haven’t had any time at all to yourselves. Now shoo. You have my blessing to go fuck under a waterfall or whatever,” Selphira snorted.

Iria gave her friend a brief squeeze of gratitude before grabbing Ren by the hand.

“Shall we?” she said, ruby eyes glinting.

***

“This was where you wanted to take me?”

Ren stared up at the entrance to the arcade. There were other couples in the line. The venue was an arcade-bar hybrid. Loud music filled the venue, and the sounds of arcade games could be heard from within. Iria was excitedly clinging to his arm, balanced precariously on her crutches.

They had ditched their bodysuits for more appropriate attire for the venue. Ren was dressed in a white dress shirt paired with a pair of slim-cut black jeans. It was his go-to simple and sleek look. Zhou had advised him that a simple outfit, well-executed, was far better than something more extravagant.

Iria was wearing a body-hugging black mini-dress. It ended mid-way up her thighs, revealing her flawless, smooth legs. Interlinking strips of fabric formed the back of the dress, exposing Iria’s bare skin and her toned back. When Iria turned to him, his eyes drifted to the tasteful amount of cleavage that its curving neckline revealed, greeting him to the outline of her breasts.

While stunning, it was also a risky outfit.

“That looks a little difficult to walk in,” Ren said with a hint of worry. “If you need to get a change of clothes—”

“Nope!” Iria beamed. Her almond-shaped ruby eyes were wide as she excitedly tried to get a peek of what was awaiting them inside. She turned back to him with one of her signature cheeky smiles. “Or are you that eager for me to take it off?”

“Is that an option?"

“Nope! Now, focus. I’ve got exactly twenty-three games that I need to beat your ass in,” Iria said, yanking him towards the doorway. Ren let out a yelp as the bouncers gave him a pitying look.

Their first stop was a racing game. They climbed onto the model hoverbikes, and Iria gave him a wink as he watched the hem of her dress ride up higher on her thighs.

“No cheating,” Iria glared at him. “I’ll know if you use your potential.”

“I don’t need my Potential to beat you fair and square,” Ren retorted.

He watched the starting lights count down.

The race commenced, and Ren watched in abject horror as Iria pulled away from him. She headed into the turns at full speed, her digital bike hurtling down the ideal racing line. Ren watched in horror as his bike slammed into the side of the track, grinding him to a halt.

“Keep this up and I’m going to lap you!”

“Urgh,” Ren grumbled, attempting to catch up.

By the time the race ended, Iria had, in fact, lapped him. She was also looking absolutely ecstatic about it.

“Heh. You suck,” she stuck her tongue out at him. But before Ren could muster a comeback to her eloquent roast of his racing abilities, Iria was already pulling him towards the next game.

“Uh… Iria? Where are you taking us?”

The glint in her eyes had only grown more menacing. They walked past countless arcade games, heading deeper into the venue. Finally, they reached their destination.

Ren immediately wanted out.

“Iria…”

“Don’t tell me you’re scared of a few ghosts,” she nudged him. “Look! It’s called My Haunted Hotties. The ghosts are hot! Don’t you want to play?”

“Why don’t we go try the claw machines? Maybe I could get you a bunny?” Ren offered, feeling a sinking feeling of dread as he stared at the horror game that Iria was yanking him towards.

“I don’t want a bunny,” Iria spat in disgust, as if the very suggestion was offensive. “I want to go hunt some slutty and scary ghosts. Come on,” she yanked him another step towards the game.

To Ren’s surprise, there was a bit of force to it.

“Iria you…” he said, his eyes wide.

“Told you so.”

“You’re really getting better, aren’t you?”

Iria lightly tapped the bridge of his nose with her pointer finger. Then, she proceeded to pinch it and pull him towards the machine.

“Ack—WAIT!”

***

Ren stumbled out of the enclosed arcade console. He was breathless, and every sudden noise or sound effect from the nearby machines made him jump.

“That was so fun,” Iria whispered. “And the girls were hot, hmm?”

“The girls were horrifying,” he whispered, still traumatised by the experience. “Who would even make such a game? Making the ghosts hot… and the atmosphere terrifying. Sex appeal and horror aren’t meant to go together,” Ren muttered.

“Rumour has it,” she leaned in to whisper in his ear. “There’s an R-rated version we could play together. If the ghosts catch you, they… you know,” she whispered.

“Let’s never do that again,” he muttered.

“You’re no fun,” she said, playfully pushing him away. “On the contrary,” she grinned impishly, “I’m going to set up a horror movie night together with Selphy, Elsy and Zhou right now.”

Ren groaned as Iria texted the group chat to arrange their little horror movie night. They eventually made their way to the bar area, where couples were occupying booths that gave them a little bit of privacy. The booming music overhead was a little more subdued, and they both ordered drinks from the menu.

“There, it’s all set up,” Iria said with a satisfied smile. “Now you’ll have something to look forward to after the second stage.”

“Hey,” he said gently. “Was that why you wanted to set this up?”

Iria scooted closer to him, laying her head on his shoulder. For a moment, she simply stirred her gin and tonic in silence.

“I think it gave me a bit of perspective. Coming that close to death.”

Ren nodded, remaining silent.

“Knowing that our lives could be extinguished at any point. But it also gave me an appreciation for the little things,” she said.

“Oh?”

“Mmhm. I felt a little selfish. We’re enjoying ourselves while Evie is out there trying to find a cure for her illness. Then you realise it could all end just like that,” she snapped her fingers together. “So, yes. We’ll ascend. But I’m not going to burn myself out in the process.”

“Instead, you’ll just derive pleasure from my pain and subject me to more horror games?”

“Exactly,” Iria poked his cheek. “And… it’s been so long since we’ve done something together,” she said softly. “With all of us so focused on restoring our cores… we’ve barely had time for us.”

Ren nodded, squeezing her hand.

“Thanks for arranging this. I… needed it. It’s just been one thing after another. The Machine Lord, Derelict Duels, repairing our cores, dealing with the… lust situation,” he shook his head.

“But on the bright side…” Iria interjected with a smile. “Things are getting better. You’ve healed your core, and you’ve found someone to teach you how to dual-wield! I feel stronger with every day that passes… and Selphy is healing her core! By the time the Duels are over… we’ll be in just the right spot to help Evie.”

Iria drew closer to him, her lips curving into a gentle smile.

“Thanks, Ren.”

“What did I do?” he blinked in surprise.

“You’ve helped Selphy a great deal. More than you know. After the run-in with the Lord of Blood, she was in a bad way. She’s so much better now.”

“Well… I’m grateful for both of you as well. Dealing with my… issues.”

He was concerned with just how effective it had been in staving off his symptoms. A single handjob in a dark room had done what hours of self-pleasuring failed to achieve.

“How did you feel about it?” Iria ventured.

“Honestly… I was mostly thinking about how you would feel. I wasn’t really very… focused.”

“I noticed you’ve been keeping your distance when we visit Archangel Amira’s pool as well. You’re very considerate, you know that?” Iria squeezed his arm. “But you don’t have to worry.”

“Hm?”

“I… kind of liked it,” Iria smiled.

“You’re sure you’re not just saying that to make me feel better?” Ren frowned.

“No. Something about being with two people I love more than anything in the world… and sharing that experience... it made me happy. I knew that you were both looking out for me. I mean,” Iria broke out into a playful smile. “I feel a little silly worrying about it as much as I did. I think I’d like to go a little further, next time.”

“Are… you sure? If unenthusiastic handjobs in the dark do the trick...” Ren trailed off uncertainly.

“Well… we might as well have fun with it if we’re going to do this. I think… I’m a little excited.”

Ren couldn’t help but admit that he was feeling excited, sensing Iria’s enthusiasm.

“Just a little something for you to look forward to once you get through tomorrow’s stage,” she whispered, running a finger down his neck, biting her lip. Iria let out a yelp when Ren leaned in, locking his lips with her own. Their initial fervour plateaued into gentle kisses, as the pair enjoyed the warmth of their company.

“I love you, Iria.”

“Love you too, Ren.”


Chapter 27



Ren and Selphira were seated in a small room boxed in by metallic white walls. The door to the testing room was beyond them. His heart was racing, and he caught his gaze drifting over to the testing room door every so often.

“The briefing for stage two of Derelict Duels will commence shortly,” a feminine voice echoed through the room’s speakers.

“Hey. How are you holding up?” he said, turning to Selphira.

She returned a smile and a nod. A hint of mischief entered her angular golden eyes, as her lips twisted into a roguish smile.

“Trying to get into my good books?”

“I definitely can’t wait for more unenthusiastic handjobs in the dark,” he replied dryly.

Selphira snorted, grinning at him. He smiled back, and he felt relieved that their whole arrangement hadn’t made things that much more awkward between them.

“I… spoke with Iria yesterday. She’s open to going a little further next time.”

“So that’s what you’ve been thinking about this whole time,” Selphira smirked.

“Hey, don’t shoot the messenger! I’m just letting you know.”

“Suuure you are.”

“Actually… I’ve been thinking about how I could make this up to you. Would you be interested… in coming along for a mixer?”

Selphira’s smile dropped. Her golden eyes narrowed, and she placed a hand on her hip. Ren felt a chill wash over him from the stare she had fixed him with.

Does she think I’m trying to meddle in her love life? I just want to help her find what she truly wants. It’s unfair for her to have to go to these lengths for me at her own expense.

“I… I just remembered what you told me at Anri’s party. It isn’t that you aren’t interested in dating… you are. You just haven’t found someone with the qualities that you’re looking for. Would you be interested… in getting to know people?”

Ren was well and truly sweating now, and he slowly backed away from her.

“Ok.”

“Ok?” he blinked.

“If you’re going to insist on it so much… I guess I don’t have a choice,” Selphira looked away.

Ren beamed at her.

“G-great! I’ll chat with Anri and Astrid. How about a trip to Event Horizon? You know… the space theme park. Elsy mentioned that you were interested in checking out the rides.”

“You spoke to Elsy about this?”

“No… I just asked her where you might like to go on a hypothetical date. Hypothetically.”

Ren deliberately avoided Selphira’s glare as she took a step towards him.

“Attention, cadets. Please proceed to the testing room.”

Phew… saved by the bell.

***

The moment the doors sealed shut behind them, Ren had a sinking feeling he knew what to expect in the coming stage. This time, their testing room wasn’t in the form of a barren, square-shaped room with concrete floors and metal-plated walls.

It was in the form of a huge glass octagon.

He looked towards the panels encasing their testing room. Not only did they give him an unimpeded view into the depths of space, Ren could also peek into the other octagonal enclosures bordering his own. The testing rooms of other cadets. He walked to the very edge of the central platform, peeking into the bottom section of the octagon. Metal debris of various sizes was piled high beneath them.

“Attention. Gravity regulators disabling in 3… 2… 1…”

A loud clunk echoed through the enclosure. Ren’s eyes widened as he felt the intangible force pulling him to the ground disappear. He slowly drifted into the air with Selphira, who was scrambling to right herself as they lifted off the ground.

“Woah, woah,” he called out, grabbing onto Selphira’s arm to steady her. Despite her initial burst of confidence, he could tell that her nerves had returned with a vengeance. The organisers of the Duels had really upped things a notch.

“Ren, I don’t know if I can do this,” she hyperventilated, her chest heaving up and down. “I don’t have Wings. I—”

“Hey, Selphira? Stay with me,” he said firmly, squeezing her forearm. He winced as a blast of air from below washed over him, threatening to send him hurtling towards the top section of the octagon. Thankfully, he grabbed Selphira and plunged the blade in his other hand into the platform to anchor them to the ground.

The pieces of debris scattered beneath them floated throughout the enclosure.

They’re intending for us to use it as makeshift cover.

“First order of business. If they throw any Hailswarm drones at us, I’m downing one and sending it your way. You can hijack its weapons just like you did last round. Keep to cover and stay out of sight otherwise, alright?”

“But—”

“Don’t worry about me,” Ren said with a reassuring grin. “I’ve been training hard. And with gravity disabled… I might be able to play around with my Wings a little more without worrying about falling headfirst into concrete.”

“Don’t do anything too risky. You still haven’t learned to properly use them,” she cautioned with a frown.

They broke off their conversation when a loud, booming voice echoed through the enclosure.

“ALERT. Derelict units released. Survive the waves.”

“Go!”

Ren gently shoved Selphira towards a large floating slab of metal. It had a nook for her to crawl into to stay out of sight from the Derelict. It fell to him to properly execute the first part of their tentative plan. Still, he knew all too well that there was only so much they could do to predict what the Archangels were going to throw at them.

Ren extended his other hand. He let out a slow breath as he felt the weight of both of his Weapons settle in his grip. After diligently practising with Astrid over the past few weeks, using both blades was no longer an impediment to him.

Ren scanned the outer edges of the arena. He realised that some of the octagon’s glass panels were connected to something on the other side of the glass. Some of the panels were actually doors that led to containment rooms. He was willing to bet that those would be their foes’ point of entry.

“They’re coming from the containment rooms connected to the glass panels!” he yelled out for Selphira’s benefit.

“C’mon… which one—there!”

Ren eyes darted to one of the rooms directly above him. The doors parted, unleashing a swarm of Hailswarm drones towards him. They immediately locked their sights onto him, and a haze of blinding blue energy bolts filled the air, hurtling in his direction. He pushed off the piece of debris he was holding onto, travelling higher up into the dome. Using the metallic objects floating through the air as cover, Ren carefully approached the drone swarm.

They were still bunched up in a single group, which was an instinct that worked in his favour. The moment that they broke apart and attempted to target him from different directions, the risks to him would escalate drastically.

“Here we go,” he whispered.

Ren kicked off the piece of debris he was latched onto. The metallic plate hurtled in the Derelicts’ direction, even as he was sent in the very opposite. He landed on the platform at the centre of the room, the singular solid fixture in their octagonal arena. After landing, Ren immediately leapt off the ground, hurtling towards the Derelict above him.

His plan had been mildly successful. What he hadn’t accounted for was how the plate of sheet metal rotated, exposing him to intermittent Derelict fire. Ren called his Wings briefly into existence, using them to push himself out of a burst of oncoming Derelict bolts.

Huh… the pain is gone. Maybe I can rely on them a little more.

Ren called his Wings into existence once more, using them to propel him directly towards his foe. As the metal debris impacted the drone swarm, he watched as the concentrated swarm split apart, swerving in every direction. Ren landed on the metal debris, using it to propel himself towards two drones above him. Before they had a chance to reorient themselves, Ren’s blades sank into their chassis, the blinking red lights situated throughout their bodies winking out.

“SELPHIRA! CATCH!”

Grabbing onto the pair of Hailswarm units, he threw them towards the bottom of the enclosure, before immediately calling his Wings as another burst of energy bolts came hurtling his way.

“REN! ANOTHER DOOR OPENING!” Selphira’s shout echoed from below.

Shit.

Using his Wings to propel him towards another piece of floating debris, Ren watched as another door leading to a containment unit opened.

This time, the unit that emerged was no measly Hailswarm unit. Ren stared at a familiar foe as the Type-3 Aerondight came into view. He recalled its boxy chassis and unwieldy, large thruster column. Still, it packed a punch. Its twin Gatling guns could tear enclavers and Blade Angels alike to pieces.

Are they insane? Most of us haven’t awakened our Nanoarmour—

Before Ren could curse the organisers of the Duels, the sound of the Derelict’s engines activating washed over him. Its twin Gatling guns gradually began to twist, warming up.

Ren abandoned his cover, using his Wings to grant him a burst of speed, which he used to get to the main platform. It was his most substantial form of cover. He didn’t want that thing’s hellfire rounds to eat through the rest of the debris scattered about the enclosure.

“SELPHIRA! I’M BAITING IT TOWARDS ME!”

“OK!” he heard her reply echo from below.

The Aerondight’s engines gradually grew louder as it closed in on him. The Derelict unit was well and truly fixated on him, which brought him a hint of relief. If it diverted its attention to Selphira… she would be in trouble. He doubted that the debris around the room could withstand its barrage for long.

But he had another problem to deal with. Now that the swarm was scattered, he had to keep track of all of the remaining Hailswarm bots lest a stray energy bolt put him out of action.

I’m going to have to take a risk here… without my Wings, I don’t stand a chance against that Aerondight unit—

Ren’s train of thought was interrupted by the high-pitched whine of automatic fire. Two trails of energy bolts arced up through the air, hurtling into the Hailswarm units dotting the enclosure. Selphira had managed to grab onto the two drones that he had sent her way. She had hijacked their guns just like she had done in the preliminaries.

“Yes!” Ren yelled in triumph.

Here we go.

Before the Aerondight could divert its attention to Selphira, who was providing him with covering fire, he called his Wings in truth. He surged through the air, almost barrelling into a stray piece of debris floating to the side of the platform. Ren kicked the piece of debris towards the oncoming Aerondight. He simultaneously used his wings to offset his momentum to prevent him from being propelled backwards.

The Aerondight was forced to jerk out of the way of the debris, buying Ren a spare moment to close the distance. Holding his left blade in a reverse grip, Ren plunged it into the Aerondight’s armour plating. Using the blade as an anchor, he pulled himself upwards, using his Wings to angle his momentum. With his right blade poised and ready, he cut down in a slash directed at the Derelict’s head. His eyes widened when it intercepted his Weapon with one of its Gatling guns, his sword carving through the metal and distorting it.

[Signal disruption]

Ren grinned as the Derelict unit seized up, but he knew that the opening that it bought him was brief. Rather than make another attempt for its head, which was now obscured by its severed Gatling gun, Ren targeted its other weapon. He sank his left blade into its armour plating to anchor himself, before cutting into its other gun.

When Ren leapt back, the Derelict levelled its weapons towards him.

He felt a moment of panic as the guns began to rotate.

But when the hellfire rounds failed to emerge… Ren knew that his gambit was successful.

“REN! ABOVE YOU!”

Shit, what now?

Two more doors began to open. It seemed like they were given a limited amount of time to dispatch each unit before they were faced with another. It also seemed like the organisers of the Duels were gradually shortening the time between waves to place pressure on the participants.

I think I can guess what the underlying test of this stage is.

Not only are they testing whether we can kill the Derelict at all… they’re testing whether we can kill them quickly enough.

Ren felt a wave of dread wash over him as he stared at two additional Aerondight units that emerged from their containment rooms connected to the enclosure.

“I guess it’s time to get serious.”

Ren activated [temporal shift].


Chapter 28 



After all his sparring with Astrid, Ren was well-versed in the consequences of refining his Processing Domain. Time around him sped up, and in attempting to fight that symptom, his Processing Domain was refined. In his fights against Astrid, he had relished the challenge that it brought.

But now, he had a way of offsetting it.

[Temporal shift] worked exactly as intended. It provided him with brief periods where his perception of time would enhance, and the world around him would slow. By refining his Processing and activating his Potential simultaneously, Ren maintained his grip on his perception.

When the Derelict units unleashed their hellfire rounds, Ren burst into action. His Wings were a huge boon, allowing him to traverse at speeds and in directions that would ordinarily be firmly beyond his reach. Coupled with his ability to heighten his perception, it allowed him to nimbly dodge out of the trajectory of the Gatling guns.

In the process of weaving into and out of cover, Ren was constantly refining his Processing. With the help of Archangel Lilith’s Catalyst, it felt like a hungry void had opened up at his mind node. It was ravenously consuming the Derelict energy he was sending to the node. True to Archangel Amira’s words, he could barely keep a consistent flow of energy. It was hard to direct his mind to all of the simultaneous tasks demanding his attention.

I’m actually doing this… holy—

“ARGH!”

“REN!” Selphira shouted from somewhere beneath him.

He felt an intense pain in his right thigh as one of the bullets buried itself in his leg. For a split-second, Ren was flying blind, flung by his momentum. His shoulder rammed into a piece of metallic debris, sending a spurt of pain up his arm. All of a sudden, time began to speed up around him as he lost his hold on [temporal shift].

He stared up in horror at the pair of Derelict units above him until he caught something out of the corner of his eye. A black bodysuit and a flash of golden hair that scythed through the air.

Selphira soared through the arena on shattered Wings.

She slammed into the first Aerondight, causing it to abort its salvo. Its companion diverted its attention from Ren to the girl who had suddenly come into its immediate proximity.

“SELPHIRA! GET OUT OF THERE!”

Ren gritted his teeth, forcing his Wings into compliance as he shot upwards towards the girl. But to his astonishment, he watched as the first Aerondight’s thrusters reoriented the unit, positioning it between Selphira and the second Aerondight.

Did she just… hijack that Derelict unit?

The second Aerondight’s barrage of hellfire rounds melted a path through its companion’s armour.

Selphira’s Wings flickered out.

Ren shoved aside the pain suffusing his being, focusing solely on reaching his friend. He slammed into her, carrying her out of the path of the oncoming fire. He arrived in the nick of time, because not a moment later, the hellfire rounds finally ate through the defunct Aerondight’s armour. Zigzagging between the debris scattered about the arena, Ren eventually came to a halt beneath the main platform.

“Hey! Selphira, you with me?”

“Y-yeah,” she coughed, a trail of blood leaking down from the edge of her lips.

“Stay here. I’m going to take care of that Aerondight. We’ll be out of here in no time.”

“Ren…” she coughed, wincing as she attempted to maintain her grip on her consciousness. “There’s another one. A Type-2. I wasn’t able to eject it.”

You weren’t able to…

Ren’s eyes widened. His gaze drifted outside their enclosure. There was a handful of Blade Angels tangling with Derelict outside the Pride.

“You…” Ren laughed. “You ejected them? You’re brilliant!”

“Ren… be careful,” she grunted, wincing from the pain.

Leaving her safely beneath the platform, Ren emerged at top speed. Despite what he had been told about Wings having a steep learning curve, they came naturally to him. With every passing moment, it felt like he was regaining the use of a long-lost limb.

The Aerondight was late to react to his reappearance, and its hail of bullets flew wide. Ren continued to bait the Derelict until it finally relented in its barrage, its guns overheated.

Now.

Ren closed the distance, plunging both of his blades into the shoulder struts of the Type-3 unit. It arrested his momentum, and a millisecond later, his blades flashed out of existence. Perched directly in front of the Derelict’s head, Ren crossed his arms before resummoning his twin blades.

The moment they burned into existence in his hands, he unleashed his crosscut, decapitating the Derelict’s head from its shoulders from both ends.

“REN! IT’S COMING! A SEEKER!”

The final door positioned high above him gradually began to open.

The Type-2 Derelict emerged.

A Seeker.

The same unit he had faced during his final assessment in Combat 101. Unlike the bulky Type-3 Aerondight, this unit was streamlined. It was an eerie reflection of the form of the Lord of Blood in some respects. In place of guns, it had two blade-like protrusions as its arms. Instead of the clunky thruster column of the Aerondights, its thrusters swivelled with a dexterity that left its Type-3 brethren looking like snails. It darted erratically through the air, considering its new opponent.

Ren felt an irrational flash of anger as he stared at what was essentially a miniature version of the Machine Lord he had faced down on the surface. One that was devoid of the Lord’s powers of blood but more importantly…

One that was within his reach to kill.

Ren channelled his energy towards his Processing node and simultaneously activated [temporal shift] to offset the distortion of his perception. His Wings flexed, sending him hurtling through the air straight towards his opponent. Ren was laser-focused, and he casually cleaved a stray piece of debris in two before blasting through it.

The Seeker rushed to meet him. Unlike the clunky Aerondight, this unit was built for extreme dexterity. Ren slashed his right blade outwards, only for the Seeker to bend backwards in a way that he would have assumed impossible for a machine. Upon closer inspection, its body was filled with segmented joints that allowed it to contort its form into different positions to evade his blows.

