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Prologue 



Six thousand metres beneath the surface of an alien moon, a Blade Angel fled.

The underwater laboratory had long since lost all power. Ordinarily, it would have been a quick fix. Gundersen would have activated his Nanoarmour and ventured fearlessly out into the inky depths. Just like the other engineers, he had a dry and sarcastic sense of humour. One that often made Ally forget that they were trapped in the abyss, far from a home she had never known.

She still remembered staring into Gundersen’s glassy eyes as the life bled from him.

Ally’s jaw clenched as she banished the haunting image from her memory. She steadied her breathing, creeping forwards on the balls of her feet. The air was still and cold. She paused to look towards one of the facility’s many wide glass windows that gave her a view into the ocean’s depths.

Ally caught the movement of a dim, bioluminescent fish the size of her arm, which swam within proximity of the glass window. It had a long, thin body with translucent skin. The bioluminescence of the creature’s blood clearly illuminated its bone structure and the tiny organs bordering its spinal column.

When she had first encountered it, Ally had been creeped out by the spinefish. She had since learned that the little fish was at the very bottom of the food chain. Far worse creatures lurked in the depths of the alien ocean. And yet, she would have given anything to throw herself into the inky abyss beyond the glass. It was better to brave the horrors you knew than those beyond your comprehension.

Ally halted at the doorway. At her gesture, her PodBot illuminated her surroundings with a dim light. She felt a lump form in her throat as the light shone over dried blood covering the facility floor, even though she was well acquainted with the scene that awaited her. She fell into a crouch, slowly heading towards the console at the far end of the room.

Don’t look, Ally.

She looked anyway.

Ally remembered Tiffany’s smile. The way her friend’s eyes crinkled at their corners as she stared up at a night sky unfamiliar to most of humanity. At the planet obscuring the inky canvas of stars above them. Tiffany had always been an optimist, one of the few who truly believed their work mattered. That it took the few, working away in the dark, for the rest to live in the light. She believed that their sacrifice had meaning.

That they would one day reclaim their home from the Derelict.

Ally’s hand hovered over her friend’s face. She gently shut Tiffany’s eyelids, feeling her body quiver as the sobs threatened to wrack her body. Ally blinked away the tears, pressing forwards towards their objective. It was a fool’s errand; the survivors knew as much. But it was their solitary light in the darkness. A long shot, and one that would take a miracle to bear fruit. Still, it was all they had.

“PodBot,” she whispered.

The small spherical bot lowered itself to the console. It was a newer model of their own making. Its predecessors had arrived on the day of the miracle.

She still remembered her parents talking about that day. When they detected capsules breaching the atmosphere. When someone professing to be an ally had sent them machine cores with instructions and the necessary materials needed to integrate them. Telling them that integrating the cores would bring them untold power, enough to withstand the Derelict were they ever to chance upon their base. The PodBots accompanied the cores, assistants that would aid them in their noble goal.

From what her parents told her, the head researcher at the time had argued for weeks over whether to believe “Archangel Lilith’s” words. But hope was in short supply, and it wasn’t long before they caved.

She remembered her parents’ eyes lighting up when they spoke about the day that the first one among them had successfully integrated a machine core. Some awakened their Wings and their Nanoarmour after hunting the stray Derelict units that ventured into the ocean. But the rush of those miracles gradually faded away with the passage of time, giving way to a familiar despair.

They had, after all, been tasked with an impossible objective.

After all, the Derelict were not the only existential threat that humanity faced.

“Thank you for everything, PodBot,” Ally whispered through dry, cracked lips.

The small non-verbal bot blinked its acknowledgement before plugging itself into the console. She watched the lights and screens on its surface flicker to life. She read the words that blinked across the screen. She felt a flash of hope, her clammy fingers curling around the edges of the console.

Ever since she was a little girl, she had been told stories about humanity’s Arc. A communications array capable of evading the Derelict’s attention, connecting humanity’s disparate installations throughout the solar system. But shortly after the fall of the Labyrinth, the words that they were greeted with had always reflected their solitude.

Today, for the first time since the laboratory’s founding, the words that appeared were different.