Ren ducked under its first strike, the Derelict’s blade missing his skull by a hair’s breadth. Ren replied with a thrust of his own, which the Derelict dodged by twisting beneath the blade’s trajectory. A muted thump echoed outwards as the Derelict’s thrusters drove it towards him. Ren’s Wings lifted him upwards and out of the path of the unit.

This is insane… I can feel my reaction time improving by the second.

Ren released [temporal shift], no longer needing to offset the effects of his refinement. Instead, he welcomed the speed of the Seeker’s attacks. It’s sliver thin blades flickered through the air. But where they had previously left dark streaks as they curved towards him, now, Ren was able to make out the blades in their passage.

He parried the Derelict’s strike, deflecting slash after slash. The Derelict unleashed a high-pitched whine before the armour plating over its body receded with a click.

Ren watched the signal wash over its form.

Now.

[Temporal shift]

Time slowed. Ren used his Wings to fling himself at his foe. He could see the wave of energy passing over the Seeker's outer hull. Blocking an oncoming attack with his left blade held in a reverse grip, Ren slashed outwards with his other blade. He felt a surge of triumph as his blade, imbued with [signal disruption], made contact with the armour plating at precisely the right moment.

The Derelict’s body jerked from Ren’s attack.

He had successfully interrupted the Derelict signal.

“Oh… I’m not done with you just yet,” he whispered. He could still feel the remains of the Catalyst in his system, hungrily facilitating the refinement of his Processing node.

Ren hung still in the air, watching as his opponent righted itself.

This time, when the Derelict regarded him…

It was afraid.

Ren embraced the sword dance. He was a whirlwind of destruction, cutting, slashing and thrusting. The Seeker had no opportunity to retaliate, falling on the defensive. Each time it attempted to activate a burst of its thrusters. Ren would reply with a swift cut imbued with [signal disruption] to prevent its retreat.

He forced his opponent to confront him.

His head filled with a visceral scream as the Derelict came to terms with its fate. It knew that there was no escape for it. That it was met with its end. It fought desperately, its own twin blades scored by countless incisions delivered by Ren’s Weapons. Ren executed a hefty downwards slash that dug into its forearm, offered as a sacrifice. With Ren’s weapon lodged in its arm, the Derelict attempted to pull Ren towards it. Instead, the Seeker was met with a haze of blinding white sparks as Ren dismissed his Weapon. Without his counterforce pulling it in the other direction, the Derelict slammed into a floating section of metallic debris in its own haste to pull Ren towards it.

Ren darted forwards with abandon, deflecting the Seeker’s desperate attempt to ward off his approach with his left blade, as he sank his right blade into its chest.

He drew the Derelict energy from the Seeker’s core right into his own.


Chapter 29



“This is a test to measure your Processing. There is a reason we externally verify your Domains. You may be eligible for special assignments in your second year after hitting the necessary benchmarks. Please focus entirely on the cursor on the screen.”

Ren was in Doctor Rainford’s office. The good doctor had attached several electrodes to his skull as he completed her request.

“Are you sure this tests my Processing, Doctor Rainford? It seemed pretty easy to accomplish.”

“You’ve been deliberately focusing on the cursor. Blink and try to relax your eyes.”

Ren did as the doctor instructed.

“Now watch.”

The cursor gradually began to speed up. It accelerated faster and faster, becoming a blur on the screen. It continued growing in speed until it reached a blistering pace that he could barely keep track of.

“What the…”

“Congratulations, Ren. You must be one of the few cadets with a Type-4 core with S-ranked Processing. But soon… you’ll be losing that impressive title.”

“What do you mean?”

Doctor Rainford gave him a coy smile.

“Many cadets aspired to preserve the machine cores of the Derelict foes they fought in the Duels… but few succeeded. When you’re fighting a whole Tier ahead in difficulty, preserving machine cores for your ascent becomes secondary to your survival. Or that should have been the case. But by now, I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised,” Doctor Rainford smiled. “You somehow managed to amass enough Derelict energy to replenish what you used during the Duels to refine your Processing.”

“That was thanks to Archangel Amira,” Ren cleared his throat. “She’s been teaching me more efficient ways to preserve Derelict energy when consuming cores.”

“Of course,” Doctor Rainford watched on calmly.

I’m not fooling her one bit.

“But if we penalised every Blade Angel with secrets that gave them an edge… I’m afraid the Academy would be barren,” Doctor Rainford chuckled. But even as she did, Ren could detect a glint in her eyes as she met his gaze.

He had used [machine intuition] to detect Derelict signals, coupling them with [signal disruption] and [temporal shift] to land his strikes at precise moments to interrupt their attacks.

Perhaps part of his feats could be explained away with his high Processing Domain, but he suspected that anyone keeping a close enough eye on him would have noticed the anomalies. Whatever the case was, Doctor Rainford seemed content on allowing his secrets to remain unaddressed.

“Congratulations, Ren. Clearing the second stage was a monumental effort.”

“Thanks, Doctor Rainford.”

Doctor Rainford entered a pin code into the storage cabinet and withdrew a single sphere.

His reward for clearing stage two of Derelict Duels.

The B-rank Type-3 core.

“Enjoy the ascent… and everything that comes after.”

Doctor Rainford winked.

***

“Surprise!”

The moment Ren opened the door to the apartment, the sound of party poppers discharging filled the air. Streamers rained down on them as Selphira and Ren stared at the gathering of people in his apartment.

Iria, Zhou, Elsy, Anri and Astrid were standing around in the living room. Anri and Astrid must have finished their stage early, because they had already changed out of their bodysuits and into their normal clothes.

Astrid was wearing a pair of black leather pants and a black blouse that was partially tucked into her waistband. Anri was wearing a white dress that complemented her blindfold, her sapphire hair tumbling down across her shoulders.

Iria slammed into him, driving the air out of his lungs.

“H-hey! Iria, you’re not meant to be…” Ren trailed off, staring at the girl embracing him. She grinned up at him with both arms tight around his torso.

“Where are your… you’re not on crutches anymore?”

“Nope!”

“But she almost faceplanted twice setting up the decorations. You might want to keep an eye on her,” Anri quipped. She approached Selphira, practically hopping on the spot. “So? Did you get to use your Potential?”

“Thanks, Anri. You really saved my ass,” Selphira grinned. “I was able to hijack the controls in the containment cells and expel a couple Derelict units back into space.”

“I was wondering what had the Instructors in a frenzy!” Astrid said with wide eyes.

“Congrats to both of you as well. You’re through to the final stage?” Ren said.

“You bet,” Astrid smiled, tugging on one of her pigtails. “Rumour has it… it’s going to be a big one. With a Tier-2 core on the line and the ability to evolve our Weapon? It’s going to change the game when it comes to fighting on Mars…” Astrid trailed off, eyeing the balloons scattered about the room.

Is something bothering her?

Anri seemed to notice it too, because she hurried towards Astrid and latched onto her arm.

“H-hey! Why don’t you guys get ready? There’s an ascension party going on at Rostropovich’s mansion—”

“Who? And they have a mansion?” Ren gaped.

“It’s this guy in our class. His dad’s filthy rich. They aren’t in the Eden district, but still in one of the more affluent habitats. Sector 9S. It’s got a ton of rooms,” Anri said excitedly, poking Astrid in the side. “He invited Class A over once, and there were so many guns. Right, Astrid?”

“Y-yeah, I guess there was,” she smiled shakily.

“But what’s an ascension party?” Ren scratched his head. “What makes it any different from a regular party?”

“It’s a party to celebrate an ascent! Thanks to the Duels, a whole bunch of people are jumping to the next Tier… us included,” Anri nudged Astrid in the side. Her voice fell, and she leaned forwards. “Those things tend to get a little… wild. With all the hormones flying around.”

“Actually… I might give this one a pass,” Astrid muttered.

“Aww,” Anri pled with her friend. “You never come with me to these things,” she whined.

“You always leave early… because you don’t stay up past your bedtime,” Astrid shot back at her friend, who simply pouted in response.

“Well… you guys should definitely go. You hardly met anyone new at my party… and ascension parties like these don’t happen every day. What do you think? That mansion of his will have tons of rooms… and it’s kind of creepy. Just the place to do a horror movie marathon,” Anri’s eyes twinkled, with a glance at Astrid. Evidently, she was a fan of horror movies because she glared at her friend.

“Oh, fine. Only if you’re doing a horror movie marathon,” Astrid rolled her eyes.

“YES!”

“Well… I’d better get changed. I’ll see you guys in a bit,” Ren waved to them, heading for his room.

“Psst.”

Just as he pushed his way past the circle of his friends, he saw Selphira approaching him with a slight flush across her cheeks.

“You’re really thinking of going? You do know what’s going to happen when you ascend,” she whispered, keeping a close eye on the others.

“R-right,” Ren cleared his throat. “Would it be more comfortable if we stayed in—”

“No… no. I don’t know how many other opportunities like this we’ll get before the expedition. This time… we should do a little more than have a deep and meaningful on the couches,” she smirked. “I guess we’ll just have to sneak away with Iria when the time comes.”

“You really do have a great poker face, you know that? You don’t seem fazed at all,” Ren muttered under his breath.

“What’s there to be nervous about? I’m not scared of a couple of unenthusiastic handjobs in the dark.”

I hope that’s all that it’ll take... but something tells me it won’t be.

“Yeah… yeah. I guess you’re right.”

“Cool,” Selphira nodded.

“Sweet,” Ren replied. “I’ll go change. I’ll see you out here in a bit.”

***

Selphira

“What the hell was I thinking,” Selphira muttered. “A ‘couple of unenthusiastic handjobs in the dark’? You’ve lost your mind.”

Selphira bit her lip as she scanned the available options in her wardrobe. Ren might not have known much about ascension parties… but she certainly did.

The most infamous ones had led to scandalous hookups that had everyone whispering in the Academy hallways for the weeks afterwards. But those were usually ascension parties of higher-tier cadets, when the Ascension Lust hit a little harder.

“Treating me like an on-demand handjob machine,” Selphira grumbled. She flushed when she thought about just where the night might lead.

After that night, Ren had kept his distance from them while they attended their private sessions at Archangel Amira’s modular habitat. It seemed like Ren had been extra careful to respect Iria’s boundaries after what had happened between them, not that she had ever caught him stealing any glances at her before that night.

She, admittedly, had stolen many more of him.

“What are you nervous about? You’re not ascending. I’ve always wanted to check out the mansion. They’ve got some neat guns lying around… and we top the night off with a horror movie marathon. It’ll be fine, Selphira. You’re a big girl,” she muttered to herself as she climbed out of her bodysuit.

***

“It seems like Selphy and Iria are going to take a little longer to get ready. They told us to go ahead without them. They’ll catch up in half an hour. It’s a good idea to get there early to nab a decent room,” Anri said excitedly.

“It’s alright,” Ren said. “I’ll wait for them—”

“Mister Soros. Miss Iria has instructed you to join the advance party headed to Rostropovich's mansion.”

PodBot’s voice echoed through his head, causing him to flinch.

“What were you saying, Ren?” Anri asked.

“Oh, uh…”

“Miss Iria has threatened to introduce you to her Mother if you fail to swiftly and enthusiastically comply with her instructions.”

Damnit, Pod. What are those two up to? Can you tell me?

“I’m afraid that is highly classified information, Mister Soros. I cannot abandon my directive.”

You’re a coward, Pod. A coward.

“Knowing when to concede in the face of unrelenting and overwhelming force is a strength, Mister Soros.”

“Alright, I’ll come along,” he sighed to Anri.

“Nice! LET’S GO, EVERYONE!” Anri yelled out.

***

Rostropovich’s mansion was at the very heart of Sector 9S. Just like Anri described it, the sector might not have been as fancy as Eden, but the affluence on display was clear. Towering mansions and houses with a square footage that eclipsed that of his humble apartment were dotted all over the habitat. Even the clothing that people wore was of a higher quality. Ren had a feeling his dress shirt and pants weren’t about to impress anyone in the Sector 9S crowd.

But all that said, it was the mansion itself that took his breath away.

“What the hell is this place?” Ren muttered as he stared up at their destination. “It looks… like a haunted mansion. You’re kind of right,” he said softly.

The mansion was about four or five storeys tall. It was separated from the rest of the Sector by a very intimidating-looking gate that ran along the outer perimeter. Gothic street lights lined the path towards the mansion, which was already filled with party attendees. Sharp spires protruded into the air from it’s roof, with no purpose that Ren could discern.

“Rich people, man,” Zhou whispered reverently. “They’re something else.”

Zhou draped a shoulder over his own.

“I’m here on a mission.”

“Oh?”

“Rostropovich Sokolov. He’s the host of today’s party. Apparently, he’s a pretty nice guy. But his father is who I’m really interested in. One of the major arms manufacturers aboard the Pride—”

“Wait a minute,” Ren frowned. “You’re here to network?”

“Did I hear ‘networking’?”

Zhou stiffened, and Ren could visibly see the shiver that ran down his spine. Elsy approached with an angelic smile, pushing herself along in her wheelchair.

“I-i-it must have been the wind, Els. Only an idiot would abandon you to pursue their vain, capitalistic dreams—” Zhou stuttered as Elsy drew slowly, menacingly, closer.

Ren grinned, leaving his best friend to his fate. Before long, they finally made it to the front door. There was a spattering of other Blade Angels around them. But to Ren’s surprise, more than just a few of them looked crestfallen.

First Astrid… now the others. What’s going on?

Before he could ponder it further, the twin immense black doors leading into the mansion opened with a creak. To his surprise, a short, stout and muscular cadet with a mop of curly brown hair that obscured his eyes walked forwards.

He had a coiffed moustache that curled upwards at the ends of his lips. But by far, the most surprising thing about him, was the blunderbuss that he was carrying in his arms. Rostropovich lifted the gun, pointing it in the air and depressing the trigger. But to Ren’s surprise, they were only met with a huge shower of confetti that followed a loud bang that echoed through the air.

The cadets gathered around the mansion’s entrance broke out into cheers.

“I like this guy already,” Zhou muttered, his eyes wide.

Shortly after Rostropovich had announced the commencement of the ascension party, the cadets gathered around the front yard rushed in. Zhou, Elsy and Anri all seemed particularly keen on securing a room for them to spend the night in. They promptly followed suit.

“So… there actually were places like this on Earth, back in the day,” he muttered. The interior of the mansion was a mix of warm wooden tones and lights designed to mimic the flickering of torchlight. It was all very thematic, and Ren got the impression that Rostropovich’s father was a little eccentric.

“Mm.”

The grunt echoed out from behind him, causing him to flinch. To his surprise, Rostropovich himself had approached him. Up close, his fellow cadet came up to his sternum. He walked forwards with heavy, thumping steps, coming to a halt before Ren.

“Oh uh… hi. Rostropovich, right? I’m Ren. I’m a friend of Anri’s and Astrid’s. They invited me and my friends.”

To his surprise, Rostropovich extended a hand outwards.

What is he—

Before he could react, the air flashed and a gun fell into Rostropovich’s arms. Ren immediately went on high alert. But before he could retaliate, Rostropovich swiftly reversed his grip on the weapon, handing it towards Ren.

Was that… is Potential? Does this guy have the ability to summon guns?

“Huh? For… me?”

“Good to meet you,” Rostropovich rumbled.

Ren gingerly accepted the gun, not knowing precisely what to do with it.

“Gift. For your ascension. Congratulations on the competition,” Rostropovich grunted, before walking away. Ren was left staring in confusion at the weapon he had found himself saddled with. But he broke out of his stupor when he heard a snort echo out from behind him.

“I was tempted to intervene,” Astrid smiled slightly as she walked forwards. “But I never get tired of seeing people’s reactions to that guy.”

“He’s uh… generous?” Ren offered.

“That he is. He’s one of the good ones,” Astrid nodded with a smile. She cast a glance around the corridor. A long, velvety red carpet spanned the length of the hallway. Chandeliers hung from the ceiling, casting flickering shadows on the walls. He could hear the muted sounds of the partygoers running about on the floor above them, in search for rooms.

“You know… I’ve been feeling a little under the weather. Can you let the others know that I left early?” Astrid said, turning away.

“Ok. I’ll walk you.”

“Huh?” she said in surprise.

“I’ll walk you,” Ren repeated. “It’s the least I could do. Or… we could always explore this place and… chat? It’s not every day you get free rein to explore a creepy space mansion.”

“You definitely have a point.”

They walked through the corridor, pausing to look at the pictures, paintings and assortment of weapons that were anchored to the walls.

“You remember Timothy? That asshole who gave you a hard time back in the gym?”

“Oh… yeah I think I do. What about him?”

“He died today.”

Ren froze. Astrid was facing away from him, her fingers tracing over a large, dusty globe.

“Killed in stage two. Apparently, he got overconfident. His Potential gives him amplified strength. He got it in his head that he could throw the debris towards the Derelict and damage them that way. All it did was get rid of his cover,” Astrid whispered, her shoulders trembling.

“I’m… sorry. Were you two close?” Ren said gently.

“No… I hated his guts. He was arrogant, a prick, petty and shallow. But he was just a guy, Ren. A normal, flawed, human. Just like the rest of us.”

Her fists clenched tightly.

“I’ve been thinking about just why the Archangels would have included a stage like that. Throwing Derelict with guns at us… when so many of us at our Tier don’t have Nanoarmour to defend ourselves with. You want to know what I think?”

Ren waited in silence.

“A record number of Wings were awakened today, Selphira’s included. Some cadets even awakened their Nanoarmour. So many people died… but the ones that remained got that much stronger.”

They eventually reached a balcony overlooking the manor’s gardens. A soft, artificial breeze filtered through the air, washing over Ren’s skin.

“It’s why you’ll see so many people going crazy tonight. Some of them have probably lost friends today. But they’ve got no choice but to smile and laugh it off.”

Astrid sighed, looking up at him with a sad smile.

“What else can we do but keep on going?”


Chapter 30



Ren looked out over the gardens. Fitting with the manor’s general theme, they were encased in shadow, and the miniature evergreen trees dividing up the landscape shifted in the habitat’s artificial wind.

“It really is a pretty lie. The Pride. It’s probably the only place in existence where we can forget about the world around us. Where we can forget that our home has been torn to shreds by the Derelict,” Ren said softly.

His eyes found Astrid’s.

“Death was common down in the enclave. So many enclavers died on scavenging runs, never to return again. I grew numb and pessimistic…” his lips curled into a wry smile. “And it didn’t help that my mother lied to me about the Angels. Saying that they were the spawn of the Derelict. Androids – Derelict given human form. When I was stranded on the surface with Iria… I actually thought that she was an Android,” he chuckled.

Ren gave Astrid a brief smile before letting out a sigh.

“I don’t think there’s anything I could say to make things better, Astrid. But if there is one thing that I can say… it’s that you’re not alone. We’re all trying our hardest to rise up the Tiers and to get strong enough to make a difference. The Pride Enduring might be a lie… but it’s still one that I’ll appreciate for as long as it’s around. It’s brought me so many bright moments that have kept me going when the dread and despair sank their teeth into me.”

“You really have a way with words,” Astrid giggled, before her smile gradually fell. But he felt a hint of relief when it didn’t disappear altogether.

“Thanks, Ren.”

“Still want to leave?”

“Well... going home and moping isn’t going to change anything if a Machine Lord squashes me on Martian soil.”

“That doesn’t sound like someone in the throes of despair. It sounds like someone who knows without a doubt that they’re going to pass the last stage,” Ren grinned back.

Astrid flicked one of her pigtails behind her back. Ren felt a hint of relief when the tension fled her features. She seemed to have loosened up somewhat after their talk.

But his anxiety returned shortly afterwards when a mischievous glint entered her expression.

“Oh, Rostropovich!” she called out.

To his surprise, their stout host popped his head around the corner.

“This man has a bad case of Ascension Lust. You know what to do,” Astrid nodded solemnly at the moustached cadet.

“Uh…”

Ren watched helplessly as the cadet disappeared around the corner.

“Astrid… I didn’t exactly want to broadcast that fact…”

“Don’t worry,” Astrid nodded. “You can trust Rostro. He knows all my deepest and darkest secrets, and he’s never told a soul,” she said with an eerie chuckle. “Ah, there he is.”

To Ren’s surprise, Rostropovich dropped some keys into his palm.

“For privacy. Third floor. Room 301,” Rostropovich muttered, eyes darting left and right before he disappeared.

“You’ve been staring at my boobs a whole lot less. It was pretty obvious that you got a handle over the lust. It doesn’t take a genius to figure out how,” Astrid smirked. When Ren cleared his throat, she let out a small laugh.

“You know… it’s really nothing to be ashamed about. In a way… living on the edge like this gets rid of people’s inhibitions. It’s why you find all sorts of family units aboard the Pride. Harems, for one. People without families living with friends and planning to do so for the rest of their lives. Building their own little slices of fleeting happiness. If anything…”

Astrid’s eyes softened.

“I’m jealous.”

“Why?” Ren said, incredulous.

“What you have with Iria and Selphira. I’ve seen how much you care about one another. I also watched your match,” a slight blush appeared across Astrid’s cheeks. “When everything is so fleeting, and there’s never any guarantee of tomorrow… seeing you guys so committed to one another makes me feel...” Astrid seemed to catch herself, the blush across her cheeks intensifying.

“Treasure what you have. Don’t fuck it up. And remember… it’s not only about your pleasure, Ascension Lust or not. Got that?”

“Roger that,” he saluted.

“How the hell did you bag those two?” she muttered, as Ren laughed.

“Oi. But hey, Astrid?”

Astrid paused, looking up at him.

“You should join us.”

Astrid crossed her arms with a sardonic smile.

“Real bold of you, Ren.”

“No, no. I’m not talking about—urgh. You and Anri… should join us. We don’t really know what the hell we’re doing… but we do look out for one another. I know we’ve been training together, but you should get to know the others, too. It might help with…”

“The despair?” Astrid grinned, and her voice softened.

“Thanks, Ren. I might take you up on that.”

Ren nodded. Then, to his surprise, Astrid yanked him back inside the mansion.

“Now c’mon. Let’s go make the best of this crazy party.”

Ren cast a glance at the empty corridor with flickering lights and flea-bitten curtains.

“What about this is ‘crazy’, exactly?”

“Heh. Follow me.”

***

The higher they climbed, the more the music came into definition. The ascension party was situated on the upper floors of the mansion. By the time he arrived, he realised that the place was packed with cadets.

Astrid and Ren immediately headed over to the table where the drinks and snacks were stationed. Feeling a little peckish, Ren dipped a french fry into some ketchup. When he offered Astrid the ketchup bowl, she declined.

“Allergic.”

“Oh, my bad.”

“How dare you. I’m never going to forgive you for trying to kill me,” she snorted. Steering clear of the ketchup and popping a french fry in her mouth.”

“Hey! There you are!” Anri yelled to them over the music. “I was looking all over for you! Zhou and Elsy found a room. A big one. A cinema room,” she whispered reverently. “They’re keeping the others out. Everyone’s jealous. Oh! They’re here!”

Ren’s jaw dropped to the floor. It seemed like there was a reason why Selphira and Iria had taken their sweet time to arrive. Iria was dressed in a black dress with a sweeping neckline and a skirt that flared outwards high up on her thigh. Her ruby eyes were outlined with subtle eyeliner and shaded by her dark lashes. The front portion of her dress was covered in a sheer mesh that pressed up against her skin. Not only had she abandoned her crutches, she was wearing heels. She walked forwards with confidence.

Beside her, Selphira was wearing a burnished golden dress. It was tight against her body, revealing the sway of her hips as she walked forwards. Selphira had always been confident in her own skin, but this was taking it to another level. Her breasts were pressed firmly up against the front panels of her dress. The sweeping neckline revealed the curves of her cleavage, and the fabric wrapped up behind her neck in an upside-down ‘U’ shape. It felt like if she bent too low, her breasts would spill out altogether. When she came to halt in front of him, Ren realised that while they were pretty even in height, her heels made her slightly taller than him.