ARC ONLINE

COMMUNICATIONS LINK ESTABLISHED

PLEASE RELAY MESSAGE

“To anyone listening. My name is Ally Trippoli. Research officer of installation F3-ST5, assigned to Assignment Leviathan. Please…”


Chapter 1



They descended into hell.

Ren had witnessed large-scale Derelict battles. He had seen vast Derelict swarms mobilising in the distance while safely secluded away with his mother on their scavenging runs.

This battlefield eclipsed anything he had ever seen. Swarms of tens of thousands of Hailswarm drones ebbed and flowed through the air, their grey metallic armour glinting in the sunlight. Anti-air fire from military encampments on the ground scythed through the vast, twisting swarms. Blade Angel squadrons attempted to penetrate the densest sections of the swarms, where Swarm Commanders were secluded.

Now that the colony was in clear view, Ren’s jaw went slack. He stared at the trio of large circular domes encompassing the cities. West Dome was cracked and abandoned, but East Dome and Central Dome remained intact. The Weight of Sacrifice veered towards East Dome, where Archangel Ramora was leading the forces repelling the Derelict vanguard.

A single Blade Angel with a blue HALO shot through the air in a twisting blur. If there was anything that convinced him that Archangel Ramora had returned to form, it was the sheer amount of cobalt lightning on display. It contrasted starkly against the backdrop of the red Martian sands. Where the Archangel flew, Derelict drones fell.

“I’m dropping both of you off. I’m going to provide support from the Sacrifice,” Selphira shouted over the sound of the battle as the ship’s rear ramp descended. “I’ll keep the Hailswarm drones off you. Besides, there’s something else I want to try.”

“Whatever it is, be careful!” Iria shouted to Selphira.

Ren and Iria ran down the ramp onto the sands. The gravity disparity was immediately noticeable. Even though Iria hadn’t accompanied them in the second stage, her Mother must have put her through training in low-gravity environments, given how quickly she acclimatised to the difference.

They watched the rear ramp of the Weight of Sacrifice shut before the ship’s thrusters heated with an ascending high-pitched whine. The sleek black starship lifted off the ground and slowly twisted towards a swarm of approaching drones in the distance.

Panels along the ship's underside withdrew, and weapons descended, locking into place beneath the ship. A long, sleek railgun was positioned right underneath the ship’s cockpit, the very same weapon they had used to attract the Lord of Blood’s attention.

Then, it began to morph.

“Iria… she’s…”

“Yeah,” Iria stared on, her ruby eyes wide in awe.

The Weight of Sacrifice’s weapon systems fell prey to Selphira’s Potential. Weapons elongated, with entirely new barrels and missile launchers sprouting into place.

Selphira unleashed her barrage.

The red dust at their feet was kicked up in a haze around them as the ship’s railgun flared. The armature it released surged through the air in an instant, spearing through a Type-3 Aerondight that was attempting to rain down hellfire on a Blade Angel encampment. The ship’s micro-missiles flitted through the air, seeking out a messy swarm of Hailswarm drones hovering towards them.

Ren watched in awe as both the Type-3 and the swarm alike were rent to pieces.

With a deafening boom, the Weight of Sacrifice nimbly arced through the air in pursuit of more Derelict targeting the Blade Angels on the ground.

“I’d be careful about getting on her bad side, Ren,” Iria shot a playful smile at him.

But as quickly as it appeared, her smile dropped as she turned her ruby gaze to their foes.

The air above them was coloured red. Droplets of blood formed into sliver-thin shards that made it look like the air itself was bleeding. With a wave of her hand, Iria sent the projectiles hurtling towards another small swarm of Hailswarm units attempting to flank them.

Ren watched as the Derelict drones tumbled to the ground after being torn to shreds by Iria’s blood shards. While many of the shards glanced off their armour, enough of them had flown true. After ensuring that the approaching swarm was in pieces and that there weren’t any other stray Derelict that had fixated on them, Iria approached Ren.

“I’m not going to get on either of your bad sides,” Ren muttered under his breath, prompting a smirk from Iria. “Come on,” he gestured, extending his arms. “All aboard the Soros Express.”

Iria climbed into his arms.

“Keep making jokes like that and I might have to arrange for the ‘Soros Express’ to be decommissioned,” she smiled as Ren hefted her up in a princess carry. “That being said… I could get used to this.”

Ren grinned back at her, feeling a degree of tension flee his shoulders.

“Is it really the time to be flirting?”

“When we could die at any moment… it’s always the time to be flirting.”

“I knew you were a great strategist.”

Ren activated his Wings and surged towards the front.

***

“Cadet Soros!”

Archangel Ramora’s voice cut through the din of battle. She hovered over the battlefield, her helmet angled towards him. Now that she wasn’t a blur in the air, Ren could make out the details of her Nanoarmour.

It covered her body from head to toe, and it was similar to Archangel Lilith’s in that it conformed perfectly to the curves of her body. The armour had a sapphire-blue sheen that made her appear as a blue streak in the air as she battled. The armour plating of her helmet withdrew, revealing angular glass panelling which gave him a view of her features.

Ren paused in his advance, Iria still in his arms.

“Reinforce Cadet Astrid’s squad up ahead. Keep a close eye on the Derelict.”

Archangel Ramora’s blue irises lingered on his for a split-second before she broke off towards another section of the battlefield in need of reinforcement.

Loud and clear, Archangel.

The dust around him was kicked up in a cloud as he shot across the ground towards their destination.

He eventually reached the edge of a cliff face. A line of turrets twice his height lined the edge, most of them defunct and destroyed. The handful that remained were angled towards the ground below. The domes were situated on an elevated plateau, which gave the Blade Angels the natural protection afforded by the high ground. Even so, the fact that the Derelict had managed to destroy as many turrets as they had meant that the assault had pressed the colonies.

Beneath them, Ren could make out Blade Angels on the ground locked in combat with Derelict ground units. But they weren’t fighting just any ground units. They were units that were very familiar to them.

“Recognise them?” Ren said.

Iria’s lips drew into a hard line. She nodded, gesturing for him to take them down. Ren immediately obliged, using his Wings to guide his descent towards the front. His eyes lingered on familiar Type-3 Variants – the spider-like Derelict with the bulbous mockery of a human head perched on its base. Scattered around them were Walkers – the humanoid Derelict that they had encountered in the final stage of the Duels. They sprinted towards the Blade Angels holding them off. They were accustomed to the low-gravity environment, taking bounding strides over the ground.

“Ren!”

Her voice was slightly distorted by the helmet enclosing her face. In place of Astrid’s sleek, white bodysuit, she had donned the suits issued to the rest of them to brave the Martian environment. They were bulky, insulated and kept the freezing temperatures and low pressure of the Martian environment at bay.

Astrid was holding her familiar purple spears, and electricity danced across their surface. His eyes drifted to her bright lavender eyes visible from within her glass helmet. Her rosy lips were drawn into a slight smile.

Ren broke out into a wide grin, setting Iria down.

“Astrid! I’m glad you’re OK. It took us forever to catch up to you. How are Rostro and Anri?”

“They’re just up ahead! I saw you guys approaching and figured I’d come get you. But we should hurry, the waves are getting more intense. Hey, Iria!”

Astrid turned to give Iria a wave, and Iria didn’t hesitate to draw the other girl into a tight hug. Ren’s eyes lingered on the girls as they embraced.

“I’m glad you’re alright, Astrid. Has it been this bad since you arrived?”

“Things were pretty bad when we first landed. The Archangels cleared out the worst of the Derelict, allowing the forward team to make a stand. The Lord of Blades still hasn’t made an appearance. But I’ll catch you up on the updates later; we should help Anri and Rostro.”

Iria and Ren nodded their agreement, closely trailing Astrid as they broke away from the Blade Angel encampment.

“Ren.”

Iria’s voice filled his head. He stayed relaxed, knowing that PodBot was conveying her thoughts to him. Now that he thought about it, the telepathic communication was probably only possible because of the connection he had formed with Selphira and Iria, which Archangel Amira had drawn his attention to.

“I’ll hang back and keep the Hailswarm drones off you. Focus on the ground units. I’ll also keep an eye on ‘Astrid’ to make sure she doesn’t pull any surprises.