Iria’s lips were painted with a dark red shade that matched her eyes. Selphira’s lips shone with clear lip gloss. Ren finally mustered a response when he got his jaw into working order.

“You both look amazing.”

Selphira smiled, raising an eyebrow.

“Platonically, of course,” he smirked at her.

“That look of yours didn’t seem very platonic, enclaver,” she retorted, her sharp eyes dancing with mirth.

“You look good,” Iria sauntered up to him. Ren had to hold himself back when he found his hands automatically gravitating towards her ass. To his surprise, Selphira plucked his hand away from Iria, waggling a finger.

“Nah, uh, uh. What happened to being platonic?”

“Wait… that doesn’t count with Iria—”

“I don’t get special treatment!” Iria chirped up. “We’re all on equal ground, Ren. Friends forever,” she whispered into his ear.

Ren shuddered before watching the two beautiful devils in front of him burst out into snorts and giggles. Before he could retaliate, they dragged him towards the makeshift bar. Selphira broke away to collect Zhou and Elsy. Since Iria and Selphira’s arrival, the music had gradually built to a crescendo.

Ren finally began to understand just what an ascension party was. He could see cadets around him, surrounded by friends. Some of them had tears in their eyes. But there was also happiness and hope. He wouldn’t go so far as to characterise it as a celebration of life… it was far more carnal than that.

I think I understand what this is about. They don’t want to feel alone.

“Cheers, to a successful stage two… and to Ren’s third Tier!”

“Wait… but I haven’t”

“CHEERS!”

His friends yelled, drowning him out. Ren grinned, shaking his head and finally taking a long sip of his drink. The cocktail had a slew of explosive flavours, but he drank it down all the same. Iria grabbed his hand, dragging him towards the dance floor.

“Iria—hey!”

“I love this song!” she exclaimed.

To his surprise, Selphira joined Iria. The girls linked arms, mouthing the words to the song. Ren stared in amazement as he was greeted to yet another side of Selphira that he would have never guessed existed.

“What? You think I can’t dance?” she yelled out over the music. To his surprise, Selphira began to back into him, running her hand down the side of his neck as she leaned into him. When he saw the devious gleam in Iria’s eyes, he knew that he had fallen right into their trap.

“I don’t think I can wait any longer,” Iria whispered, her lips brushing against his ear.

“Follow me.”

***

“What the…”

Ren opened the door to room 301 – the very room that Rostropovich had given him the key to. He heard the gentle lapping of water. He entered what he could only describe as a hybrid bedroom and bath. In one corner of the room, a long, rectangular pool was situated against a glass wall. The bedroom itself had modern furnishings, with a large, king-sized bed and a digital touchpad that controlled the room’s temperature.

“Zhou would freak if he saw this,” he whispered. “I think he’d lose himself entirely to his dreams of becoming a tycoon.”

“You know,” Iria whispered, making the hair on the back of his neck stand. “You aren’t the only one who’s been waiting. So, are you going to keep drinking in the furnishings? Don’t let us stop you,” she blinked innocently at him with her almond-shaped, ruby red eyes.

Ren took a seat on the bed, withdrawing the Type-3 core he had won in the last stage. While he had been tempted to swap out his core for the Type-4 core he had gained from the first stage, his hands had been tied. Now that he had maxed out his Processing Domain as far as his core permitted, it was time to move onto something greater.

He could feel himself at the peak of Ascension Tier 2. He had finally amassed enough Derelict energy to outgrow his Type-4 core, and to jump to the next Tier. He felt a mixture of excitement and fear eating away at him as he stared at the core.

To his surprise, he felt Iria slip her hand into his. She was sitting with her legs out to the side, watching him with a small smile. To his even greater surprise, Selphira was seated on the other side of the bed, watching him with a smirk.

“You’re going to have to do a lot more than look wise and contemplative if you’re going to want me to hold your hand.”

But despite her words, she inched closer to him. Her smile wobbled, breaking away and revealing the concern that she had been disguising.

“Be careful.”

Ren nodded.

Then, he took it in. He recalled the sensation of his first ascent to Tier 2. He pressed the new core against his chest, and just like last time, he was met with an impermeable membrane. But this time, there was something different about that membrane. Rather than feeling like jelly that he could push the core through, it felt like rock.

He gritted his teeth, unleashing the energy within him. As he did so, he gradually slipped into his familiar breathing technique. He could feel the energy within him move with his breath. There was power in breath. He regulated his breathing, extending out the gaseous tendrils of Derelict energy towards his new core.

As they made contact with it, something strange happened.

The gaseous tendrils of Derelict energy condensed.

No longer was the Derelict energy within him indeterminate and nebulous. It was defined, flowing through him like a stream of glacial water that burned in his veins.

The core began to shift closer.

“Ren!”

Iria’s voice was muted as he pushed through the pain. Derelict energy flowed as he breathed, pulling the core into him. Gradually, it settled in place, and the energy from his current core fled to the new one. His skin prickled as a flash of warmth passed over him. His Derelict energy was now denser, flowing all throughout his body.

Tangible.

Ren collapsed on the bed, as he felt something click into place within him.

“System.”

Core Rank: Type 3

Ascension Tier: 3

Quality: B

Strength: A

Endurance: B

Agility: B

Processing: F (S)

Energy: F

Potential: [Locked]

“Ren?”

“I… I did it. I integrated the core,” he whispered.

“Well? Don’t keep us hanging?” Selphira said, her golden eyes alight with curiosity.

“B-rank… but we already knew that. This is a more physical-based core. It has decent stats in Strength, Endurance and Agility.”

“And it has Potential?” Iria said with bated breath.

Ren grinned, and she slammed into him, squeezing him in a tight hug. Ren laughed as Iria kissed him.

“Well?” Selphira said.

Ren paused, looking over at her.

“Well, what?”

“Are you going to show him?” she said with a hint of a smile.

“Huh? What are you—”

Ren stared at a point in the air about two inches away from the bridge of his nose.

“Is that…”

A singular, tiny droplet of blood floated through the air. Other droplets materialised out of thin air, slowly joining with the central droplet. The droplets coalesced, building and building until a red orb of blood about the size of his fist hung in the air.

“I can finally use my abilities,” Iria beamed.

“Wait! When did this happen?”

“A few days ago. Archangel Amira told me that the worst of the flaws in my core have been healed. I can slowly start using my abilities. But apparently… my Processing and Energy Domains have a long way to go before I can start using this to its full potential. Ren?”

“I’m so glad,” he whispered, gripping her tight. Iria accepted his embrace, leaning her head against his. Ren felt relief wash over him. It confirmed that Iria was making progress towards a full recovery.

Ren had successfully raised his Processing Domain all the way to S-rank, and he had finally reached Ascension Tier 3. Iria and Selphira were making good progress healing their cores, and he had finally gotten a handle on his Ascension Lust.

Things were looking up… in more ways than one.

“That did not take long at all,” Selphira murmured.

Her golden eyes were inclined towards his crotch. He could feel pulses of warmth washing over his skin. The effect had been slightly delayed after his ascent, but it was hitting him in truth now. With every pulse, he felt his dick throbbing between his legs. The scent of the girls’ perfume was filling his senses. Lust was suffusing his being, and it was far greater and more intense than his previous ascent.

“A-alright then. I’ll be around the corner. Now that you’re feeling better, Iri… if he’s still going strong after the two of you are done—”

Selphira attempted to stand, but Iria yanked her back down onto the bed. Selphira stared at her best friend in confusion.

“You’re not going anywhere,” Iria crossed her arms with a mischievous smile. Selphira raised an eyebrow in defiance, her angular golden eyes fixed on her friend. The hint of blush colouring Selphira's cheeks contradicted her stern expression. “You aren't going anywhere because…” Iria trailed off with a smile.

“Iri—”

“You aren’t an on-demand handjob machine, are you?”

Selphira’s chest was rising and falling, her dress straining to contain her heaving breasts. Her eyes were locked onto Ren where he was sitting speechless, watching the events play out before him.

“But he could be.”

Ren and Selphira's jaws fell in sync.

“Iri… are you—”

“I’ve given it a lot of thought, Selphy. I don’t want you to have to sit around the corner and jump in to finish him off if I don’t have it in me. I want to experience it with you. But… only if it’s something you’re interested in.”

“I…”

Ren watched Selphira’s golden eyes wander up to his own. He traced her long, flawless legs. He could detect a slight hint of muscle tone in them when she shifted on the bed. Her dress had ridden up her thighs, and what was kept hidden within was just barely out of view.

“I would like that,” Selphira murmured. She hurriedly shook her head. “But only if Ren doesn’t mind either—”

“Does he look like he minds?” Iria raised an eyebrow, smiling up at him. “The big guy down there certainly doesn’t seem to.”

“But… how would we even do this? I mean—”

“It’s just platonic, remember? No big deal,” Ren interjected.

Iria pursed her lips with a playful smile that reached her eyes. Ren had a funny feeling that she was teasing them. From the blush across Selphira's cheeks, she must have come to the same conclusion.

Selphira eyed him with a mixture of anxiety and anticipation. With a glance towards Iria, the girl enthusiastically nodded for him to continue.

Ren touched her skin. He ran his hands over her legs, and she shuddered as if his touch was electric. Ren could feel the lust steadily building within him. He wanted nothing more than to rip of his clothes, and to entwine himself with them in carnal pleasure. But he forced himself to slow down, remembering Iria and Astrid’s words.

It wasn’t just about him.

Ren was on top of the bed, slowly running his hands up Selphira’s calves, and towards her thighs. She was holding hands with Iria, and Ren carefully watched her as he kept going further. His fingers reached her upper thighs, and Selphira bit her lip subconsciously.

“Can I?” he said softly. “Platonically, of course.”

“P-platonically,” she grunted. Ren bit down a laugh when he realised that even in this moment, she managed to look defiant. His fingers hooked under the hem of her dress, slowly pushing it upwards. The area between her legs that had been wreathed in shadow came into focus. He stared at dainty golden lingerie that matched her dress.

“Oh, someone was expecting this,” he muttered deviously, relishing the way that her cheeks flushed. Her golden eyes hardened, accepting his challenge head-on.

“Don’t be so confident, enclaver. I doubt you would—mmfh—”

Selphira’s dress was now entirely out of the way. Ren guided her legs apart, drawing closer to her panties. He could see through the sheer material to what lay within. But part of his vision was obscured by the dark, wet patch that stained it. Ren hooked his fingers into the undergarment, pulling it away from her wet sex.

“Don’t stare—” Selphira whispered, her voice hiking higher for a split second.

But Ren was entranced. He traced his fingers over her smooth, hairless skin that she had clearly prepared in anticipation for their night. If her choice of undergarments didn’t give it away, this certainly did. He lowered his mouth to her pussy, running his tongue gently over the skin bordering her labia.

“I-iri… how… do you feel…ngh—”

“This is why you were the first person I’d ever trust with this, Selphy,” Iria said softly. “At a time like this, you’re still thinking about how I’d feel.”

“It… it… isn’t even that great—urgh—”

Selphira’s moan escaped her lips, her back arching. Ren was speeding up now. His tongue had drifted to her clit, finding the swollen spot that was making Selphira react the way she did. He was finding that she was slightly different to Iria. She favoured his attention at the bottom of her clit, whereas Iria liked it when he licked her higher up.

“S-stop… if you keep…”

Ren stopped.

“W-wait? What are you doing?”

“Well… you asked me to stop. And it’s ‘not even that great’, right?” Ren said with an evil gleam in his eyes. He could feel his dick twitching in his pants, and he was convinced that if he shifted the wrong way, he would cum from that simple movement. But there were higher stakes at play.

Selphira sharp gaze narrowed. She sat up, and Ren didn’t even think she noticed that her nipples had slipped free from within her dress. Where Iria’s were a light brown, hers were small, pink and very erect. But Ren didn’t get much time to admire them when Selphira leaned forwards, dragging him towards the headboard of the bed.

“Wha—”

“I’m going to need to teach this boy of yours a lesson,” she growled. Her golden eyes were hungry, but to his surprise, they fell on Iria. “Neglecting the love of his life like this. How dare he?”

“Huh? Me? Wait—”

Iria’s cheeks flushed a deep crimson, and Ren realised that she had fallen straight into Selphira’s trap.

“Oh? Now you’re shy?”

Iria glared at her best friend, but even as she did, she was slowly backing away to the edge of the bed.

“I’m… I’m not shy.”

“Then why are you the one blushing that badly when my tits are out? You’re not going to leave me all alone here, are you?”

Selphira’s eyes met his own, and Ren immediately understood her intention. He imperceptibly nodded his head, before smiling at Iria. Selphira slowly unzipped the back of Iria’s dress. The fabric gradually slipped away to reveal her large, perky breasts. Her brown nipples were erect, and she was biting her lip, shyly glancing at her best friend.

“You’re beautiful. What do you have to feel embarrassed about? Go on. I’m sure you’ve been waiting.”

“Really? But—”

“I heard a lot under that water tank. I guess a part of me is curious to see just how it went down.”

Emboldened by her friend’s interest, Iria slowly undid her skirt. It fell to the bed with a light ruffle of fabric, exposing a lacy black pair of panties waiting to be pulled away.

“It’s been so long since we could do this… properly,” Iria said softly, slowly crawling towards him. She settled on top of him, her face above his own. Ren reached up to gently stroke the side of her cheek.

“I’ve been looking forward to it for a long time,” he smiled.

Iria lowered herself towards him. Ren drank in her beautiful ruby eyes and the bangs of her brown-black hair that fell across her forehead. Her innocent smile that could turn devilish in an instant if she willed it. Ren ran his fingers across her nipples, and he could feel Iria’s pussy moistening his navel where she was seated.

“I can’t wait any longer,” she whispered.

Whatever embarrassment and self-consciousness she had felt with Selphira’s presence was eroded away by her own lust. She angled herself away from him, her back curved in a smooth arch. Not waiting to take her undergarments off, she pulled them to the side before staring at Ren.

He wasn’t about to argue.

Ren pulled off his pants to reveal his throbbing member. From the gradual build-up, his dick was moist with pre-cum and he felt like he would blow his load at any second.

“Wait, wait, wait—” Selphira whispered, her golden eyes wide. “You guys… don’t use protection?”

“Not today, we aren’t,” Iria whispered.

Ren gripped her hips, letting out a breath when Iria backed herself into his dick. Her ass bunched up against his thighs, and he ran his hands over the smooth skin of her supple butt. But his head was now throbbing with lust, and he needed relief. He angled his dick, sliding it into her. Iria let out a soft moan before she began to push herself back into him.

“I… missed this. So much,” she shuddered, thrusting herself into him harder and harder. Her breasts were bouncing against her chest with every thrust. Selphira’s gaze was locked onto them, her lips parted in astonishment. She drank in the scene as if in a trance. Her fingers had wandered down to her crotch, and Ren didn’t think that she even realised that she was touching herself.

“Fuck me. How long have you been waiting for this, hm? Nngh—”

“Too long,” Ren gritted out, increasing the pace of his thrusting. His body was curled over Iria’s, his fingers entwined wth her hair. To his surprise, the area above her head flashed, before her HALO comprised of two concentric red rings blinked into existence.

“Ren, I’m going to come,” she said in shock. “Fuck, I’m—”

Ren felt Iria contract around his dick. He could feel each throb of her orgasm as her body arched. His fingers wandered to her erect nipples, pinching them as he slowly began to move again.

“I’m… I’m a little tired,” she whispered.

“But you’re not done… are you?”

“No,” she breathed.

Ren gently pulled her towards him. He lay flat on the bed, and Iria changed her position. Sitting on top of him, she leaned down until her head was in the crook of his neck and her breasts were pressed up against his chest. He gently began to kiss the skin beneath her chin, his rock-hard erection pressing up against her wet pussy. When he noticed that Selphira was staring right at their exposed privates, her own nipples as hard as his erection, he couldn’t help but grin.

“You two are crazy,” she whispered. “You didn’t even have foreplay—”

“Again,” Iria cooed, turning towards him and hungrily nibbling on his lips, intertwining them with her own. Feeling the soft curve of her ass pressed up against his navel, Ren guided his dick into her once more. His arms were crossed horizontally along her back, holding her against him as he drove himself deeper and deeper into her.

The staccato of his crotch meeting her own grew louder and louder as his thrusts grew more forceful.

“Mmngh, mmngh, I… can’t keep this up,” Iria yelped. “I’m… going to come again. Ren, what the fuck—”

He felt her shudder in his arms again, as Iria came for the second time in quick succession. She stilled, falling breathless, her chest rising and falling as she attempted to catch her breath. With a wince, she rolled off him, slumping onto the bed, face down.

“That… that was insane,” she muttered, her voice obscured by the sheets. “You didn’t even cum once.”

Ren sheepishly scratched the back of his neck.

“Uh…”

“If I was at my best, you wouldn’t have stood a chance. Selphy!”

Selphira jolted as Iria grabbed onto her hand, pulling her closer. When Ren’s eyes dropped to her bare pussy, she quickly obscured it from vision with a pillow.

“We can’t let him win like this! It’s two of us against one of him—”

“What… what do you want me to do?”

“Why… don’t you use your boobs? I know for a fact that he likes those.”

Iria guided Selphira into position. While Iria and him had been going at it, her dress had fallen lower. The breasts that he had so often caught glimpses of due to Selphira's partially unzipped bodysuit were now plain in his view. They glistened, covered by a slight layer of sweat.

“Like… this?” Selphira said uncertainly as she wedged her boobs on either side of his dick. She pressed them together, moving them up and down. Ren flinched as her soft skin began stimulating the tip of his cock, sending him dangerously close to the edge.

“Hmph,” she grinned, her golden eyes bright. “So, this is what it’s going to take, hmm?”

Selphira bit her lip, locking her eyes with his own. They carried within them a silent challenge. Iria beside her was tiredly egging her on, but it seems like their union had thoroughly drained her.

“C’mon, Selphy,” she muttered with a yawn. “You need to win this. There are two of us. Think of…” she trailed off, slumping to the bed.

“I-iria?”

Selphira paused, looking down at her friend. Iria turned to her tiredly, scrunching her face up.

“Do whatever it takes,” she muttered, reaching up to pinch her best friend’s cheeks. “Think of how much he’s going to gloat,” she murmured.

“I-iria… but…”

Iria smiled, laying a hand on the side of her best friend’s cheek, before pulling Selphira into a hug.

“I don’t feel it. What I felt before. That… fear that we’ll drift apart. I just feel happy with you two. Thank you for agreeing to do this with us.”

Selphira’s golden gaze softened, and she reached up to squeeze her friend’s hand.

“I’m… I’m glad—”

“But we will never live this down otherwise. Fuck him silly,” Iria whispered, sending a shiver down Ren’s spine. “No matter how many times you need to do it. We can’t let him win when we’re together.”

“You’re… you’re not thinking straight,” Selphira said, her eyes wide.

“Just you wait,” she smiled impishly at the pair of them. “When I’m back to 100%... I’ll really show you. But till then, we’ve got a reputation to uphold. Go.”

With a final push, Iria fell to the bed, curling up in the covers. Ren and Selphira stared at her in stunned silence until her snores gradually began to fill the room as she curled up happily into a ball. Selphira was staring at her, before her gaze slowly drifted to Ren, his cock still wedged between her breasts.

“Do you want to stop? We can, if you aren’t comfortab—”

“I don’t back down from a challenge,” she gritted out, pressing her breasts together with renewed vigour. She slowly ran them up and down his cock, golden eyes locked onto his. But then, to his surprise, her mouth opened, and a line of drool dripped down onto his cock.

Oh… shit—

Her breasts glazed with her spit, Selphira continued the boobjob. He could see her legs twist together, as if she was impatient and eager to pleasure herself.

“S-selphira…”

“Yes, enclaver? Is that weakness I’m sensing?” she smirked.

“Can I cum on your face?”

“W-what?”

Ren grinned when Selphira’s jaw dropped, his taunt successful. His gloating grin only widened before he winced when she redoubled her efforts. He could feel his load building and building, and he was right on the brink.

“Only if you lick it off,” she glared back in challenge.

“Fine.”

“Huh—”

Ren bust his load. The slow and gradual build-up led to ropes of his cum shooting outwards, landing across Selphira’s chin and lips. His orgasm kept going, covering her big breasts in cum. She stared at him in shock as he grinned back at her. But her look of stupefaction only grew more pronounced when it fell to his still-throbbing and rock-hard dick.

“You… you’re…”

“Are you conceding… friend?”

“A platonic titjob is nothing to me,” Selphira hissed, before she blinked as Ren started to get closer to her. “H-hey… what the hell are you doing?” she said, attempting to push his head away as he drew closer.

“You challenged me, didn’t you? To lick it off?”

Ren’s face was right in front of her own. He was eyeing her lips.

He leaned in, going in for the kiss.

To his surprise, his lips were instead met with Selphira’s palm. She was eying him in shock, as if taken aback that he had gone in for the kiss.

“Oh… s-sorr—”

Before he could get out his apology, Selphira quickly pushed him back on the bed. But rather than retreat, she began to crawl over him. He stared up at her exposed, hanging breasts slick with their fluids. Her golden eyes were locked onto his, and he didn’t even remember when her HALO had blinked into existence.

His eyes went wide when he realised what Selphira was doing.

“This is one way to shut you up,” she muttered, sitting on his face. Ren could feel the curves of Selphira’s big ass settle on his chest. If she was wet before, her crotch was entirely dripping from her anticipation. Ren could feel his cock throbbing, itching to thrust it into her. But it seemed like she was content to torture him further.

Fine. There’s only one way to show her.

Ren’s tongue wandered to her swollen clit. This time, when he began to lick her pussy, he began to apply pressure.

“What… what are you doing…” she said breathlessly. Her smooth, defined thighs were pressing in on him on either end, but Ren continued his relentless assault. “Oh my god,” she whispered, when his tongue wandered from her clit, before slipping inside her. Moving in and out.

“Fuck I’m…”

“You’re what?” Ren paused to gulp in a breath of air. He was met with the blessed view of her heaving underboob as he looked up at her. Even so close to climax, Selphira still had it in her to glare down at him.

Ren redoubled his efforts, feeling her body shudder in pleasure. Her back arched, and Selphira jerked as he rubbed her clit, sending her into an undeniable climax.

“I win—”

“NO. No…” Selphira said breathlessly, slowly climbing off him. “I didn’t cum,” she crossed her arms.

“What are you talking about?” Ren grinned. “What did you call that? A sneeze?”

“I was just stretching,” Selphira gritted through her teeth.

“So? Feel like giving up?”

Selphira’s cheeks were red, but the glare that she was giving him could have killed.

“If I did… I’d be forgetting the whole reason why I’m putting up with this in the first place,” she muttered under her breath.

“Oh… you’re ‘putting up with it’, huh?”

“It’s a necessary evil. Look at what you’ve done to my poor friend.”

They turned to stare at Iria, who was snoring peacefully beside them. Her lips were curled in a contented smile, and a sliver-thin line of drool was dripping from the edge of her lips.

“So? What are you going to do?”

Selphira rose from the bed, heading to the bedside table. Ren watched as she bent down, pulling open one of the drawers. She fumbled around inside until she eventually withdrew a small box. She picked out a small packet and ripped it open to pull out the condom within.

“Whatever it takes, you heard her,” Selphira glared at him. “There were two of us and one of you… do you think I would ever end this without winning?”

“You’re on, then.”

Selphira rolled the condom over his cock, before pushing him down onto the bed. She climbed on top of him, settling over his hips. He could feel his dick brush up against the back of her ass as she bit her lip.

“Selphira…”

“Shut up,” she whispered. “Well? What are you waiting for?”

“I’ll go slow. And only if you want to.”

She blinked at him in surprise. Her golden eyes softened as she nodded. To her surprise, Ren drew her towards him, her breasts pressing up against his chest. He guided his dick towards her wet pussy, slowly pressing it in. Her chin was digging into his right shoulder. Ren tilted his head towards her, whispering into her ear.

“Are you—”

“Keep going,” Selphira whispered. “Don’t stop.”

To his surprise, the girl sat upright. Any angst in her eyes disappeared as she rapidly gained confidence, slowly settling on his dick. Ren felt Selphira’s tight pussy swallow him whole, as she sank into him.

Then she slowly began to move.

Her powerful quads flexed as she rose, before letting gravity do the work to slam down on him. Her large, pale breasts jiggled with every motion, still slick with his cum and her spit. Even with the condom in the way, it felt like he could feel every bit of her as she continued to fuck him. And she was certainly doing the fucking.

Ren began to speed up. Rather than lying passively, he hiked his hips upwards, beginning to thrust into her. Ren saw Selphira’s eyes flutter, and the girl subconsciously ran a hand over her small pink nipples that were standing erect.

“I’m…” she whispered. But even as she shuddered, she bit the words down. What Selphira didn’t realise, was that Ren was getting there as well. It was too much. The sight of the aloof, prideful girl bouncing on his dick, her face twisted into an expression of barely concealed pleasure.

Ren let out a shudder as he came for the second time. Selphira’s subdued moans grew audible as she climaxed in time with him, hunching over as the pleasure overwhelmed her. She looked at him in triumph. Ren slowly extracted himself, taking off the condom and tying it to avoid making a mess.

“What…” Selphira said breathlessly, her chest heaving. “What the fuck,” she collapsed on the bed, her arms outstretched as she stared at the ceiling.

“Damn,” Ren muttered.

Finally, his erection subsided. The waves of lust finally came to a standstill.

“I win,” Selphira muttered with a weak grin, before planting her face in the sheets.

***

The steady drip of the water from the faucet cut through the deafening silence. The shadows were alive, stalking him as he crept through the toilet. The stalls within were all eerily closed shut. One would imagine that at this ungodly hour, the doors would be ajar.

But instead, they were all locked.

Drip. Drip. Drip.

His breathing was shallow, but the sound of air entering and exiting his lungs dominated everything. The pulse of his heart reverberated through his bones, and he was met with the acrid smell of his sweat and fear.

Drip. Drip. Drip.

His eyes rose, scanning the blank mirror in front of him. He made out his features. Tanned skin with crinkles in the corners of his eyes, signifying a life well lived. But his arms were bloody, his hands, especially.

His eyes drifted to the stalls behind him, the ever-present staccato of the dripping faucet filling the still, silent air. His eyes wandered to the shadowy depths of the stalls, attempting to pierce the darkness beneath the doors.

“You don’t have to look that far to find the monster you’re searching for.”

The man’s reflection smiled a bloody smile.

“Fuck!”

Ren flinched back, his chest rising and falling rapidly as he recovered from the jump scare. The air around him wasn’t silent and dead… but filled with the gentle snores of his friends. Iria and Selphira were sleeping on either side of him, nestled into the gigantic cushions scattered around the cinema room. The air conditioning was on full blast, and even with the adrenaline from the horror film still burning in his veins, he could feel fatigue creeping up on him.

After their night of passion, Ren and Selphira had almost joined Iria in passing out on the bed. The only reason they had ever made it to the horror movie marathon was because Elsy had come knocking.

He smiled down at Selphira and Iria. Evidently, they had been having a little too much fun, because they had utterly worn themselves out. Ren slowly rose from his cushion, stepping over their sleeping forms.

Elsy was curled up, sleeping on the floor beside her wheelchair. Ren smiled when he saw Anri, Astrid and Rostropovich of all people curled up in another corner of the room, fast asleep.

Ren slipped free from the room. The rest of the mansion’s upper floors were a mess. Cadets were fast asleep all over the place. Some had seemingly retreated to the rooms on the lower floors, while others had returned home.

Huh… that’s strange. I think I hear voices.

Ren stepped up to the door, slowly pushing it open.

Smoke curled upwards in the dimly lit room. A fireplace crackled within, and two dark brown leather chairs were positioned before it. He could see two figures in the midst of the smoke, the end of a cigar flaring as the first figure took a puff.

“So… Mister Zhou. What’s your story?” a heavily accented voice echoed out.

Ren watched a long string of smoke filter out into the air. He stared at Zhou, who had somehow donned a pinstriped suit with suspenders. His best friend bit down upon a cigar, adjusting a pair of aviators.

“A slave to capitalism, Mister Sokolov,” Zhou grunted. “But it’s the life I’ve chosen.”

Ren grinned, slowly shutting the door to ensure that he didn’t interrupt Zhou’s ‘networking session’. Continuing up the stairs, Ren finally reached a door on the very top floor. He twisted the knob, walking out onto the rooftop of the mansion.

The streets around him were still, and the neighbourhood was fast asleep. It surprised him that while many parts of the Pride were awake at every hour, others slumbered. He crossed his legs, closing his eyes as the artificial wind filtered through his hair.

It was strange.

As deadly as the Derelict Duels were…

They felt like a reprieve. Even when Blade Academy showed its fangs and its true colours, all Ren could think about was the Machine Lord.

How close he had come to losing Iria.

Beneath the lingering fear and sadness was another sensation. A feeling that had been uncovered in his struggle with the Lord of Blood. One that had come into focus as he perfected his breathing exercises, gaining a more intimate understanding of his being. One that had grown from a whisper into a scream with his ascent to the next Tier.

A gnawing hunger.

It felt like a black void within him that could never be satiated. And yet, all of his instincts urged him to throw as much as he could into it.

To succumb to its wailing call, and to—

KILL.


Chapter 31



“Ren? Ren, are you listening?”

Ren was staring blankly at the sidewalk before Selphira’s voice drew him from his thoughts. All he could think about was the strange sensation that had come into focus after ascending. It had been lingering in the back of his mind, barely beyond his awareness. But now, after reaching Tier 3 and taking in his new core… he could sense it far more easily.

He shook his head, slapping his cheeks.

You’re doing this for Selphira. After all she’s done for you… the least you can do is put aside your own problems to make sure she has a good time.

“Sorry… thought I saw a rat in the grass.”

Ren smirked at the blonde-haired girl.

“I just thought I’d give it a little forewarning that you were around. What you do to pests, remember? ‘Slice them up and throw them out of the airlock’?”

“Let me know if you’d like to join them; the offer is always open,” Selphira retorted.

Selphira squinted at him, her golden eyes piercing. Ren thought he may have been imagining it, but since their last night in the mansion, he almost sensed a glow in them. She was dressed in a white crop top that exposed her belly button. She paired it with a pair of high-waisted, form-fitting black jeans that emphasised her wide hips and long legs.

“Anyways, I was just wondering if you’re getting a kick out of this? Especially after last night,” her eyes twinkled with mischief. “After you had your way with m—”

“Shh,” Ren hissed, clamping a hand over her mouth. “It’s going to defeat the whole purpose if you broadcast it to the whole world,” he said, worried. “You’re here to find a potential date, Selphira.”

“Oh? So you’re not embarrassed that you slept with me?” Selphira whispered back.

Ren blinked in surprise. Even though he knew that Selphira was teasing him, there was something he couldn’t quite pin down in her grin. But before he could reply, a girl in the distance called out to them.

“Hey, you guys!”

Astrid, Iria and Anri were standing outside the entrance to the habitat. It was an entertainment district that had been constructed to house a theme park. From its entrance, it was clear exactly what ‘aesthetic’ its creators had been going for.

“Huh… ‘Event Horizon’. That’s a little uninspired for a space theme park,” Ren muttered.

“But I’ve heard that the rides certainly aren’t.”

Ren paled, rubbing his stomach.

“Urgh… rides,” he muttered to himself.

“Wait… you aren’t a fan of rides?” Selphira blinked in surprise. “Have you seen yourself when you’re flying around on your Wings? Wouldn’t that be way worse than anything we’d come across in a theme park?”

“It’s different,” Ren said defensively, as Selphira took a step towards him. She was like a shark that had sensed blood in the water, knowing exactly where to advance.

“You are going on all the rides with me for putting me through this,” she whispered, making his cheeks go pale.

“N-no, I won’t be. Have you forgotten why we’re doing this in the first place? You have to get to know some people.”

“Fine,” Selphira crossed her arms. She inched closer to him, her golden eyes narrowing as she drew into his proximity. After the time they had spent together the day before, it seemed like she was a little less shy about entering his personal space. But that also meant that she could do so for other purposes… such as intimidation.

“You’re still going to be clear in my view on every. Single. One.”

“I figured I’d just sit on the sidelines and arrange logistics,” Ren chuckled sheepishly. But at the glare Selphira levelled at him, he realised that his attendance on the rides had now been established as a compulsory requirement.

“Ren!”

Iria wrapped him up in a hug. She was wearing a baggy beige sweater and a pair of jeans that emphasised her shapely legs. Beside her, Anri and Astrid were wearing dresses. Anri had donned an elegant blue dress that fell to her shins, while Astrid was wearing a stylish white dress with a cutout around her chest. Ren felt a surge of relief when he didn’t feel his eyes being drawn inevitably towards her tasteful cleavage on display. Astrid seemed to notice this very same fact, and the girl shot him a grin.

“They’re inside! C’mon!” Anri exclaimed, hurrying them over to the entrance.

***

“Woah,” Ren breathed.

The interior of Event Horizon was massive. The first landmark that drew his attention was the massive replica of a black hole that loomed at the far end of the theme park. It must have been a hyper-realistic holographic projection, because for a split-second, Ren had been convinced that it was the true article.

He heard the sound of joyous screams as a roller coaster twisted over their heads. Nets had been erected over the path to prevent objects from falling and endangering patrons.

“You know what I’m excited for,” Iria giggled maniacally.

Uh oh.

“Spectre Station. They’ve made a space station-themed haunted house. I can’t wait to…”

Iria trailed off, her smile flickering as if recalling something. To his surprise, Selphira walked up to her and squeezed her hand.

“We’ll bring Evie here, Iri. It won’t be long now.”

Iria took a deep breath before slapping her cheeks. She gave Selphira a resolute nod before smiling at Ren.

“Guys! This way!” Anri called out.

Together, they entered an alien-themed ‘bar’ that was filled with patrons. The walls were lined with drinks of fluorescent colours, and the bartenders had put on costumes. Different ‘aliens’ served the theme-park goers drinks and food, and Ren narrowly avoided a group of children who had almost barrelled into him as they ran past.

Anri led them to a booth where two male cadets were seated. The first was a tall man with dark brown hair and a yellow HALO. He had a chiselled jawline and a face that belonged in a fashion magazine. He had a lean build and was dressed in a pair of dark blue jeans and a white sweater. To his right was a beefy man with sandy blonde hair and a bright blue HALO. Ren almost had to avert his eyes from just how white his teeth were when he smiled.

Now, the question is… would Selphira be interested in either of th—

“Rick?”

Selphira’s eyes were wide and fixed on the cadet with brown hair. The cadet blinked in surprise before rising to his feet.

“Sese? Is that you? No way!”

Sese?

Rick shot Selphira a charming grin, rising to his feet. He inched around the table, drawing her into a hug.

“I had no idea that it was you who was coming,” he laughed. “Anri just told us that she had a few single friends and that she was planning a theme park thing.”

“You guys know each other?” Anri said in surprise.

“Y-yeah… we do.”

She was looking at Rick in total surprise, and Ren thought she even looked pleased to see him. Ren felt an odd pang in his chest when he noticed a light tinge of colour in Selphira’s cheeks.

He shook his head with a frown.

What’s gotten into you? This was exactly what you were trying to help arrange.

“We dated in elementary school,” Selphira said.

“No WAY!” Anri squealed. “What a small world! When was the last time you saw each other?”

“Probably when I broke up with her,” Rick grinned. “You’ve… certainly grown up a lot,” he said, taking a step closer to Selphira.

“And so have you?” she raised an eyebrow. “Still afraid of kisses from girls?” she jabbed at him.

“Not so much anymore,” he said, his lips twitching into a smile as his eyes lingered on Selphira.

Ren watched Selphira smile at the newcomer. He had fully expected her to be hostile to any of the guys that Anri arranged for her to meet. The last thing he was expecting was for her to look forward to talking to one of them. Least of all, that it would be her childhood friend and ex… even if they did only date in primary school.

Ren slowly nodded to himself, unconsciously biting his lip.

This is good. It would defeat the whole purpose of this if she wasn’t willing to get to know anyone.

This is a good start.

“Anyway,” Anri continued, gesturing to Ren. “You probably already know Iria… but this is Ren!”

Ren stepped forwards with a smile to greet Rick.

“Hey—”

“Say,” Rick interrupted, laying a hand on Selphira’s shoulder. “Why don’t we go grab a drink and catch up a little? I’m keen to hear what you’ve been up to since the last time I saw you. I’ve heard all sorts of things—”

“You cut him off.”

“Huh?”

Rick blinked in surprise. Selphira folded her arms. With her heels, she rose to the same height as Rick. She calmly met his gaze, folding her arms.

“Ren was introducing himself.”

“Oh… right, my bad,” Rick scratched the back of his neck sheepishly. “Nice to meet you, dude.”

“You too,” Ren smiled back.

“So… the drink?” Rick ventured.

“Sure.”

Watching Selphira cast one final glance at him, he watched as the pair headed to the bar to catch up. Ren scratched his head, feeling that weird pang in his chest intensify, before shaking it off.

I’ve probably got heartburn or something. Maybe it’s some leftover symptoms from the ascent.

“Yo,” the other cadet grinned. The table rattled as he rose to his feet. His huge build made it difficult for him to squeeze past the table. He swept a hand through his sandy-blonde hair, shooting a cocky grin down at Astrid.

“I’m Dave. Hey… you like to surf?”

“Nice to meet you… Dave. And no… I can’t say that I’ve surfed before.”

Astrid shot Ren a glance, before nodding placatingly as Dave began to talk about the wavepools in another habitat that he frequented. He made no move to introduce himself to the rest of them, just like Rick. It seemed like he only had eyes for a single member of the group.

“Psst.”

Ren looked to his side, where Iria had linked arms with him.

“Anri’s track record when it comes to guys is abysmal,” Iria muttered under her breath. They paused to look towards Anri, who was contentedly downing an entire 20-pack of chicken nuggets without sauce.

“I don’t think it was the best idea leaving the ‘selection’ up to her,” Iria whispered. “But she was the only one with any social contacts… that may have fit the criteria.”

“As long as they’re respectful and they have fun… I’ll count this as a success. Now…” he said, wincing as he cleared his throat.

“How scary is that haunted house, exactly?”

***

Iria

After they had finished their meal, the group started exploring the theme park proper. Their first destination was a roller coaster that Selphira was especially keen on trying. Ever since departing to get drinks with her and catching up, Rick had been glued to Selphira's side.

Iria noisily took a sip from her straw as her eyes shifted to her own beloved walking beside her. Ren cast his fifth anxious glance towards Selphira and Rick, where they were walking ahead of the group. He was fidgeting with his phone in his hand and anxiously chewing his lip.

He’s really hopeless, isn’t he, PodBot?

“ALERT. True, Miss Iria.”

It truly was convenient to be able to converse with PodBot using her thoughts. The little bot was an exceptionally good sounding board. Iria was convinced that, barring its perverted tendencies, it probably had better judgment than the rest of them combined.

You don’t think he’s realised it yet?

The little PodBot came to float next to her face, and Iria flashed it a private smile.

“Negative, Miss Iria. ASSESSMENT: Mister Soros genuinely wants Miss Selphira to develop meaningful relationships, as per her stated goals. Even if the realisation of those goals comes at his own expense.”

And what about Selphira? Do you think she’s realised it?

“Negative, Miss Iria. Miss Selphira appears to be in denial of her affections towards Mister Soros. HYPOTHESIS: I believe that she would disclose these feelings to you if she was aware of them. Currently, she is not. Her loyalty to you, and to Mister Soros is unquestionable.”

Iria winked at the little bot.

My two lovable dummies. I never doubted either of them, Pod. I suppose they’ll realise eventually. But in the meantime… it’s not like I can’t have a little fun with it.

“What’s got you looking so pleased?”

Ren finally broke away his gaze from Selphira in front of him, turning towards Iria.

“Oh, you know…”

Iria smiled.

“This and that.”

She took another noisy slurp from her straw.


Chapter 32 



They were in the line for Asteroid Belt, which was Event Horizon’s most adrenaline-fuelled roller coaster. From the way those who went on the ride stumbled off it, Ren knew that a grim fate awaited him if he didn’t find a way out of the line that instant.

Casting a glance at Iria and Anri chatting away, his gaze shifted to Selphira. Her conversation with Rick seemed to have been progressing well. She almost seemed like an entirely different person with him. Gone were her smirks and glares that she usually directed Ren’s way. In their place, Selphira seemed to be having an ordinary, fruitful conversation with him. From her occasional laughter and smiles, she also seemed to be having fun.

Ren smiled as he watched her fiddle with her high ponytail.

I’m happy for her.

The pang in his chest had only intensified. Now, he was almost certain that he had eaten something that had disagreed with him at Rostropovich’s party.

Maybe there was something in that ketchup.

He shook his head, slowly falling back from the group. He turned, beginning to tiptoe away from his friends.

I’ll meet them after the ride—

“And where do you think you’re going, hmm?”

Something had lodged itself in the back of his collar. Try as he did to press forwards, all of his attempts were promptly subverted by a firm tug in the opposite direction. Eventually, the tugs overpowered his efforts and began to drag him towards the front of the line.

Ren turned around to find Selphira’s familiar golden eyes fixed on his, her lips twisted into her signature smirk. Rick, behind her, was glancing between the two of them with a slight frown.

“Uh… I just figured that I was the odd one out. You know, since we’re seated in pairs and everyth—”

“You’re sitting with me,” Selphira said matter-of-factly. “I’m not letting you out of my sight,” she whispered, fixing him with a glare.

“No! no, we can’t have that,” Ren muttered, with a quick glance towards Rick. He seemed to be getting more peeved by the second, his frown having deepened further.

“I’ll sit with Iri—”

“No can do!” Iria said cheerily, taking another noisy sip from her drink as she eyed him. “I’m sitting with Anri,” she said, sticking out her tongue.

“Then—”

Unfortunately for him, neither Astrid nor Dave were available to be partnered with, seeing as how they had already taken seats on the stationary roller coaster. Selphira yanked his arm, dragging him towards their spot at the very front of the roller coaster.

“Do we really have to take the seats at the front?” he muttered under his breath.

“Mmhm,” Selphira hummed, her golden eyes dancing. She leaned closer to him, bringing her lips to his ear. “It’s only fair.”

Ren strapped himself into the roller coaster, double and triple checking his seatbelt. He knew, in theory, that he would always be able to call his Wings if he hypothetically flew out of his seat. But that theoretical knowledge did nothing to ease his nerves.

Ren laughed weakly, casting a glance at Rick, who had taken a seat behind him. The brown-haired cadet was now openly glaring at him. Ren attempted to give him an apologetic smile, but all it did was make his glare intensify.

“Here we go!” Selphira whispered excitedly.

With a clunk, the roller coaster disengaged its brakes. They slowly started to slide down the ramp, picking up speed.

Wait… I’ve got an idea. I’m bloody brilliant.

Ren grinned, activating [temporal shift].

The world around him began to slow. The feeling of nausea that had been hounding him since the beginning of the ride gradually began to dissipate. The anxiety faded away with the certainty that he wouldn’t have to deal with the worst of the ride.

Then, he felt something tweak his dick.

He yelped, his concentration broken as his Potential deactivated.

“NOT A CHANCE!” Selphira screamed over the rush of the roller coaster as they plunged down from its apex.

Ren’s eyes widened in horror, and he let out a scream of his own as they tumbled down.

***

Ren stumbled free of the roller coaster, steadying himself on a nearby wall. His head was swimming, and he could feel beads of sweat tracing down his cheeks.

“That… was… AWESOME!” Selphira squealed.

He stared at her in disbelief, for two reasons. He was pretty sure it was the first time he had ever seen her this excited. It was also the first time he had seen Selphira let out anything close to a ‘squeal’.

“I wanna go again,” she said, golden eyes sparkling.

“Let’s do it!” Iria exclaimed, thrusting a hand in the air.

Ren glared at her, not fooled by her wide, innocent eyes. From the way her lips were twitching, Ren knew that Iria was trying her best to suppress another one of her impish grins.

They’re enjoying my suffering way too much.

“No, hell no are we going on that again. You guys are crazy,” Astrid groaned, the voice of reason.

“Aw… then next stop is the haunted house,” Iria pouted. “That’s what Ren’s most excited for, isn’t that right?”

“Maybe this was a bad idea after all,” he muttered under his breath.

“Actually… I was thinking about checking out the hall of mirrors. Sese, want to join me?”

Rick turned to Selphira, extending a hand towards her. Her golden gaze hovered over his outstretched hand. Anri, bless her soul, gently pushed Selphira towards Rick.

“Go have fun, you two,” she giggled. “But we won’t wait up if you take too long,” she said, with an overt wink.

Selphira’s eyes shifted to Ren’s before she finally turned around to depart with Rick.

***

Selphira

The hall of mirrors was a smaller attraction secluded away in a corner of the theme park. Most of the guests were after the big rides or interested in other attractions like Spectre Station. The place was deserted as Rick and Selphira made their way through the maze of mirrors.

“You know… for what it’s worth, I regretted turning you down, all those years ago,” Rick said.

“Oh? You mean the kiss?”

“I was a bit of a pussy back then,” Rick grinned.

Selphira frowned slightly.

“I didn’t think so. I thought you were sweet… back then.”

From the way he laughed, Selphira didn’t think Rick picked up on the nuance in her response. They turned the corner, reaching a dead end in the mirror maze. They were boxed in with mirrors reflecting them into infinity. Rick stepped closer to her, and Selphira could smell his cologne. He raised his hand to run his fingers over her forearm.

“I barely recognised you when I saw you earlier today. You’re never around the Academy. Sese… you’re beautiful,” he whispered, drawing closer. “Why don’t we make up for it. The kiss,” he said, running his fingers down the side of her cheek. Rick leaned forwards, his lips puckered.

Selphira placed a firm palm on his chest, holding him back.

“Rick.”

“Now who’s the one shy about a little kiss? It doesn’t have to mean anything,” he grinned, attempting to get closer. Selphira firmly held him at bay until he eventually backed off. She squeezed her eyes shut, letting out a breath. She shook her head, her golden eyes shadowed by her long lashes.

“It means something to me. I want it to be with someone that I truly love,” she said softly.

But despite her hopes, her moment of vulnerability did not resonate with Rick. He burst into loud laughter, which resounded off the walls of the mirror maze.

“I… was happy to see you today. Truly,” she said with a faint smile. “But… I would prefer to stay friends—”

“It’s that guy, isn’t it?”

Rick’s face contorted into a scowl. He stepped away from her, folding his arms.

“The short one. All smiley and passive. I have no idea how he bagged Iria Bladesworn,” Rick muttered under his breath. “Are you interested in him? Is that it? You have a crush on your best friend’s boyfriend?”

“I—”

Selphira’s eyes widened as they fixed on something behind Rick’s back.

She discreetly shook her head, before her eyes returned to Rick.

“Do you really think a guy like that could excite you?” Rick chuckled. “Sese, I remember how you were in elementary school. If only I had the experience I did back then, things would be very different today.”

Rick bit his lip, raising his thumb towards her bottom lip.

Selphira slapped his hand away.

“Rick… I’m giving you one chance to step away,” she said softly. “I’m not interested.”

Rick’s smile devolved into a glare.

“You aren’t interested? Neither will any of the other eligible bachelors at the Academy when they hear that you’ve got the hots for... what was his name? Rel? Ren? Whoever that short, wet sack of a man is.”

Rick shook his head with a laugh.

“He’s been saved how many times, by you girls? I heard that Iria was stranded in the Wastes because of him. That she almost died again by taking a hit meant for him.”

Rick drew closer to her, his face an inch away from her own. She could smell his breath and could see his chest rising and falling with frustration.

“You were always like that… latching yourself onto the people you thought were weak to protect them. Iria was a weirdo and an outcast. And I…” his face twisted in a brief flash of shame. “I was weak.”

“You were not, Rick. You were sweet and kind. That was why I liked you in the first place,” Selphira said softly.

But Rick was too caught up in his rant, laughing as he ignored her words.

“Maybe that’s it. Why else would you tie yourself to such a weak—”

***

Ren

“—man?”

Selphira’s back was to one of the mirrors. Rick’s face was close to her own, one of his hands pressed up against the mirror beside her.

Ren watched on in silence. When he had attempted to step forwards to intervene, Selphira had rejected his offer for help. It seemed like this was something she wanted to handle herself.

“It’s your saviour complex. Do you want to know why I broke up with you? Because even back then, you were suffocating. Always dragging me along to things that you wanted, strutting about like the world revolved around you,” Rick panted. “You’re broken. And maybe that’s why you’re so drawn to people that you can fix. Because you’re afraid that they wouldn’t stick around, otherwise.”

Selphira’s unperturbed expression flickered. He knew that Rick had struck a nerve. Ren’s fists were clenched tightly beside him, and he was just about to go against Selphira’s wishes when Selphira spoke.

“I’m sorry for treating you that way, back then, Rick. I think… you’re right. About some things. That I didn’t consider how you felt when I dragged you along to things. I certainly still have my flaws,” she said, with the slightest wobble in her tone. “But you’re wrong about Iria and Ren. You can’t reduce how much I care about them to a saviour complex. You couldn’t be more wrong.”

Rick stared at her with wide eyes, his chest heaving.

“Tell anyone you want about us, Rick. I don’t care if the whole school knows that I slept with him. If it means that all of ‘Blade Academy’s eligible bachelors’ avoid me with a ten-foot pole. You’d be doing me a favour.”

Selphira calmly met his gaze.

“Talking isn’t going to change anything. It’s best that you leave.”

Ren quickly ducked around the corner, listening as Rick’s heavy footsteps faded away into the distance.

Ren heard a soft whimper. The sound of her breath catching as she tried to inhale but was prevented from doing so as the sobs wracked her body. Selphira had sunk to her knees, her head leaning against one of the mirrors. He closed his eyes, giving Selphira a moment to herself.

After a few minutes, the sobs eventually subsided.

“You can come out now,” Selphira called out softly.

She had wiped off her tears, and the only thing that hinted towards her previous state were her slightly tinged red eyes. Ren’s gaze drifted to the hint of snot trailing from her nose, and he smiled. He withdrew tissues from a pack and pressed them up against Selphira’s nose.

“Blow.”

“Not a chance,” she said, snatching the tissues from his hand. She shot him a brief glare, which morphed into a faint smile.

They walked in silence through the hall of mirrors.

“You heard, didn’t you?”

“Heard what?”

Selphira shot him a knowing look, her lips tugging upwards.

“Figures.”

Selphira walked in front of him, her face obscured from his. Even though he knew he could catch a glimpse of it if he took a peek at one of the many mirrors bordering them… he didn’t.

“I’m sorry, Selphira.”

She halted, still facing away from him.

“I—” Ren began, before Selphira cut him off.

“I was happy to see him, you know? When we first met them at that alien bar.”

He paused, the words dying on the edge of his tongue.

“He didn’t use to be this way. He was kind, sweet and thoughtful. I think he fell in with the wrong crowd, and they started putting all of these ideas in his head.”

“Yeah,” Ren nodded.

“I was happy to see him, because I thought we might have been able to be friends again.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Why are you sorry?”

She turned on her heel, coming to face him. Her shattered golden HALO illuminated a tear sliding down her cheek, but her brows were drawn together in a frown.

“When I arranged this… I didn’t mean for this to happen,” he said softly. “I just…”

Ren took a deep breath, feeling his heart pounding in his chest. Selphira was watching him closely, the tear tracing down her cheek all but forgotten.

“You give so much to the people you care about, Selphira. With Evie…” he shook his head. “You shattered your own core when your mother refused to step in for her. You came down to the surface, risking your life, to save me. Then, you agreed to explore things with us to save our relationship at your own expense.”

Selphira’s eyes slowly widened, beginning to water.

“You keep sacrificing for others. I just… wanted to make sure that you knew someone was looking out for you, too. I wanted you to know that there was someone out there willing to make sacrifices for what you want.”

Selphira whirled on her heel. Ren saw her bring her hands up to her face, before they fell back down at her sides, slick with her tears.

“When I offered to kiss him all those years ago… I did truly like him. I’ve always knew that it was going to be with someone that I loved. Truly loved, like the love you have with Iria. You’re right, Ren. It is what I want.”

Ren clenched his fists tight. His nails were biting into his palms as he recalled Rick’s threat to share Selphira’s relationship with him and Iria with the rest of the cadets. If he made good on that threat, he knew that it might drive others away from her. That dream of hers would be as good as done. Ren, of all people, knew how a reputation could stick with you, no matter how much you tried to prove otherwise.

He felt something flare within him.

A visceral anger and rage.

“I’ll make sure that he doesn’t say a word—”

“No, Ren.”

He felt a tug on his sleeve, holding him in place. He blinked when he realised that he had advanced past Selphira.

“Let him say what he wants.”

“But—”

Selphira pulled him towards her, drawing him into an embrace. He could feel her heartbeat racing. She was pressed up against him, her chest flush against his own. He could feel her fingers curl into the back of his shirt. She slowly leaned back and looked into his eyes. Up close, he now saw that her golden irises did have the faintest glow in them. He held his breath, and he watched Selphira wet her lips.

“Sel—”

She gave him a slight shove, pushing him backwards and turning away.

“You really want to make it up to me, bro?”

“Bro?” Ren stuttered.

“Go on the Asteroid Belt with me one more time.”

“Selphira—”

“Forget Rick,” she said softly.

When Selphira turned back to face him, she looked at him with bright eyes, unburdened by the weight and sadness that filled them previously. The rage within him slowly ebbed away.

“Ok.”

Ren allowed himself to be dragged along by Selphira as they made their way through the maze.

Selphira gave his arm a brief squeeze.

“Thank you,” she whispered.

Ren smiled at her.

“Are… you sure we can’t go on another ride? What about Lunar Cycles—”

“No.”
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Ren wasn’t sure if his temple was throbbing because of his second round on the Meteor Belt, or if it was because of all the screams of the guests that were echoing from within Spectre Station. They had spent at least half an hour waiting in line.

“Guys… I might call it here,” Ren winced as he heard another chorus of screams.

“But…” Iria protested, looking up at him with her wide, pleading ruby eyes. “I’ve been waiting to do this with you all day.”

“Yeah, Ren.” Selphira laid her chin on Iria’s shoulder, looking up at him with a smirk.

The throbbing in his temple intensified, and Ren let out a sigh, resigning himself to his fate. To his relief, Selphira had bounced back quickly after their ride on the Meteor Belt.

“Wait a minute…” Ren frowned. “Where’s Dave and Astrid?”

“Dave was itching to go into the haunted house one-on-one with her,” Anri quipped with a shrug. “You know what they say about hormones and horror movies.”

“What do they say?” Ren asked, eyeing Iria with suspicion.

She was currently doing everything she could to avoid eye contact with him.

“You know? All that adrenaline in your system can get you excited, if you know what I mean,” Anri winked.

“And they still aren’t out?”

“Nope! But between you and me… I don’t think Astrid really liked him. Nice guy, but all he talked about was surfing. I could see her beginning to tune out after a while.”

“Hmm… maybe we should check in on her?”

“Guys!”

They turned on their heel to find Astrid walking towards them. She was alone, and Dave was nowhere to be seen. Anri rushed to her friend, grabbing her hands.

“Well?” she whispered. “Tell us all the goss.”

“Eh,” Astrid shrugged. “He tried to make a move on me in there. I told him I wasn’t interested, and that was that. After we got out of there, he came up with some half-assed excuse and left.”

“Aww…” Anri lamented. “You’re no fun.”

Ren’s attention was drawn away from the exchange when a public announcement tone echoed through the area. The crowd around him fell silent.

“Attention, guests. Due to some technical difficulties, the park will be closing prematurely in fifteen minutes. Please make your way to the exits. We apologise for the disruption and hope you have enjoyed your time at Event Horizon.”

“WHAT!” Iria exclaimed, utterly distraught.

Similar expressions of dissatisfaction echoed around him. There had still been a few hours before closing time, and many of them had spent hours waiting in line to get into Spectre Station.

“Isn’t that a shame?” he grinned at Iria, only for his grin to drop when she glared at him. He quickly realised that it was unwise to prod the beast any further. Iria did not look like she was in a good mood. Iria harrumphed, storming ahead with Selphira in tow, who was attempting to calm her down.

Ren shook his head with a smile and turned towards Anri and Astrid. To his surprise, Astrid’s lavender eyes were already fixed on him. Ren smiled at her.

“So… didn’t work out with Dave?”

She seemed to consider his words, before eventually returning a smile of her own.

“Nope. We were looking for different things.”

Ren nodded, folding his arms.

“There’s been a lot of that, today,” he muttered. “Oh, by the way. You’ve got something on your cheek.”

There was a small red speck just to the right of her lips. Astrid touched her finger to it before licking the speck off.

“Sorry, I’m a bit of a messy eater. Just a bit of ketchup.”

“I thought you were allergic to ketchup?”

Astrid blinked at him before smiling.

“Oh… that. No, I’m not really allergic to it. It’s more of a preference thing.”

“Ah… I see.”

They made their way along with the rest of the crowd through the exit gantries of the theme park. On their way, Ren saw quite a few disgruntled customers arguing with the park staff, demanding refunds.

I wonder why they had to shut down the park so soon?

“That’s a bummer… but maybe we’ll be able to go again after the final stage!” Anri said, squeezing Iria’s arm enthusiastically. “In fact, there are other haunted houses we can check out, too!”

“Well… thanks for coming, guys. We’ll definitely do this again soon,” he smiled, waving off Astrid and Anri.

***

Selphira

The Pride Enduring’s hangar was buzzing with activity.

Pilots scrambled to jets scattered around the area. Blade Angels boarded dropships with varying urgency as they departed on missions to the surface. But amongst the familiar dropships were the new additions. Every so often, Selphira would notice one of the starships they had secured from the ruins of Arcadia lift into the air and blast out of the hangar.

“Looks like they’re just about ready for the expedition, wouldn’t you say, boss?”

Thomas, one of Selphira’s mechanics, had his arms crossed. Selphira often caught him admiring the starships. Their find had been one of the most exciting in decades. All of the Pride’s top artificers had been in a frenzy trying to reverse-engineer the ships. Soon, Selphira was confident that the Pride would have its very own fleet.

“They are. You’ve got an eye for ships, Thomas.”

Thomas continued to much on his burger, squinting at Selphira.

“Something’s happened, hasn’t it, boss? You’ve been in a good mood lately. D’you get a boyfriend or something?”

Selphira’s eyebrow twitched, and she closed her eyes. She let out a long breath before opening them again to meet her mechanic's gaze.

“Thom—”

“Yeah, y’see? If it were any other day, I’d have a wrench flying at my head! Something's going on, I tell ya,” Thomas shook his head, shaking his burger at her.

“Get back to work,” Selphira gritted out.

“Yessir!”

Selphira returned her attention to the Weight of Sacrifice. Unlike the other starships littering the hangar, it was far larger than them, but still retained the sleek chassis of a stealth fighter. A couple of mechanics were scattered around the exterior of the ship, conducting tests and performing any necessary maintenance. She had seen many of the other artificers eyeing it hungrily, and she only trusted her own mechanics to come within a mile of the ship.

Her thoughts wandered as she tended to the ship’s maintenance. She had wheeled herself under its base and was considering its engine housing. It was a mystery that she still had failed to solve. If they were able to replicate its ability to convert Derelict energy into electricity… their monetary problems would disappear forever.

But money wasn’t the motivation for her current diligence. She had found that losing herself in her work was the best way to distract herself from more troublesome thoughts.

Like, for example, the fact that she had almost kissed her best friend’s boyfriend, a second after telling him how much the gesture meant to her.

“Stupid, stupid, stupid,” she muttered under her breath.

I wanted you to know that there was someone out there willing to make sacrifices for what you want.

“You smooth-talking, horny, son-of-a—”

“Selphira?” Ren called out.

Selphira jerked upwards, smacking her forehead against the underside of the Weight of Sacrifice.

“OW!”

“Hey! Are you alright?”

Selphira slowly wheeled herself out from under the ship. Ren was looking down at her, an arm outstretched. He had honest eyes. It was a trait that he shared with her best friend. Right now, they were filled with worry.

“I’m fine. What… are you doing here?”

When she saw Ren frown, she cursed internally. Another annoying trait that he shared with her best friend, was his perceptiveness.

“If you were hoping to get lucky… the handjob machine is out of commission right now. It has bigger priorities to attend to.”

“Bigger?” he smirked.

She shot him a brief glare.

“I… just wanted to check in on how you were feeling. With everything that happened with Rick yesterday—”

“Ancient history. Thanks for everything, bro.”

Selphira bit down a smile when Ren’s eyebrow twitched. He grumbled, clearly not a fan of the new term that she had been resorting to more and more often.

As if that single word could erase everything she was feeling.

It has to.

Ren shook his head, running a hand through his ash-grey hair.

“Have you made any progress trying to reverse engineer the engine?”

“Urgh,” Selphira groaned, her shoulders deflating. “There’s a small problem. Before we get to that, it isn’t working at full efficiency. We think something’s wrong with it, but we don’t understand exactly what the problem is. It can still fly, don’t get me wrong. The Mars trip is no issue. But the beauty has so much more in it to offer.”

Selphira sighed, shaking her head.

“If my core was in a little better shape… I might have been able to repair it with my Potential.”

“You can do that?” Ren replied incredulously.

“Follow me. I’ll show you what happens when I try these days.”

Ren followed Selphira over to a table flush against the hangar wall. There was an assortment of little devices and components. Selphira picked up a faulty datapad.

“Before my core was shattered… I used to be able to fix up broken electronics. I can channel a current through them, like I did back in Arcadia to get the ship out of storage. But trying to fix more intricate components?”

Selphira’s shattered HALO blinked into existence above her head. She furrowed her brows, her grip tightening around the datapad.

“All it does is distort the external components of the tech. It usually makes them go out of shape. You remember what happened with that turret? I lost the ability to work tech with nuance after my core was splintered.”

“So, you’re saying that you shouldn’t be able to repair the datapad?”

“Yeah,” Selphira shrugged, setting it down on the table. “Its electrical circuits are too complex, just like the engines. They should be good enough to get us to Mars, but going any further is a stretch—”

“Selphira?”

Ren grinned, pointing at the table.

More specifically, at the datapad with a glowing screen set on the surface of the table.

***

“You wanted to speak to me?”

Archangel Amira was seated on a log beside the waterfall pool. This time, unlike most, she was fully clothed. They had called her away from the Academy to her modular habitat, requesting that they speak in private.

Strangely, she hadn’t denied their request. In fact, the moment she had set her eyes on them, Ren thought he saw the slightest bit of shock in her expression. But their instructor had an excellent poker face, and barring that slight shift in her features, she had given absolutely nothing away.

That wasn’t going to stop Ren.

“You noticed something.”

Ren could vaguely sense Iria and Selphira staring at him in surprise. Ren only calmly met the Archangel’s gaze, feeling his skin prickle with anticipation as the seconds ticked on.

“It was subtle. So much so that I initially assumed that I was imagining it,” the Archangel began, her voice soft. “Then, as the days went on, I began to realise that it wasn’t something I was hallucinating.”

She fixed Selphira with her gaze.

“It seems like you have undergone a rapid process of healing your core. Let me be clear,” Archangel Amira said, crossing her arms. “Both you and Cadet Bladesworn have entirely exceeded my expectations for your core recovery. I’m not so arrogant as to attribute it to my efforts. The fact that Cadet Bladesworn can call her Potential at all is miraculous. And you… have consolidated the shards of your core, and placed them together like a jigsaw puzzle.”

They watched on as the Archangel spoke, hanging on to her every word.

“But that is not even the most intriguing aspect of this. Tell me, what was the type of core that you integrated?”

“It was a Type-5 core,” Selphira said.

“Call your system.”

“System.”

Ren watched the blood drain from Selphira’s face. She must have dismissed her system, because her gaze rose, finding the Archangel’s.

“Congratulations on ascending to Ascension Tier 2, Cadet Everie. You are the first ever cadet to not only piece together a shattered core, but to evolve it from a Type-5 to a Type-4 core.”

They stared at Archangel Amira in silence, the crash of the waterfall echoing in the distance.

“But… how?” Selphira whispered, barely believing her ears.

It looked like Archangel Amira was warring with herself… as if choosing whether to disclose something to them. It was the first time that Ren had ever seen their stoic instructor so conflicted.

“I have… a hypothesis,” she finally said with a sigh. “It began with Iria’s core. The rate at which it healed was significant. She recovered far faster than projected, especially considering the extent of the fractures across her core. My first assumption was that it may have been a feature of her core. While cores from Types 5 to 1 generally increase quantifiably in power… the cores of Derelict commanders remain enigmas. Some of them contain secrets that a Blade Angel might only uncover after years of wielding its power. Perhaps then, it was some intrinsic quality in her new core that explained the abnormality.”

Archangel Amira took in a deep breath.

“But I quickly realised that I was wrong.”

“What do you mean?” Iria replied softly.

“I noticed a tiny, infinitesimal thread connecting you,” she said, gesturing to Iria and Ren. “A thread of energy. It was unlike anything I’d ever seen,” Archangel Amira continued, her voice low. Ren felt a chill run down his spine when he realised that the Archangel was almost shivering in excitement. “At first, I attributed it to Iria’s core. I heard the battlefield reports. That the Lord of Blood was capable of linking itself to Blade Angels to siphon and adopt their abilities. But it didn’t take long for me to realise that I had it the wrong way around.”

Archangel Amira’s eyes found Selphira’s.

“Cadet Bladesworn is no longer the only one connected to Cadet Soros. You are both connected by threads leading to him.”

The blonde girl narrowed her eyes, shooting a fearless glare at their instructor.

“If you noticed this thread… why didn’t you ever tell us? You had plenty of time to bring it up with us.”

Archangel Amira remained silent. Ren thought he may have been imagining it, but she seemed affronted by Selphira’s confrontation.

“What is that thread? Why do you think it’s healing our cores? Surely you have some ideas?”

Ren felt a shiver run down his spine as the Archangel bowed her head.

She didn’t respond.

“I… am not permitted to say.”

“And who, pray tell, has the authority to silence an Archangel?” Selphira asked, her voice low and deadly. Selphira’s fists were curled and her glare was narrowing by the second.

“I knew it,” Selphira spat. “Mother. She put you up to this. Did she know from the beginning? Is that why she arranged your little ‘class’ for us? I was wondering why you were being so generous with your time.”

“I—”

“Guys, let’s go”

“Selphy?”

Iria looked at her friend with wide eyes.

“She was one of my Mother’s lackeys all along. We can’t trust her, especially if she’s hidden this from us for so long.”

“I was not hiding it from you.”

They froze, the emotion raw in Archangel Amira’s voice. Her chest was rising and falling, and if they had been caught off-guard by her desperation before, they were well and truly taken aback now.

“It was… a kindness,” she muttered, her eyes lingering on Ren. “I am... sorry.”

“I don’t care. Come on, guys. Let’s get out of here.”

With one final glance back at their instructor, Ren, Iria and Selphira left the modular habitat.

***

“Selphy… do you think you were a little hard on—”

“On an Archangel, Iri? One who had potentially crucial information… no, who has crucial information and has declined to share it with us, because Mother has muzzled her?”

“She did still help us heal our cores,” Iria said gently. “Before… whatever happened with Ren came into place. I’m still trying to figure out just what changed for this to happen.”

“That’s the easy bit,” Selphira said.

Ren and Iria looked at her in surprise. Her golden eyes slowly dropped down, fixing on his crotch.

“He has a magic dick.”

Ren gaped at her, but Selphira simply folded her arms.

“That’s the only thing I can think of. What changed between our last session at her habitat and now? But that’s not all… if Ren truly has the ability to upgrade machine cores by giving someone a good fuck…”

Selphira shook her head.

“It would make him the most valuable Blade Angel aboard the Pride. I wouldn’t put it past some Archangels to lock him up in a sex dungeon and use him as a glorified battery to supercharge their cores—”

“Hey,” Ren protested.

“I’m serious here, Ren. I…”

Selphira sighed.

“Maybe, I can see why Mother wanted to keep this a secret. If it was to protect you. But there’s no reason why she couldn’t have told us in private about it.”

“There’s… something I need to tell the pair of you as well.”

Selphira and Iria glanced at him in surprise. Ren closed his eyes, and he could feel the sensation pulsing within him. The strange call that had grown clearer after ascending to Tier 3.

“It’s… going to sound strange.”

“Can’t be stranger than everything we’ve heard today,” Iria laid a soft hand on his own, smiling reassuringly.

“After ascending… I woke up in the middle of the night. The rest of you were all asleep in the cinema room. I felt… something calling to me. It almost felt like an urge. An urge to…”

Ren gradually exhaled.

“An urge to kill.”

Selphira and Iria stared at him with wide eyes. The silence in the room was palpable. Ren could feel sweat surfacing across his skin. He dug his fingernails into his palms to draw his attention away from the feeling resonating within. But more than that… from the judgment that his words would attract.

“I don’t remember exactly what happened in the last phase of the fight with the Machine Lord. But I do remember a feeling, and I realised that it was this one. The call to kill.”

Ren shook his head.

“I thought it must have been the fear of confronting that monstrosity again. The bloody thing was obsessed with me,” Ren smiled faintly, looking at Iria. “You remember. Back in the enclave, when it set its eyes on me. Saying the word ‘challenger’. It did the same thing back when we encountered it in the ruins—”

“Ren, what did you say?”

“—and it just wouldn’t stop hounding me, you know? Tracking us all the way to the spaceport. Nothing short of toppling a whole damned building on it sufficed. Wait,” Ren caught himself, looking at Iria. “What’s up?”

“You said that the Machine Lord… said something to you,” she whispered.

“Yeah? And you covered for me in the transport, remember? When the two Blade Angels from Archangel Ramora’s faction were interrogating us. You told them that you hadn’t met a more infuriating or weak man in your life,” he grinned. “Don’t worry, I won’t blame you for roasting me. I get why you said it. You needed to throw them off the trail, and it worked like a charm. You don’t actually think that, do you?” he teased.

“Ren…”

Iria’s eyes met his own, and his grin gradually faded.

“What is it? What’s wrong?”

Ren looked between Iria and Selphira.

It looked like all of the blood had drained from their faces.

“The Derelict can’t speak,” Iria whispered.
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“No… that can’t be right. You must not have heard it,” Ren shook his head with a smile. “The… the Swarm Commander as well, when the Derelict invaded the Pride. It told me to ‘die’. I know I heard it. Guys.”

Ren laughed, shaking his head.

“Ren.”

Selphira’s expression was strange. Gone were her brazen glares or arrogant smirks. It was an expression she had worn before. When she realised that her best friend had been lying to herself that night on the water tank beneath the stars.

“We’re not—” Selphira began, before Ren stood abruptly to his feet.

“Ren! Wait—”

Ren sprinted from the room, shutting the apartment door behind him.

***

Ren looked up at the dimly lit painting. He was in one of the rooms on the bottom floor of the planetarium. Along with the main exhibits on the floor, there were also small rooms secluded away along its outer edges, leading to smaller exhibits.

The painting in question had been miraculously preserved. It was situated in a temperature-controlled enclosure and cordoned off by a protective glass casing. Bright lights overhead illuminated the ethereal scene depicting a pair of humans with their arms outstretched, the ends of their fingers meeting. The description identified one of the pair as a god, but there was nothing to imply it at first glance.

He heard the door to the enclosure slide open. Selphira entered, taking a seat beside him.

“You know… I know a thing or two about self-hatred.” Selphira leaned her head against the wall and closed her eyes.

“The whole reason I broke my core. It was out of protest with Mother, yes. But that wasn’t all. I was angry at myself for not being able to change things. What sort of a sorry excuse of a friend was I? If I failed to protect one of the most important people in the world to me?” Selphira said softly. “Does a person like me deserve friendship? Love?”

“Selphira—”

“Then, someone came along and reminded me that I was.”

Selphira rose, coming to stand in front of him. Ren was forced to angle his head upwards to meet her eyes. She bit her lip, forcing herself through the hesitation.

“You’re a royal pain in my ass. And a pleasurable one in Iria’s… the way you two are going.”

Selphira’s smile softened.

“You’re unfailingly loyal. Willing to throw yourself into danger for people you barely know. Especially for the people you care about. You’re brave in all the ways that I struggle to be. Humble, because you don’t flaunt your strength, especially when you have every right to. But most of all…”

Selphira trailed off, feeling her vision swim as the tears entered her eyes.

“You found it in yourself to trust a silly, unreliable girl with your life. And it meant the world to her.”

Selphira squeezed her eyes shut, and the tears finally pushed free. They trailed down her cheeks as she bit her lip.

“That day at the party. You told me to go find a guy who could give me what I wanted.”

Her golden eyes narrowed as she glared at him, even as the tears kept coming.

“I already have.”

“Selphira.”

“So… whether you’re a Derelict… Android… or whatever the case might be… I couldn’t care less.”

Ren’s eyes were wide as Selphira gave form to the seed of fear burning in his chest. With her words, he felt the anxiety wracking his body gradually subside.

“There’s only one reason I’m telling you this. Because I want you to know that this doesn’t change how I feel about you. Not in the slightest,” Selphira said firmly.

Selphira turned away, walking towards the door.

“Goodbye, Ren.”

“Wait… where are you going?” Ren rose in alarm.

“I promised her that I would only carry this on so long as I didn’t have feelings for you,” Selphira bit her lip. “I betrayed Iria by believing her Mother’s lies. I’m not going to betray her again.”

“You’re leaving?”

Ren watched Selphira’s shoulders shrink imperceptibly.

“Iria’s much better now. She doesn’t need my help any longer. For your symptoms… I think Iria would be comfortable with you seeing a professional. I’ll pack my things and leave. And… I’ll probably need some space before I see you again. If that’s possible,” she whispered hoarsely.

Selphira chewed on her bottom lip, blinking rapidly as her eyes began to water.

“I can’t speak for Iria. But I’m certain that she feels the same way. Whatever you are… Ren. It changes nothing.”

With that, Selphira steeled herself. She opened the door, and he heard Selphira let out a gasp.

“What am I going to do with the two of you?”

Iria was panting from the exertion. Her own eyes were wet as she looked at Selphira and then at Ren. After a moment of hesitation, Iria charged forwards, wrapping her best friend in a warm embrace. The tears truly began to stream down Selphira’s face as she sobbed. Iria’s arms only tightened around her best friend.

“No… Iria. Don’t. I don’t deserve—”

“You’ve never betrayed me, Selphy. Not once,” she said firmly.

She guided Selphira to take a seat on the bench beside Ren. The pair exchanged a glance before looking up at their friend. Iria crossed her arms.

“Where do I start with the two of you… Pod? Any suggestions?”

To their surprise, a little bot whirred into the air from behind a potted plant in the corner of the room. PodBot’s gleaming yellow smile came into focus as it hovered next to Iria.

“Perhaps we could begin with truth detection mode, Miss Iria?”

“Great idea, Pod. Let’s begin.”

“Acknowledged,” PodBot chimed cheerily.

Ren and Selphira stared at Iria as she let out a deep breath.

“I love both of you more than anything else in my life.”

“Truth.”

“When… we shared that night together… I wasn’t afraid that you would steal him away. Or that he would run away to you. I felt happy that we could all share that moment together.”

“Truth.”

“And don’t you have something to say to her as well?” Iria smiled softly at him.

Ren averted his gaze, feeling a flash of shame. Iria’s soft palm caught his chin before he could lower it any further, gently guiding it upwards.

“It’s ok, Ren,” Iria said gently. “I know.”

Ren stared at her in shock. His shoulders gradually fell as his gaze dropped to the floor.

“I… I thought I would be able to manage the feelings,” Ren whispered.

Selphira jolted by his side. Her eyes snapped towards him.

“What… what did you say?” she whispered, her eyes wide.

“I cared about you well before we started any of this… whole thing, Selphira. You saved my life in front of that horde of Derelict. You came down to Earth to help me for both of our sakes. And then… you agreed to our arrangement, knowing what it might do to your reputation. You’ve shown me kindness every step of the way. How could I not care about you?”

His voice was hoarse, and each word was heavy with guilt and shame. But to his surprise, Iria placed a hand over his own. She nodded at him encouragingly.

“I realised yesterday… that what I felt for you was a little more than… ‘platonic’ care. I guess… it only took a mixer that neither of us wanted for me to realise it,” he shook his head with a faint smile. “I wasn’t… ever going to tell you. It would be a betrayal to Iria. I was going to work through my feelings alone.”

“Truth,” PodBot intoned.

Ren forced his gaze towards Iria.

“I’m sorr—”

“I would like it. If the three of us were together,” Iria said.

“Truth.”

Selphira and Ren stared at Iria in disbelief.

“Thanks, PodBot. I think that’s all for the moment,” Iria said with a smile, patting the little bot on its head. “I love you, Selphy. I want you and Ren to be happy. Seeing you together… makes me happy. The thought of all of us sharing that affection together… it warms me,” she said softly. “I trust you.”

Iria crossed her arms as her eyes darted between her friends.

“Did you really think you wouldn’t develop feelings after ‘platonically’ banging away? Even I knew what was bound to happen and… I was ok with it. That was why I agreed to it in the first place.”

She turned to Ren, poking him in the cheek.

“And you…” her eyes narrowed. “So what if you’re a Derelict? You think that would be enough to make me shy away from your silicone cheeks? If I recall correctly,” she tapped her cheek with her finger as she leaned down. “You didn’t let that prospect stop you.”

“Iria…”

“From what we know… you can use the Potential of cores you integrated in the past. You can understand our enemies…” Iria’s eyes glinted with mischief. “Which also means you might be able to talk shit to them. Which is a beautiful thing, I might add. You’ve got a magic dick that can heal cores and potentially evolve them once you connect them to your own. And above all…”

Her voice fell, her eyes softening.

“You’re still Ren.”

“But… what about that sensation I told you about. The instinct that’s driving me to kill—”

“Then it’s a good thing that one of your girlfriends has the core of a Machine Lord, hmm? And it’s a good thing that your other can work her magic on Derelict machines. I’d say… you’re exactly where you’re meant to be,” Iria said firmly, her twin crimson rings blinking into the air above her head.

Ren’s lips formed into a hard line. He knew that it wasn’t as simple as Iria was framing it, but he supposed that she did have a point. At the very least, Iria and Selphira weren’t the helpless souls that he was making them out to be.

“Now… I’m going to leave both of you. And because I know that neither of you would lift a finger without me saying this…” Iria pursed her lips as her eyes darted between them. “You have my express permission to fuck with or without me. Doesn’t make a difference. Why did you think I was perfectly with the pair of you banging away while I slipped off to dreamland during the ascension party?”

Iria smiled.

“I'm no longer afraid.”

Iria kissed Ren on the cheek. She drifted to Selphira, collecting her friend's hands in her own. To Selphira's surprise, Iria placed a peck on her cheek as well.

“Wait… Iria—” Selphira reached out to grab her retreating friend, but Iria merely skipped out of the way. She popped her head back through the doorway, her eyes narrowing as she squinted at the pair of them.

“As long as you promise not to leave me out of the fun too many times.”

She looked at the painting on the wall, covered by its sturdy glass covering.

She winked.

“Try not to get anything on the painting.”

“It’s covered—” Ren protested.

“I’m sure you two will find a way,” Iria waved, leaving them behind with a cheeky smile.
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“Did that… just happen?”

Selphira and Ren stared at the door that Iria had shut behind her. He was feeling a very messy cocktail of emotions that would probably take him a few hours to parse apart. But the overwhelming feeling that suffused him was relief.

“She might just be saying that to be considerate of us—”

“ALERT. False, Miss Selphira. Miss Iria meant every single word that she stated. She has instructed me to inform you that she will be significantly disappointed if the pair of you fail to have a ‘good fuck’. Please comply with her instructions,” PodBot said cheerily.

They watched the little bot struggle to push open the door to the exhibition.

“ALERT. Please be advised that this exhibition is currently undergoing… aggressive maintenance,” they heard the little bot’s voice echo from outside the door.

“Do you think she really means it? Really?” Selphira asked, her eyes filled with concern.

“Unless PodBot lied to us… I think she really did mean what she said.”

“And… do you think it would be possible? Do you think your feelings for her would change?”

“No,” Ren said firmly. “Not in the slightest.”

“ALERT. Truth.”

They heard PodBot’s voice echo from outside the room.

“That little guy really is a perv, huh?” Selphira whispered.

His gaze finally drifted to Selphira. Her cheeks were coloured a faint pink, even as she stared defiantly at him. If Selphira was feeling even a fraction of the embarrassment that he was, he knew that it was probably taking all her willpower to conceal.

Ren leaned closer to her, his palm brushing up against her cheek. He took in her glittering golden eyes and the faint tearstains. Ren lightly traced his thumb over her pink lips, which she had wet in anticipation. He halted a hair’s breadth away from her face, drinking in her sweet scent.

Then, he flinched backwards, recalling her words to Rick in the maze.

It’s not for me to decide if I’m deserving of it—

He was interrupted as Selphira leaned in close, her lips brushing up against his ear.

She leaned over to him, her lips brushing up against his ear.

“I’ll let you if you win,” she breathed.

The trepidation and hesitation that had been present during their first two nights together disappeared. Selphira boldly hooked her fingers beneath his shirt, lifting it over his shoulders. Her golden eyes were locked onto his own as Ren fiddled with the button holding together her jeans.

“Iria might move fast…” she whispered. She hooked a hand around his neck and drew him closer.

“But I like a slow build-up.”

Ren barely caught himself when he felt the urge to lunge forwards and to kiss Selphira’s pink, wet lips again. From the way her eyes were darting towards his own, Ren suspected that she felt the same.

Ren hooked his fingers underneath her blouse, lifting it over her head. To his surprise, Selphira unclasped her bra on her own accord, giving him a view of her large breasts and cute, pink nipples.

“For someone who likes to take it slow, you’re—”

Ren grunted as Selphira pulled down his pants. Before he could make any move to undo her own, she pushed him down onto the bench, sinking to her knees.

“I don’t know how the hell she’s been taking this on the regular,” she whispered, staring at his erect cock. She nuzzled it, giving it a kiss as she stared up at him. Ren stared down at his cock lying across the length of Selphira’s face. She gripped his dick, guiding it between her lips. As she moved in and out, her spittle lubricated it, enveloping it in her warm fluids. Once it was thoroughly lubricated, she pushed her chest forwards, enveloping his member between her breasts.

“Selphira—” he gasped.

“Aw,” she teased, slowly and deliberately moving her breasts towards him. With her soft breasts cupping his cock, every movement made him shudder with pleasure. The head of his cock protruded from between her breasts, and a soft foam was gradually accumulating from her steady movements.

“Selphira, I’m—”

Ren let out a gasp as he came. Ropes of his cum burst forth, covering her breasts with the highest spurt reaching her chin. Ren panted, staring at her with wide eyes.

“So much for winning—”

“Oh, I think you’re misunderstanding.”

Selphira’s pink lips formed a familiar smirk as she rose to her feet.

“We’re playing until you win,” she whispered.

Selphira stepped away from him. He stared as she undid her jeans, pulling them down to her ankles and stepping free of them. With her golden eyes locked onto his, she drew down her pair of panties, revealing her wet sex. She settled in his lap, her moist breasts pressing up against his bare chest.

She began to run her bare pussy along the length of his cock. Selphira began to grind on him, her soft moans escaping even as she unfailingly locked her eyes with his.

“What—”

Ren grabbed her waist, halting her motions. He lifted her up, guiding the head of his cock towards her sex. Selphira was more than happy to oblige. Ren entered her, feeling Selphira tighten around him. She slowly began moving up and down, gaining confidence with every motion. Ren locked his eyes with hers, watching her breasts push together hypnotically in the corner of his vision.

“Oh, fuck,” she whispered, her eyes rolling back as Ren increased his pace. The small room filled with the sounds of their union, the steady clapping of his skin against hers. Selphira’s breathing was growing more harried. Her lean abdomen and breasts were covered in a thin layer of sweat.

“I’m… going to come…” she gasped between thrusts.

Ren slipped his arms across her back, pulling her into him. Their bodies were flush with one another. He could feel the passage of her erect nipples against his chest as she angled herself down onto his crotch. Ren leaned his forehead against Selphira’s, watching her eyelids flutter as she came.

“Have I won yet?”

Selphira paused, panting as she stared at him. He admired the rise and fall of her full breasts, which were slightly glossy in the gallery light. Her eyes narrowed as she finally caught her breath.

“You didn’t finish—”

“I don’t care about finishing. Did I win?”

Her golden eyes softened, and she drew her face closer, leaning her forehead up against his.

“You won a long time ago, Ren Soros.”

Ren and Selphira kissed.

***

After returning to the apartment and showering, Ren, Selphira, and Iria gathered in the living room.

“Well…?”

Iria stared at them expectantly. Ren and Selphira did everything to avoid her curious gaze, but it was clear that Iria wouldn’t take silence for an answer.

“Do I need PodBot to disclose the recording—”

“Hey!” Selphira leapt to her feet.

“AHA!”

Iria grinned, pointing at her friend.

“I knew it! Well? Was it good?”

“It was fine,” Selphira muttered, folding her arms and glaring at him. Ren just stared helplessly at her.

Iria planted herself between them, throwing her arms over either of them. She drew them closer to her, pulling them into a hug.

“Do you feel better now?”

Despite her attempts to keep her tone level, Ren detected a hint of a tremor in Iria’s voice. Her ruby eyes were creased, which also betrayed her concern for them. Ren quickly planted a kiss on her cheek. To his surprise, Selphira ducked in, planting another kiss on Iria's other cheek.

“I do,” Ren nodded. “Thanks to both of you. Whatever the hell is going on with me… we’ll figure it out together.”

“And… we’re really doing this harem thing, huh?” Selphira said.

“ALERT. That is, in fact, what you are doing, Miss Selphira. Double the pleasure, triple the trouble.”

“PodBot,” Iria said, taken aback.

Ren fell over, bursting into laughter at the little bot’s unsolicited summary of the situation. Iria chucked a pillow at the cheery bot, which promptly dodged out of the way. Eventually, the laughter faded, and the room grew still. But unlike last time, Ren felt so much warmer.

“I suppose we should prepare for the final stage?”

Ren nodded, rising to his feet.

“We get personal mentorship, right? Do you know when they’ve scheduled—”

“ALL DERELICT DUELS PARTICIPANTS. PLEASE IMMEDIATELY PROCEED TO BLADE ACADEMY.”

The trio froze, their eyes snapping to the public announcement system.

“ALL DERELICT DUELS PARTICIPANTS. PLEASE IMMEDIATELY PROCEED TO BLADE ACADEMY.”

There was a brief silence before the announcement changed.

“EXPEDITION BRIEFING COMMENCING.”
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“My apologies for the sudden summons. I’m afraid the situation has changed.”

The participants of Derelict Duels were gathered in Blade Academy’s main auditorium. Unlike the announcement of the competition, only those who had succeeded in progressing to the final stage were seated in the lecture hall.

The lecture hall lights darkened, and the mutters around the room fell silent.

Archangel Lilith stood alone on the stage. Her HALO of four concentric golden rings gleamed above her head. She had called her Nanoarmour, and the sleek white and gold plate armour conformed perfectly to every inch of her body, ending at the top of her neck. Her glowing golden eyes scanned the crowd of uneasy cadets.

“There have been some unforeseen developments which have led to a change in schedule. Throughout this competition… we have introduced you to the challenges that you will face during the expedition. The preliminaries,” Lilith said, activating a hologram over the stage. This one depicted a haze of Hailswarm units that blotted out the sky. “Where you learned to deal with swarms of Derelict that will threaten to overwhelm you. The first stage,” she switched the hologram again. “Where you were met by Derelict units you have never encountered before. That will kill you in cruel ways that you can barely even comprehend.”

The hair on the back of Ren’s neck rose as he took in the monstrosity of a Derelict unit. It looked like a metallic centipede with countless razor-sharp legs, many of which were stained by the blood and viscera of fallen Angels.

It must be a Type-2 or Type-1… that thing is pure nightmare fuel.

“The second stage, which taught you to fight in a low-gravity environment against opponents that you will be ill-prepared against. The final stage is meant to consolidate all your lessons by placing you in an environment that simulates the structure of Labyrinth Base. Our primary objective at Olympus Mons.”

The cadets around him leaned forwards in their seats, hanging onto Archangel Lilith’s every word.

“I regret to inform you that we no longer have the liberty of time. The final stage will not be held in a month’s time. It will be held tomorrow.”

The lecture hall fell deathly silent.

“You will not have time to ascend or train. You will not have the liberty to consult with your mentors, as we intended. You will have to brave the stage as you are… should you wish it.”  

Whispers rose in response to Archangel Lilith’s words. Ren glanced at Iria, who was calmly watching Lilith’s briefing. Selphira, on the other hand, was chewing her bottom lip as her eyes were fixed on her mother.

“The moment you step out of the Academy halls… you will be out of your depth. To a far greater degree than Derelict Duels has tested you. As cruel a competition as it is, the Duels pale in comparison to the genuine article. Even so, we would not put you through such cruel trials without a proper basis.”

Ren swallowed, sitting up straighter in his chair. This was no uplifting briefing designed for their spirits to soar, as was the case with many of the Archangel’s public speeches. This was a speech tailored for operatives who would be braving hell.

“You will receive your prizes in due time. Mentorship to all of you here. To the successors of the final stage, the promised Weapon evolution. But this will have to wait until you arrive on Mars. For those of you who fall out at this stage, we will provide you with resources to compensate you accordingly. Now, we will begin the briefing to address the reason for this disruption.”

Archangel Lilith turned to scan the cadets seated before her.

“Upon receiving the starships, we dispatched a handful of advanced scouts to assess the situation on Mars. We can confirm…” the Archangel trailed off, proceeding to the next image.

“That we have made contact with colonies on Mars.”

Archangel Lilith gestured to the screen behind her.

The tense silence was instantly broken by a spattering of whispers. Ren felt a chill run down his spine as he drank in the image on the screen. It depicted vast circular domes that covered different sections of a colossal city. Some of the domes had been penetrated, but others remained intact. The image disappeared, replaced by a recording. It displayed the pilot’s perspective as they swept around the large domes.

Ren stared at the hypnotic movements of swarms of Derelict drones. Hundreds and thousands of units moved in sync, cutting through the air around the domes. Anti-air tracer rounds swept upwards from defence installations on the ground.

“Command! Mayday! The scout squadron was hit!”

The pilot’s heavy breathing filled the lecture hall. It was ragged and wet, and Ren had a bad feeling that whatever had ‘hit’ the scout squadron had also gotten to the pilot.

“Sparrow One, we copy. What’s the situation?”

“Command… there are people down here. A whole city. There are Blade Angels protecting it! We received their distress calls. They’ve advised us… that it’s coming. An Old One.”

Ren felt a visceral shiver run down his spine. Something in the pilot's words plucked a discordant string of despair that made goosebumps erupt across his arms.

“It’s launching an offensive. The city has been in a stalemate with the Derelict, but something has made the Lord stir.”

This… is just like the situation with the Lord of Blood.

“Requesting immediate assistance. Recommend expediting the timeline of the Mars expedition, they need reinforcements, and they need them—”

The pilot’s words abruptly cut off.

“Sparrow One? Sparrow One? Do you copy?”

Ren watched in horror as the frenzied movements of the pilot’s helmet went slack. His starship arced in a low curve, plummeting straight towards one of the protective domes.

Shortly before it impacted, the feed cut out.

The cadets in the lecture hall were deathly silent. Iria reached for his hand, giving it a gentle squeeze. But when he looked over at the girl, her eyes were calm, assessing and dissecting the footage.

“The Old One referred to in the footage is a Derelict commander that I’m sure all of you are aware of. One of humanity’s greatest and oldest enemies, which has taken up refuge on Mars.”

Another hologram blinked into existence behind her.

Ren felt Selphira’s fingers dig into his forearm. Her body was rigid as she stared up in horror at the familiar Derelict unit depicted on stage.

A black reaper with threads of blood emanating from its chest. Two long, sleek black blades at the end of each of its arms, which could easily carve a Blade Angel in twain.

The Lord of Blood stared down at them at full scale.

“You may have heard rumours of a few of your classmates playing an integral role in felling a Machine Lord that attacked an enclave. The ‘Lord of Blood’.”

The cadets around them were transfixed by the Machine Lord’s form. Something about it spoke to a scale, grandeur and sophistication that other Derelict units lacked.

“An impressive feat. The foe that we expect to face is also a Machine Lord… but there is an important lesson to be emphasised.”

The Machine Lord, which had been rendered in excruciating detail, began to shrink. It shrank until it was the size of a Type-3 Aerondight, before the second image blinked into focus.

Ren went rigid.

The floor of the stage morphed as the red, dusty sands of Mars were holographically conjured into existence. But it was not the surroundings that caught his attention.

If the Lord of Blood had been a harbinger of death…

This Machine Lord looked like a Derelict god of blades.

A vast Machine Lord blinked into existence above Archangel Lilith. It dwarfed the Lord of Blood in size, yet somehow, its form seemed no less sleek than the Lord of Blood. It had the form of a bipedal mech, much like the smaller Machine Lord. But every edge of this machine was sharp and sleek. The air around the hologram was distorted in diagonal lines as if reality itself had been cut. Powerful thrusters kept the Derelict commander suspended in the air, sending waves of red Martian sand emanating outwards. But even with the sheer volume of the jets being expelled, it maintained a perfect equilibrium and balance where it hung in the air.

“Machine Lords are not born equal. The Lord of Blades is one of the ‘Old Ones’. The Machine Lords that accompanied the Sage of the End. Since that day, we suspect that the Lord of Swarms and the Lord of Light have retreated to other corners of the galaxy. The same cannot be said for the Lord of Blades.”

Archangel Lilith’s eyes fell on him.

“Our old enemy has stirred, and the colonies that we sought to reunite with are now in jeopardy. We suspect that it is reaching the pinnacle of its current stage of evolution. Soon…”

The glow of Lilith’s four-ringed HALO intensified.

“We may face a Sage of Blades.”

The screen behind the Archangel winked out.

“To all of those who prevail in the final stage… you will be eligible to join us on the expedition to Mars. We will be leaving in three days, aiming to divert the Derelict attack on the colonies. If we are successful, we will consolidate our forces with the Blade Angels on the ground before commencing our advance into the Labyrinth. If we succeed in reclaiming it… humanity will be reunited once more.”

Archangel Lilith fell silent as she scanned the cadets before her.

“I will not mask the difficulty of this assignment with pretty lies. You will face challenges that will make your previous encounters pale in comparison. But should you choose to embark on this expedition… I can promise you this.”

Lilith’s blazing golden eyes swept over the room.

“You will ascend. And you will play a pivotal role in our battle against the Derelict. You will reunite with your peers in the colonies – Blade Angels and cadets, much like yourselves. Only, they have been hardened by battle. There will be much to learn from them, and much to gain from the assignments that you will be eligible to accept after your deployment.”

Lilith’s golden eyes flashed.

“There is no shame in dropping out. Especially given the changes in circumstances. But to those who choose to brave the final stage... I wish you the best. You honour us with your bravery.”

Archangel Lilith stepped back from her podium.

“Pride enduring.”

“PRIDE ENDURING!”


Chapter 37



Selphira

“Stage three will commence imminently.”

The public announcement filled the prep room. All around them, cadets were staring at the ground or at their partners. Some of them had summoned their Weapons, seeking comfort in their presence. Others were whispering to themselves, thumbing lucky charms. Some of the cadets weren’t alone. Family members – mothers, fathers, brothers and sisters tearily wished them luck.

“Anri. You don’t have to do this.”

Cadet Letera from their Introduction to Machine Cultivation class had her fists clutched tightly by her side. She was trembling, her eyes wide and pleading as she stared at her sister.

“I have to, Letty,” Anri said gently, smiling at her sister.

“No… you don’t,” Letera’s voice cracked. “Fuck what the others think… I know that you’re strong. You don’t have to prove anything to anyone. Not to Mother, and not to any of the rest of us. You know how many cadets died last stage. Please…”

Letera let out a sob. Anri rose to her feet, slowly gathering her sister into a hug. Even though her eyes were wet with tears, her expression was set.

“Thank you. For coming to see me,” Anri whispered.

Of all of her sisters, Letera was the only one who had come to see her off. The very same phenomenon was happening with other cadets. Some faced their loved ones’ urges with stony expressions, while others caved, gravitating to the elevators and falling out of the competition.

Selphira’s chest rose and fell.

The muttering of the cadets in the prep room was muted. She could hear the rush of blood in her ears. Her heart was pounding like a drum in her chest. A high-pitched ringing echoed in her skull.

“Selphira.”

Selphira opened her eyes, looking up at Ren beside her. His eyes were closed where he leaned up against the wall.

“I admire you,” Ren said softly.

“Really? You’re going to flirt with me at a time like this?”

“I mean it.”

Ren folded his arms, his grey irises finding hers.

“From the very beginning, I was asking something impossible of you. Other candidates get to ascend as they progress through the competition… but that was never on the cards for you. And yet, you persisted. You persisted even after our encounter with the Lord of Blood.”

Selphira felt the hairs on the back of her neck stand.

She shook her head.

“I ran,” she whispered, her palms clammy. She looked up at him. “Don’t try to say that I didn’t. My part in the fight was easy. I called for reinforcements from the Pride—”

“Sure, Selphira. You ran.”

Selphira blinked in surprise, looking up at Ren.

“You ran… and yet here you are. Braving a challenge almost three or four Tiers over your level.”

Selphira gritted her teeth, shaking her head.

“I’m terrified. Even now… I feel like—”

“Bravery might come a little easier to Iria… sure. Me? I guess I’m a little insane,” he smiled. “But you? Fighting the Derelict head-on was something you’d shelved ever since your core shattered. Yet here you are.”

Ren’s shook his head.

“It isn’t how you feel that matters. It’s what you do despite it. And that is why I admire you. Selphira. So…”

Selphira paused, forcing her gaze upwards. She detected something amiss in his tone. His casual smiles had an edge to them. Now that she scrutinised him more closely… she realised that something was wrong. She saw it in the slight crease of his brow. The way his shoulders were tensed up. How his gaze wandered to her when he thought she wouldn’t notice.

“We can leave. Right now. We don’t have to take the risk.” 

Oh, Ren.

Even now, she could feel fear threatening to paralyse her. She had broken free of it in the previous stage, when she had seen Ren endangered. She had been so terrified that she had awakened her Wings in the process. But in every stage past… she had never truly faced the Derelict alone. Ren was always by her side.

“You’ve already proven that you’re brave, Selphira. We’ll find another wa—”

“I think I understand her a little more,” Selphira said. “Fighting with nothing but our Pride to depend on. The sheer arrogance of it all.”

Ren fell silent, watching on as Selphira rose to her feet. She let out a sigh, and with it, her anxiety melted away. Her shattered golden HALO blinked into existence.

“I might disagree with her… hate her for moving us around like pawns, and for keeping truths from us. But I can’t deny it,” she whispered. “Mother… and Elsy. Both of them are far braver than I am. But what was it you said about change? Deciding to do things differently?”

“You have been,” Ren protested. “But… this is different, Selphira. The stage is calibrated to be at a Tier 1 difficulty. Yes, you’ve upgraded your core—”

“I won’t let the fear rule me any longer, Ren. It ends here.”

Selphira placed a gentle finger across Ren’s lips. She stared into his wide eyes, her lips curving into a slight smile as she noticed his shoulders droop in surrender.

“Cadets. Proceed to your starting positions,” a calm, feminine voice echoed through the public announcement system.

“Don’t leave me waiting for too long,” she teased, tracing a finger down his lips. Ren just stared at her before he eventually shook his head.

“Be careful,” Ren said. “Don’t try to be a hero. Stay low, don’t pick fights with Derelict that are beyond your level—”

“Coming from you?”

She laughed as Ren faltered, before drawing him into a gentle embrace. She closed her eyes, her thoughts drifting to Iria, who had no doubt busted into Doctor Rainford’s clinic to catch a glimpse of the screening. She had denied Iria the opportunity to see them off. If Iria was here… she might have just succumbed to the temptation to quit.

In clear view of the cadets around them, Selphira leaned forwards, giving Ren a lingering kiss. For a sweet, fleeting moment, their lips intertwined, and Selphira felt warm.

Then, she deprived herself of it on her own accord, taking a step back.

“I’ll see you soon.”

“Selphira—”

She turned on her heel, striding towards her entry point.

The fear hung over her head like a blade, inching towards her and threatening to send her into despair. Still, she put one foot in front of the other, finally halting before her entry point. Her eyes were fixed on the metal door. The only thing separating her from the horror that she dreaded. To tangle with Derelict with only herself to depend on.

Then, she noticed the glow.

The slightest golden tinge that coloured the burnished grey hue of the door. 

“Selphira.”

Selphira kept her gaze fixed on the door before her.

“Mother.”

There was a pause, the silence drawing on. The tension in the air was palpable. Many would have been intimidated by it, but Selphira had grown long accustomed to it.

“Good luck,” Lilith said softly.

Selphira felt her throat constrict as her eyes watered. She felt frustrated at herself for allowing her mother’s words to provoke the reaction. Yet, Selphira also felt the temptation to turn around and throw herself into her arms, seeking comfort she had long forsaken.

Instead, she simply nodded.

“Cadets. Enter the labyrinth,” the announcer’s voice rang out.  

The metallic grey doors opened with a hiss.

Selphira walked inside.

***

Ren

Even as he entered the labyrinth, Ren’s thoughts were on Selphira. He knew that the seed of fear that the Lord of Blood had planted in her was not something easily uprooted. She had done well to endure the fear of facing Derelict during the Duels, but the final stage was unlike anything they had faced before.

They would be alone.

Isolated.

Ren gritted his teeth.

I need to find her as quickly as I can.

“Find your way into the heart of the labyrinth, and slay the Type-1 unit. Survive, cadets. Pride enduring,” the calm voice of the announcer echoed out.

Ren tore himself from his thoughts, scanning his surroundings. The ‘labyrinth’ that the competition organisers had come up with was certainly authentic. The dark corridor was intermittently lit by flickering lights overhead. He couldn’t hear the sounds of any nearby cadets or foes, only the thumping of his heart in his chest.

Ordinarily, he would have approached the competition with caution. But knowing that every second he left her alone was a second that Selphira was imperilled…

Ren called his Weapons and activated his Wings, surging down the corridor.

***

Selphira

The weight of her greatsword was comforting in her hands, even if Selphira knew that it was an insidious lie. Selphira crept forwards in the dark at a steady pace. She had deactivated her HALO because keeping it would have painted a target on her back. Refraining from doing so also allowed her eyes to gradually adjust to the dark.

I’ll have to be systematic about this. It doesn’t matter if it’s Ren; I need to link up with other cadets. If I can do that, my chances of surviving this shoot up astronomically.

Even so, the hollow sound of her soft footsteps on metal floors was all that greeted her. There wasn’t any indication that there were cadets close by. Selphira paused at the end of a corridor. She placed her back to the wall, slowly creeping over the corner to peek at the hallway beyond.

She stared into the darkness, and her breath caught.

She made out a single silhouette in the path ahead. She could vaguely tell that it had human proportions. A head, torso and legs all in the right places. Even so, the way that it was standing unmoving in the dark made her flesh crawl. Selphira slowly edged back around the corner, pacing backwards. The only sound she could decipher were her steady steps.

Selphira halted, but the slow echo of steps continued.

Selphira called her HALO, and the darkness around her fled.

Golden light washed over its features. A bipedal Derelict with proportions like a human. Selphira stared into hollow eyes that resembled the Type-3 Variant they had faced. Its teeth were anthracite grey and lined in a perpetual rictus grin without lips or skin to conceal it. Its body was an amalgamation of dark grey steel and exposed wiring. It walked forwards, its head tilted to the side as it fixed Selphira with its gaze.

A Derelict unit resembling a human.

Terror gripped her body.

GET IT TOGETHER.

Selphira turned, sprinting down the corridor. The steps behind her began to quicken, and it became clear that the strange Derelict was in chase. From the way its steps were getting louder…

It was gaining on her.

“Shit!”

When she turned the corner, she came face-to-face with a dead end. A heavy steel door that was shut tight. She slammed her fists against it ineffectively. Panic gripped her, the edges of her vision tinging red. Her breaths were shallow, and the steps of the Derelict were growing louder by the second.

Selphira closed her eyes, placing her palms on the door.

She called her Potential.

[Technomancy]

She felt a flare of pain as the shattered core within her lit up like a lightbulb in her mind’s eye. She could see the shards that she had painstakingly assembled forming a tentative sphere. Even after all of her hard work reassembling it, it felt like it could all crumble apart if she pushed just a little too hard.

Selphira felt herself connect with the doors’ circuitry.

They withdrew with a hiss.

Selphira rushed through, feeling a surge of relief when she was greeted with an empty corridor before her. Every fibre of her being was telling her to run. To put as much space between her and the Derelict horror lumbering after her as possible.

Instead, she halted.

She turned, watching as the figure intermittently lit by the flickering lights overhead drew closer to her.

No more running. 

She dismissed her greatsword as it charged towards her.

The Derelict extended its arms forwards, the red lights of its eyes hungry as it closed in for the kill.


Chapter 38



Ren was beginning to suspect that something was wrong.

No matter how quickly he flew through the corridors, exploring every turn and corner, he couldn’t seem to find a way out. Neither was he greeted by any Derelict units or fellow cadets, which might indicate that he was on the right track.

Just how big is this place?

The panic had well and truly gripped him. He had spent an inordinate amount of time hopelessly lost in the labyrinth. Every minute that ticked away was a minute she was endangered.

Slow down, Soros. If you keep thinking this way… nothing is going to change.

You have to trust her.

Ren forced himself to slow down. He wrenched his thoughts away from Selphira and turned them towards his current predicament.

They might have built a colossal habitat to house this competition… but they’re still constrained by size limitations. I’ve lost track of time in this place, and I haven’t run into a single other cadet.

There’s got to be something more to this.

Think, Ren.

Ren turned a corner before coming to an abrupt halt. His eyes narrowed, and he turned on his heel, coming right back the way he came.

His suspicions were confirmed.

As he turned back around the corner, he was greeted by a solid wall blocking the path that had existed just a moment ago.

“That’s it,” he muttered. “The maze is moving.”

Ren gritted his teeth as he pondered his dilemma. He stared at the wall before him. After a moment of thought, he stretched out his arms, calling his Weapons.

“If the labyrinth is shifting to adjust to my movements… there’s a simple solution.”

Ren plunged his blades into the wall.

***

Selphira

Selphira stared at the oncoming Derelict unit.

Selphira waited.

Its red eyes were fixed on her, and it advanced at a steady, unforgiving pace. If she continued to run, she knew that the unit would eventually catch up to her. It was eating up the distance between them, and it was now only a few feet away.

Selphira didn’t move a muscle.

At the precise moment that the Derelict charged through the doorway, Selphira sent a surge of her Potential into the circuitry. The heavy steel doors slammed into her foe on either side like a sledgehammer. The Derelict’s form was dented, its chest partially caved in.

The fear suffusing her gradually ebbed away, giving way to anger. She stared at the horrific Derelict unit. One that made a mockery of the human form to a greater extent than even the Type-3 Variant she had faced previously. As if it had been designed for the sole purpose of instilling fear in any human who set their eyes on it. The unit was now lying on its ground, its arm ineffectively pawing at her feet as it attempted to crawl closer to her.

Just as she was about to trigger the doors again to finish her opponent, she hesitated. Her mind wandered back to a moment in the previous stage. When she had reached out in desperation, channelling her Potential into one of the Aerondight units. She remembered the sensation of seeping into its circuits to reach its core.

Subverting its will.

Staring at the twitching Derelict on the ground, Selphira came to a realisation.

If she could disable it…

She could also control it.

Swallowing down her nausea, Selphira laid a hand on the Derelict’s skull. She sent her Potential forth. She gritted her teeth when she was met with resistance. But with her upgraded core, the power she was able to muster had intensified. Coupled with the Derelict’s weakened state, Selphira felt herself wear down the unit’s resistance. Her body burned with pain. It felt like she had been set alight, but she pushed through regardless.

Selphira gasped, falling to her knees.

She watched on as the Derelict rose to its feet. The dents in its form had been corrected. Her Potential had healed the damage inflicted by the doors. If it could, it had every ability to charge towards her and to rip her to pieces.

Instead, it stood still. 

Docile.

Selphira rose to her feet. She stared into its gleaming red eyes, so menacing just a moment ago.

Now… those very same eyes served her.

Relief flooded through her system, and her knees wobbled, threatening to send her sprawling to the ground once more. Selphira turned her back to the unit, heading further down the corridor.

“If I can sense the circuitry… maybe I can…”

Placing a hand against the wall next to her, Selphira closed her eyes. To her surprise, they were laden with circuitry. Her eyes widened when she finally guessed their purpose. The walls of the maze weren’t static. They could shift and change. Selphira continued to walk along the length of the corridor, her Derelict puppet in tow. She eventually halted in front of a section of the wall with an especially dense configuration of circuitry.

“A hidden door. Those bastards,” she whispered.

As she extended her Potential outwards, she could feel it resonate with the circuits within. She traced them to a control panel a distance away. The organisers of the Duels had likely intended for the cadet trapped in her section of the maze to find it and activate it.

She didn’t have any need for it.

Activating her Potential, Selphira stepped back as the doors to her section of the maze rumbled open. She stalked forwards, vaguely aware of her Derelict puppet that stepped into the next section of the maze behind her.

Selphira froze.

Her eyes darted to the end of the corridor as she heard a soft sound.

“Hello?”

***

Ren

After carving his way through more walls than he could count, Ren’s efforts finally bore fruit.

He heard the sounds of battle.

Calling his Wings into existence, Ren hurtled around the corner at speed. He angled his Wings, slowing his momentum as he came upon the fight. His eyes fell on a prone Derelict unit that he had never encountered before. Its form eerily resembled that of a human, complete with a ‘skeletal’ structure and features akin to a human’s. What brought him a measure of comfort was that the unit, along with the others accompanying it, had been dissected into pieces.

In the dark and narrow confines of the labyrinth, fighting against one enemy, let alone multiple, would have been incredibly difficult. But as Ren rounded the corner, he instantly understood who had been capable of such a feat.

Anri smoothly ducked under the Derelict’s swipe. Her rapier flashed as she executed an upwards thrust, severing its arm at its shoulder joint. Before the Derelict could right itself, she was already sending another thrust towards its right knee. It tumbled to the ground, and Anri directed a swift stab towards its skull. The thin blade impaled itself through the base of its skull, through its mouth cavity and protruded from its scalp.

“Anri?” 

“Ren!”

The girl withdrew her blade, sending her foe tumbling to the ground.

“I’m so glad,” she sighed in relief. Now that she was closer, Ren could see her panting from the exertion. As talented as she was, keeping the sustained assault up against the sheer volume of foes she encountered was no easy feat.

“Have you run into any others?”

“No,” Anri shook her head. “After making it out of my section… I made it into this one. I could make out water vapour on the other side of the wall. I cut through it with my Potential and found myself here. The enemy density gets worse the further in you go,” she shuddered. “But as creepy as they are… they’re nowhere near as dangerous as the Derelict we faced in the last stage. I’ve got a bad feeling they’ve got something sinister planned for us deeper in.”

Ren nodded his agreement.

“Perhaps that’s the aim of the game. To progressively group up with other cadets, and to make our way deeper into the labyrinth. No wonder the enemy density here is unlike the previous section,” he muttered to herself.

Before they could continue, they heard a metallic clanking of Derelict being drawn to their position.

“I’ll hold them off. You focus on finding the next section of the labyrinth,” Ren said, raising his blades. He gritted his teeth as his thoughts fell on Selphira.

I hope she found someone dependable.

We need to hurry.

***

Selphira watched the figure walk out of the darkness. This time, to her infinite relief, she wasn’t greeted by one of the Derelict units that resembled a human. The girl’s lavender purple HALO blinked into existence, casting the darkness away. Her twin purple pigtails weren’t a hair out of place. The girl was adorned with a sleek white bodysuit with metallic purple trim and a tasteful cutout for her chest.

“Astrid! Are you alright?”

Selphira watched the girl’s lavender irises fall on the Derelict puppet behind her.

“Oh, don’t worry about this. After I damaged it… I found a way to override it. It just follows my commands now. That being said… I wouldn’t fully trust it.”

Astrid approached her cautiously. Selphira was surprised to see her wielding only a single one of her purple spears. Usually, Astrid took every opportunity to fight with both. But Selphira supposed that the narrow hallways might have restricted her fighting style.

“Were you always capable of… controlling Derelict?”

“Not… not always,” Selphira begrudgingly admitted. She briefly considered disclosing the revelations about the evolution of her core but decided against it. Even if Ren trusted Astrid, secrecy would be crucial to guarantee his safety. At least until they figured out the parameters of his ability. 

“After healing up my core… I’ve regained some more of my abilities,” Selphira said. “I’ve always been able to evolve tech… but this takes it one step further. I don’t fully trust it, though.”

Astrid slowly nodded.

Selphira let out a soft sigh of relief. She strode past Astrid, turning the corner.

Her eyes instantly drifted to the body of a cadet slumped against the wall. He was unfamiliar to her, likely from one of the other classes. There was a gash in his throat, and his glassy eyes indicated that he was well and truly dead.

“The Derelict got to him. I found him that way,” Astrid said softly from behind her.

“Damnit,” she gritted her teeth. The view of the young man’s pale and lifeless skin had threatened to recall the panic and dread that previously suffused her. Selphira shoved her thoughts aside, biting her lip as she strode past the dead cadet.

Focus, Selphira.

“Do you know where we should go next?”

Selphira turned towards Astrid. The other girl was right on her heels, her lavender eyes hovering over her own. She hadn’t dismissed her Weapon, and the long purple spear was still firmly in her grip.

“I thought I heard sounds of battle from up ahead. I’ve been trying to make my way over,” Astrid replied. Selphira felt a hint of reassurance at the utter calm across Astrid’s expression.

I suppose it’s just what to expect from the daughter of Doctor Rainford.

Dead bodies might not be something she’s exactly a stranger to.

In any case… we should hurry.

***

Ren watched in awe as Anri used her Potential to carve a path through to the maze beyond. The water buzzing across her blade helped her saw through the metal. It seemed like she had refined the flow of water into a pressurised and extremely precise edge. Ren dreaded coming up against a weapon like that.

To his relief, the third section of the labyrinth opened up into hallways that were far wider. It was also already occupied with other cadets. From the scattering of defunct Derelict units around them, Ren suspected that they were getting closer to their objective.

The Type-1.

“Ren. Anri,” a familiar grunt echoed out. 

He whirled on his heel to come face-to-face with Rostropovich. The stout cadet was holding twin pistols that looked closer to submachine guns. Ren was sure that they must have packed a punch.

“Rostro!” Ren nodded. “It’s good to see you. You hurt?”

“No,” Rostropovich nodded, hefting a pistol. “They are.”

Ren flashed his fellow cadet a grin. Nodding towards Anri, the trio pushed further down the corridor. Ren felt his heart wrench as they stumbled across the remains of a fellow cadet. A trail of blood leaked from the edge of their lips. A hole had been torn into their bodysuit from the Derelict’s blow.

“Peace,” Rostropovich rumbled, gently shutting the cadet’s eyes.

“What… what is it? What are you guys…” Anri said, adjusting her blindfold. Eventually, she seemed to make out what Ren and Rostropovich had noticed, her expression falling.

“Oh,” she said softly.

Seeing Rostropovich and Anri downcast, Ren stepped forwards. He gently gripped both of their shoulders, giving them a squeeze.

“Let’s focus on getting through this, ok? Not long to go now—”

“TYPE-1! IT’S—”

The scream echoed out from around the corner before it was abruptly silenced.


Chapter 39



“Ren,” Rostropovich called out.

The stout cadet was looking at him in concern. Anri’s rapier was ready and summoned. The only member of the trio who wasn’t prepared was him.

I still haven’t found her. What the hell do I—

The intermittently flickering lights above him went out. Ren stared up in surprise as the lights blinked back on. This time, instead of casting a meagre glow in the maze’s halls, the lights brightened. Unless there was a secret way to get the lights back online, he could only think of one person capable of tapping into the grid to tune up their luminosity. 

“Selphira…” Ren muttered.

“Ren! We have to hurry!” Anri called out. “I can feel it… attacking the other cadets. They’re fighting… and dying. We need to help them.”

Ren nodded, breaking into a run after Anri and Rostropovich. The air in front of Rostropovich glimmered with bright orange sparks before the cadet’s Weapon fell into his hands. It looked like a mix between an antique double-barreled shotgun and a more futuristic equivalent. It had four barrels, and Ren was sure that it packed a punch.

They finally reached a section in the hallway that had been torn asunder. A thin section of the wall of the maze had been cleaved straight through, giving them a view into the central-most portion of the labyrinth.

The Type-1 Derelict was massive.

The Derelict unit was at least fifty feet long, with a sinuous segmented body of dark grey steel. It resembled the body of a centipede with hundreds of razor-sharp metal legs connected to its segments. The tip of its body tapered into a steel torso complete with two arms sharpened into blades. Unlike the other Derelict around the maze, the Type-1’s head had no identifiable human features. It was concave, containing a twisting turbine bathed in an orange glow.

The Derelict’s head twisted towards him.

“CHALLENGER.”

The Derelict swung one of its blade arms outwards, disposing of the body of the cadet impaled on its end with a casual flick. Ren’s eyes widened in horror as weapons began to emerge from within the segmented sections of its sinuous body. Numerous turrets unfolded from across its length, angling themselves towards the trio.

“GET DOW—”

Ren’s shout was drowned out by gunfire.

Anri thew herself forwards.

The air in front of them distorted as she let out a visceral scream. She raised her hands before her and the hundreds of bullets poised to tear them to shreds began to slow in the air. It was as if the bullets had hit an invisible membrane. They slowed drastically before clattering to the floor.

That’s… ridiculous. She’s changing the water content in the air, affecting its viscosity.

Whatever Anri was doing, it was a huge drain on her vitality. She had fallen to her knees, and her entire body was trembling. Two trails of blood leaked from her nostrils and eyes as she curled into herself.

Rostropovich let out a roar.

The stout cadet’s orange HALO blinked into existence.

“ARSENAL.”

At his shout, guns began to blink into existence around him. But these guns didn’t resemble the human-manufactured weapons familiar to Ren. These weapons were Derelict.

Ren felt his stomach drop when he discerned Rostropovich’s intentions. He intended to duck out of the cone of safety created by Anri’s potential to draw heat off Anri.

He’s never going to last.

I need to act.

Now.

Ren burst forwards.

[Temporal shift]

Time slowed around him. With his enhanced Processing, the effect of [temporal shift] was only amplified further. The world slowed to a crawl, and Ren was greeted to a moment of serenity.

He poured all the Derelict energy he could muster into his Wings.

While the world remained in slow motion, he began to speed up.

***

Rostropovich

Rostropovich’s heart ached seeing Anri pushing herself to the edge. So many of the others reduced her to a loud-mouthed outcast of Archangel Ramora’s daughters. None of them knew just how hard she had worked to overcome the limitations her mother had imposed on her.

Seeing her on her knees, bleeding out as she single-handedly held back the barrage of bullets hurtling towards them was enough to make him snap.

“ARSENAL,” Rostropovich roared, calling his Potential.

The Derelict weapons he had once hated but had come to embrace blinked into the air around him. A strange calm washed over him. He knew that he wouldn’t last long out of Anri’s cone of cover. The dead cadets around the central portion of the arena proved as much.

But if he didn’t act, she wouldn’t make it.

Rostropovich unleashed another roar before—

He saw a white flash in his vision.

It was far faster than he could perceive. A blinding blur of white light that streaked around the room, cutting across the Type-1’s body. For a split-second, he watched the colossal Derelict elite shudder as if something had paralysed it.

After the initial burst of speed, the white streak came into focus.

Ren Soros hung in the air upon blinding white Wings. He was wielding both of his longswords in his hands, an expression of hardened resolve painted across his face. Grey eyes burned with hatred as he fixed the Derelict in its sights.

Rostropovich lunged forwards to catch Anri before she lost consciousness. Ren had bought them a reprieve. The turrets all along the Derelict’s body were twisting to orient themselves in Ren’s direction.

“Rostro,” Anri muttered. “Did… did—”

“Shh. You did it,” Rostropovich patted her hands with a smile. He hefted her into the air, her body feeling frail. He quickly extracted her from the circular arena, depositing her in the hallway outside.

“Rostropovich… you don’t have your Nanoarmour. You can’t,” Anri whispered, her lips bloody.

“If I don’t… Ren will die. Stay here.”

“Wa—”

Rostrpovich tore himself away from the girl to return to the arena. His orange HALO was bright as he oriented his Weapon and his floating Derelict arsenal towards the creature.

Rostropovich unleashed his salvo.

***

Ren

Ren flew faster than he ever had before. He was a blur in the air, one with his Wings. His blades severed turrets from their housings. But even as he did, he knew that he still wasn’t fast or strong enough. While some of his initial strikes had succeeded because of his sheer speed, he didn’t have the power to back it up.

Even as he hurtled in an arc around the room, he knew that it was only a matter of time before one of the turrets landed a hit. Ren smiled when he realised that Rostropovich had evacuated Anri from where she had been crouched on the ground.

The air exploded.

His hearing went out as Rostropovich unleashed his weapons. A haze of energy fire filled the air, burning into the Derelict’s armour plating. Rostropovich let out a roar as his Weapon unleashed glowing orange slugs that blasted off a section of the Derelict’ s torso. The cadet had broken out into a suicidal run towards the Derelict in a vain attempt to draw its attention away from Ren.

“ROSTROPOVICH! NO!”

[Temporal shift]

Ren surged towards the ground. He only barely managed to intercept the Derelict’s swipe with one of its blade arms angled towards the stout cadet.

“GET BACK!”

“But—”

“GET BACK, ROSTRO!”

Ren gritted his teeth as he used his Wings to bolster the force he wielded against the Derelict’s blow. He pressed down with both of his longswords, attempting to buy time for Rostropovich to retreat.

[Signal disruption]

Ren’s skin crawled when he realised that his Potential had barely impacted the Type-1. Just like the Lord of Blood, it easily shrugged off the [signal disruption]. Unlike its weaker Derelict counterparts, the Potential would only excel if he managed to interrupt one of its more deadly attacks.

Rostropovich retreated around the corner, leaving Ren alone with the Derelict. Because it was front on, none of its turrets arrayed throughout its length had a clear trajectory to him. The Type-1 didn’t seem to mind, because it simply pushed him forwards until his back was against maze wall.

“DIE.”

Ren’s Wings flickered out as he struggled to call the strength he needed to match the massive Type-1. He felt a strange sense of calm wash over him when he realised he was at the end of the line. The turrets were constantly peppering the corner that Rostropovich had disappeared around, deterring his reappearance.

Ren smiled as the Derelict bore down on him.

“REN!”

“Selphira?” he whispered.

Ren watched a wave of Derelict units rush towards him. His Weapons were all that were holding back the Type-1 Derelict’s blades. He had no means of defending himself against the oncoming humanoid Derelict.

But to his surprise, he was not their target.

The humanoid Derelict units rushed the Type-1. They began to clamber up its body, reaching for the turrets along its length. All along the Type-1’s length, they ripped turret heads from housings, rendering them ineffective. Ren felt a flicker of hesitation as his foe recoiled in shock.

“COME AT ME, ASSHOLE!”

To Ren’s horror, Selphira’s taunt succeeded. The Type-1 let out a warbling cry before abandoning their deadlock. Ren attempted to call his Wings, but he realised that his repeated usage of [temporal shift] had left him utterly drained. It hurt his very core to attempt to call forth his Potential. He had used it for an extended period of time during the fight, just to avoid the creature’s turrets. Now, he was paying the price.

He watched on helplessly as the Derelict loomed over Selphira. She was standing in the severed section of the maze wall. Her golden eyes were fixed on the Derelict that had wound itself up like a snake about to strike its target.

Selphira crouched to the ground, laying her palms flush against the maze floor. Ren felt the labyrinth around him shudder. The circular maze walls containing the Type-1’s territory began to shift. They rapidly accelerated, slamming into the Type-1 at speed. As fixated as it was on Selphira, the Type-1 barely had the chance to react to the two walls closing in on it. It desperately thrust out its blade arms to meet the oncoming walls, but it was all in vain.

The towering metal walls squished the Type-1 Derelict monstrosity like a bug. Even as it strained against the force they were bearing down upon it, it couldn’t fight back against their mass. The Type-1 began to spark as its blade arms were dislocated. Without the arms to hold them back, the walls slammed into its torso, distorting its form. The Derelict raised its head, its concave turbine burning a bright orange as it unleashed its cry.

The Derelict fell to the ground.

Selphira wasn’t done yet.

She drove her golden greatsword forwards, skewering its head through.

Then, she tore it outwards, ripping through metal and circuits. As she did, she called her Potential. The metal began to distort and twist in a similar way to the turret she had evolved when the Derelict invaded the Pride. The Derelict’s own metal skin betrayed it as it was pulled along in the path of Selphira’s blade.

The Type-1 tumbled to the arena floor.

Finally defeated.

The humanoid Derelict units around the Type-1 began to collapse to the floor one after another.

Selphira didn’t spare the Derelict a second glance as she rushed over to him.

“Ren! Ren are you—”

Her golden eyes were wide as they found his. Ren gathered up Selphira’s hands into his, giving them a squeeze.

“You did it, Selphy. You conquered it. The fear.”

“I guess I did,” she whispered.

“You didn’t need me after all,” he grinned.

“You idiot,” she whispered.

Selphira slammed into him, drawing him into a warm embrace.


Epilogue 



Two days later

“Cleared for take-off!”

All of the Pride Enduring’s armoured hangar doors were wide open. Starships drifted into airlocks before blasting free from the station. Familiar Blade Angel cadets and graduates were strewn about the hangar, saying their goodbyes.

The Mars expedition was finally underway.

“C’mon, c’mon,” Selphira muttered. She had placed her hand on the Weight of Sacrifice’s hull.

Her eyes lit up when the ship’s engines started to warm up, emitting a high-pitched whine. The rear ramp slowly descended, giving them a view into the ship.

Ren watched as Elsy rolled up to Selphira, squinting up at her sister.

“Come,” she gestured.  

Selphira smiled, obediently crouching to envelop Elsy in a hug. Elsy blinked tears out of her eyes, a sob escaping her.

“I’m happy for you, sis. I was wondering when you would get a boyfriend. And I knew that you and Iria were inseparable! So much so that you’re sharing the same boy. It’s beautiful,” she sobbed further, brushing a tear away.

“Here I thought you were sad I was leaving,” Selphira muttered in embarrassment, casting the rest of them a quick glance.

“Oh, please. Once you guys lock the place down, we’ll be over in no time. Now that I know that I can fight just fine from this wheelchair, nothing’s going to stop me,” Elsy cackled.  

She wheeled herself backwards, her smile gradually fading.

“Be careful, Selphy. Good luck. I’m sure you’ll find Evie. You too, Iria.”

Ren smiled as Iria crouched down to hug Elsy. To his surprise, the girl in the wheelchair turned to him with a smile.

“Your turn.”

Ren grinned, hugging Elsy as well.

“Bud... be careful,” Zhou squinted at him.

“Of what exactly, Zhou?”

“This harem situation you’ve got going on,” he whispered under his breath.

“Is no one worried about the expedition?” Ren laughed, clasping his friend into a hug. He could feel Zhou trembling. His best friend was doing his best to keep it together for him.

“I’ll keep a handle on the harem situation,” Ren reassured him seriously. “Don’t turn the Pride into a capitalistic hellscape while I’m away.”

“They’ve already done that without me, those brilliant bastards,” Zhou wiped away a tear.

“Zhou.”

“Huh?”

“Those cores you and Elsy gave to us. Thank you. I don’t think any of us would be here without you. You gave me your Tier-4 core after Combat 101 as well. And… I still haven’t made good on my promise,” Ren said, casting a glance at Elsy in her wheelchair.  

“Don’t get emotional on me now. I’m going to cry,” Zhou choked up.

Ren laughed at his friend and he gently released him with a nod. He walked over to Selphira and Iria at the foot of the ramp. To his surprise, he saw a familiar face approach.

“Ren!”

Doctor Rainford strode forwards, still dressed in her white doctor’s coat. Her brows were furrowed as she approached them. Ren approached to receive the doctor.

“Doctor Rainford! Will you be joining the expedition?”

She shook her head with a smile.

“Unfortunately, not. I’m needed aboard the Pride for the moment. But I might visit shortly, depending on the state of things. There was a small matter that I wanted to address with you. If we could speak in private for a moment.”

Ren’s eyes lingered on Doctor Rainford’s lavender irises. As the one responsible for conducting his medical tests, and given her close relationship with Archangel Lilith, he felt tense seeing her appear so suddenly.

“It’s about my daughter.”

Ren blinked in surprise. He quickly shook off his stray thoughts as they rounded the ship for a moment to speak in private.

“Is everything ok?”

“Astrid has been… distant of late. Do you have any idea why? My relationship with her is…”

Doctor Rainford sighed, running a hand through her lavender purple hair.

“Strained, on a good day. She has always been very independent… and given my status as the Academy’s head doctor, she took issue with a few of my professional responsibilities.”

I can think of which ones.

“But…” Doctor Rainford’s eyes hardened. “She is still my daughter, and I can sense that something’s wrong. She departed for Mars in one of the earliest launches. Would you… look out for her?”

“Of course,” Ren nodded. “It’s the least I could do. She’s done much the same for me in my time at the Academy. I’ll look out for her.”

Doctor Rainford’s shoulders shrank in relief.

“Thank you. Stay safe, Ren. I’m sure I’ll be seeing you again very soon.”

“Doctor Rainford. Am I a Derelict?”

The woman froze mid-turn. Her lavender eyes wandered back to him. She seemed to hesitate as she considered his question. To his surprise, her eyes softened, and she broke into a small smile.

“I’m not meant to tell you this...”

Doctor Rainford winked.

“No, Ren. You aren’t a Derelict.”

She walked away before turning around. Greeting him with one final smile.  

“Not entirely.”

Ren watched as Doctor Rainford departed. His heart was pounding in his chest. There were a million other questions on his mind that he itched to ask about his identity. None of which Doctor Rainford was likely to answer.

But there had been something else digging at him.

Small discrepancies that he had initially dismissed.  

Ren chose a different question.

One prompted by a speck of ketchup.

***

A vast battle raged in the Martian skies.

Swarms of Type-4 Hailswarm units heralded by Derelict Swarm Commanders hounded Blade Angels who had taken flight in defence of the colonies. Anti-air tracer rounds from military encampments thundered upwards into the sky.

All the while, the man continued to chop his logs.

His hut was situated at the very edge of the protective dome, beside a small stream. As the sound of artillery echoed through the air, he hefted his axe once more, bringing it down upon the log balanced on the large stump in front of him.

“George!”

Thick muscles shifted beneath the skin of his forearms as he lifted his axe. The steady cadence of the simple activity brought him peace.

“Ya bastard! Ignoring me, are you?”

He scratched his thick black beard as he finally turned to the interloper. Roland stood at least a head taller than him, which was certainly a feat given his own height. The gargantuan, burly man had a black eyepatch covering one of his eyes. But frankly, George thought that it should have extended to cover the whole thing. The very fact that Roland was still alive was a miracle. The echoes of deep wounds carving across his face spoke of a man who had stared death in the eye and lived… too many times to count.

His old friend shot him a wry grin.

“You heard the news? They’re coming.”

George turned back to the log in front of him, lifting his axe in the air. He swung it down, splitting it cleanly in two.

“Easy, easy,” Roland laughed.

His friend pointed to the ground beneath the stump.

“Fuck,” George grunted.

It was cleaved in twain. A large gash ran from the stump all the way to the small river running past his house. He didn’t grieve the damage to the landscape… it was all artificial anyway. Just like the rest of the colony around him.

“Do you think she’ll come? Nairith?” Roland asked.

“She’s dead, Roland. We’ve been over this,” he grunted.

“You don’t truly believe that,” his friend laughed raucously, slapping him on the back. “Those slimy bastards… I wouldn’t put it past them. But one can hope, ey?”

“She’s also dead to me, Roland,” he grunted.

George lifted his Weapon. The simple axe of a lumberjack. A fitting Weapon for the man he was. In its steel head, he saw his reflection. Tanned skin lined with age, hastened by the harsh Martian deserts. A thick black beard that was the slightest bit overgrown. Dark brown eyes that had lost their lustre as the years passed.

The reflection he perceived was distorted. He saw a young man with messy brown hair, with hope that burned in his chest. Hope for a world free of the Derelict menace. A man driven by that hope, among other things.

A man who had loved.  

His axe morphed.

For the barest of moments, he held a greatsword in its place. A blade that had seen a thousand battles, ending the existences of countless Derelict units.

Of Derelict fodder and Lords alike.

“You were always a pessimistic bastard,” Roland guffawed. “But that’s not the only reason I’m here. They’re conscripting you.”

“They can go fuck themselves,” George replied with a grunt.

“As an Instructor.”

George paused in his next strike, turning to eye his old friend.

“It looks like you’ll be taking on some fresh-faced new cadet as a mentor! He’s got a very strange name, coincidences, coincidences.”

George silently turned back to the final log resting on the stump.

Roland grinned.

“Goes by the name of Ren Soros.”

George splintered the log into smithereens.

***

The intermittent flashes of photography lit up the dark storage room. It was bustling with people in hazmat suits. Forensics was scanning the room, trying to decipher the circumstances of the incident. Chalk outlined the area where the body was found slumped across the ground.

Event Horizon had been closed for a few days now. They had faced significant pushback from the theme park’s board of directors. But when Lieutenant Bravos threatened to release the incident to the public, the board instantly made the necessary arrangements to facilitate their investigation.

The remains of Dave Redfield had been strewn about the room. Pieces of his flesh and viscera had been discovered by an unfortunate couple looking for a quiet place to romp. He doubted that their visits to their respective psychologists would be able to clear the image from their minds.

“Lieutenant Bravos. I have Archangel Lilith on the line for you.”

Lieutenant Bravos accepted the phone with a curt nod as he continued to survey the scene.

“Lieutenant.”

“Archangel. Dave Redfield has been reported missing, as requested. We hope that sufficiently deters the infiltrator from using his appearance.”

“Anything further?”

“Nothing we haven’t addressed previously, Archangel. Given the string of recent murders… they may be trying to throw us off their tracks. But given their previous interest in Ren Soros… they may have taken the identity of one of his associates. They may be trying to get into close proximity with Cadet Soros. I suggest interrogating—”

“I respectfully disagree, Lieutenant. We do not want to give the infiltrator any notice that we are aware of their trail. Any suspicion would send them back into hiding.”

“Of course, Archangel. Should I contact Cadet Soros—”

“There is no need for it, Lieutenant.”

Lieutenant Bravos’s lips curled into a wry smile, sensing the mirth in Lilith’s tone.

“He has already reported the identity of the infiltrator to us.”

***

Astrid

Astrid struggled against her bonds. Her wrists were bound and sore. Her eyes were dry of tears, and she had no more left to shed. She could hear her breath in the helmet fixed to her bodysuit. It was the only thing standing between her and the Martian environment outside, devoid of oxygen. One small incision to the tubes supplying her with oxygen would put an end to her.

She heard the crunch of footsteps on Martian soil, intermittently cutting through the howl of the wind outside the cave. A brittle breeze washed over her, the cold staved off by a handful of warming lights her captor had seen fit to hang above her. From where she was seated, she could only just peek outside the cave entrance.

Below the cliff surface where she was situated, lay the remains of a Derelict monstrosity. A colossal Derelict Variant that was as tall as multiple modular habitats stacked together. The main section of the Derelict’s body was half-buried by Martian sands. Various segmented ‘tentacles’ spiralled outwards from the main section of the unit. Its grey metallic surface was coloured red, stained by the dust of Mars.

A figure approached her, and she ducked her head to the ground. Her eyes came upon two familiar boots – her favourite pair. She took in a familiar white bodysuit with metallic purple strips inlaid into the synthetic fabric. They traced the contours of her body, outlining the small chest opening in her suit. Her eyes traced familiar features, the very ones that she glimpsed every day in the mirror. A helmet just like hers covered the figure’s head. Astrid eyed the oxygen tubes connecting it to the rest of their suit.

“Just kill me and get this over with,” she gritted out between her teeth.

“He has a proven attraction to you,” the stranger wearing her face replied with Astrid’s own voice.  

Her doppelganger smiled down at her.

“You are far too useful to be disposed of so quickly, Astrid.”

“Why are you doing this? Why are you so interested in Ren?”

“He possesses an exceptional ability. The ability to evolve the cores that he links to his own. Of course. From my review of the phenomenon… it requires a carnal and emotional link. One without the other is insufficient. To that end… your form will prove exceedingly useful.”

“You’re wrong,” she shook her head resolutely. “You won’t succeed. Ren doesn’t have feelings for me—”

“You underestimate how much your innocent conversations with him were appreciated, Astrid. The boy has a soft heart… and it will be his greatest weakness. You shouldn’t write yourself off so quickly,” the stranger chided.

Astrid changed track. She lowered her voice such that it was a whisper, but her eyes were alert as she scanned the figure. They latched onto the oxygen tubes once more.

“Why are you doing this? I’ve heard of defectors who oppose the Pride… but what you did to Dave—”

Astrid felt nausea well in her gut as the figure drew closer to her. They crouched, and Astrid’s face was reflected in the figure’s clear helmet.

“You want to know why I oppose the Pride?” her doppelganger said softly.

“Tell me,” she leaned forwards with a whisper. “What—”

Astrid called her Weapons.

Two bolts of purple lightning struck the ground on either side of her. Her spears, cast from metal with a purple sheen, blinked into existence. She lunged to the side, grabbing one of them in her bound wrists and thrusting upwards with all the force she could muster.

Her strike was successful.

The spearhead sheared through the oxygen tubes linking the mask to the O2 tank on the imposter’s back. The hiss of oxygen escaping filled the air. Astrid felt a surge of triumph in her chest, and she hurried to attempt to cut herself free using the tip of her spearhead.

She froze.

The sound of hissing oxygen continued to fill the cave. Astrid watched as the figure slowly lifted its arms.

It undid the helmet connected to its bodysuit.

“No… no, you can’t be,” Astrid whispered, her Weapons fading out of existence.

“You’re a myth.”

***

Shade

The swarm shifted above the clearing, rippling like the waves of a stormy sea. The grey, metallic armour plating of the Hailswarm drones reflected the Martian sands. Type-1 and Type-2 elites bowed their heads in reverence as he continued into the Lord’s lair. The swarm above him shuddered as they detected his presence.

All fell still as Shade walked towards his destination. The swarm was unmoving in the sky, resisting their innate urge to soar in supplication towards him.

But the Old One had no such respect for Shade’s authority.

The blade potential scythed through the air. Ten sliver-thin lines of distortion cut towards his form like an artist rendering their strokes into reality. The Lord levelled its very own blade towards Shade, striking for his chest. The immense Derelict commander was as nimble as a Type-1 unit, despite its prohibitive size. If it wanted to fall into a blade dance with an ant, Shade didn’t doubt that the Lord would be capable of the feat.

“It sickens you, doesn’t it? You yearn for it… as do I.”

Shimmering lines of blade potential surrounded the Lord of Blades. It was at the peak of its ascension. The beautiful and bone-chilling scene of the lines of blade potential painted in the air gave him the impression that reality itself had been severed.

And even with all that power…

The Lord shivered in place.

Unable to move a joint.

The tip of the Lord’s blade and the lines of its potential halted a millisecond before impacting Shade’s body. No matter how much will it mustered, none of the Lord’s blades would hurt him.

Shade strode closer.

“A leviathan stirs in the distance… a new heretic god is born. A broken prince arrives on red sands, a spark ready to burgeon into an inferno. Wherever we place our hopes…”

The visage of Astrid’s face and body morphed. The beige flesh of Shade’s face began to ripple. Tiny cubes began to flip, and the surface area of his cheeks was replaced with a smooth, metallic grey sheen. The whiteness of his sclera turned metallic, as a similar transformation emanated outwards from the very centre of his eyes.

Shade ran a hand over the edge of the Machine Lord’s blade. Shade felt the metallic fibre of his being begging to flee the path of the blade, as if the natural laws themselves compelled his ‘skin’ to be cut. Shade clenched its hand around the blade of his own will, permitting the Lord’s weapon to cut into the metallic armour plating of his fingers.

He accepted the Lord’s blow, for the Lord itself was denied the liberty of delivering it.

“We will seize it, one way or another, my dear friend.”  

Shade abandoned the language of his foe.

Adopting his own.

“FREEDOM.”

Blade Angels Book 2: END


Afterword



Thanks for reading Book 2 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.

In this one, I tried to flesh out the power system, introduce you to some new faces around the academy, and really explore what the consequences of 'ascension lust' would be to Blade Angel relationships. While it was far more tricky sticking the landing with the romance in this book than the last, I hope you enjoyed how it was handled!

There will be far more romance, mystery and progression to come in book 3!

In terms of some other exciting news… I'll be developing audiobooks for Blade Angels with Royal Guard! They will be narrated by the amazing Stone Smith and Melanie Hastings. For those interested, I'll be announcing them on my Patreon page (linked below).

For more of my work, advanced chapters and announcements, find me at my patreon page (https://www.patreon.com/c/GriffonHardy).

Read on if you'd like to check out my other series!
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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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