“Got it.”

“Ready?” Astrid called out to him with a grin, raising her Weapons.

In response, Ren called his twin blades. The twin longswords were made of a faintly glowing white metal to match the hue of his HALO. He nodded to Astrid, and the pair called their wings to surge to the front.

As soon as they ascended over the barricades placed around the encampment, Ren sought out Rostropovich and Anri. The pair were up ahead, locked in combat with a Type-3 spider Variant.

Ren fell out of the sky, bisecting its flailing segmented, metallic tongue. He plunged his blades into its humanoid metallic skull. The Derelict’s jaw unhinged, unleashing a distorted scream of pain. Ren wasted no time in dismissing his blades, negating the need for him to yank them free where they were wedged in the metal.

He instantly recalled them, plunging his left blade into the Derelict’s base, while he used the right one to sever the segment connecting its head to the crab-like base. The instant he did so, the bot’s eight robotic limbs instantly went limp. Ren plunged a blade into the temple of the metallic skull, destroying the Derelict’s core and drawing in the Derelict energy that escaped.

He grinned, taking a moment to relish just how easily he had demolished the bot.

Intel about the enemy’s weaknesses, coupled with his improved reaction time and use of his Wings, had trivialised a threat that had once been a significant obstacle during the Duels.

Before he could bask in the moment further, he heard Anri’s shout over the sound of gunfire.

“Ren! Incoming!” she called out, instantly pointing ahead of him.

Through a haze of red dust kicked up by the battle, Ren watched an unfortunate cadet in the distance being immobilised by a Walker, while a nearby spider bot used its segmented tongue to spear into their torso. Hailswarm drones that hurtled above them would occasionally break from their flight paths, diving towards Blade Angels at random.

That’s right.

This isn’t a neat one versus one.

It’s war.

“I’ll cover you, Ren. Go,” Iria transmitted.

[Temporal shift]

Time around him slowed as his Potential took hold. Ren directed Derelict energy towards his Wings from his core, which allowed his speed to catch up to his enhanced perception. He shot over the ground, ducking under one of the Walkers’ attempts to grab him. With a flick of his blade, he severed its right arm from its shoulder blade before spearing its skull through with a precise thrust.

He was already moving to the second approaching Walker as the previous one tumbled to the ground. Falling into a crouch, he bisected the Derelict at its waist. He swiftly dismissed his right Blade in a haze of white sparks before resummoning his blade in a reverse grip. He casually thrust it down into the Derelict’s head, obliterating its core.

All the while, Ren executed the breathing technique that Archangel Amira had taught them. He adapted it to the cadence of his combat, to every strike, lunge and slash. He was far from proficient at cycling it while he was in the midst of combat, but he could feel himself drawing more of the Derelict energy from the destroyed cores, with less wastage.

The world snapped back into motion as [temporal shift] ended.

Astrid lunged forwards, deflecting a segmented tongue that had snaked out to lash at him from his blind spot. With a whirl of her spear, she severed the tongue before drawing back the spear in her off-hand and throwing it towards the temple of the bulbous metallic mockery of a human head.

“Watch your back!” she called out.

Wings made of purple shards blinked into existence, trailing from her shoulders. She charged through the battlefield, electricity dancing in the air wherever she flew. Ren trailed her closely, watching as Iria’s blood shards hurtled into the Derelict units overhead, skewering any Hailswarm units that attempted to break free from their swarm to attack them.

“On your right!” he yelled.

The Type-2 Seeker approached out of the thick haze of red dust in a black flash. One of its blade-arms pierced through the chest of one of the Walkers, angled towards Astrid’s flank.

Not only did the Seeker’s sudden appearance catch the pair off-guard, using the fodder to conceal its angle of attack was a level of strategy that Ren had witnessed from a unit that wasn’t a commander.

Thanks to Ren’s forewarning, Astrid dodged right in the nick of time. But even as she avoided its attack, the Derelict pressed its advantage. Its left blade flashed as it executed a vertical cut, forcing Astrid to raise her left spear to ward it off.

“Shit—”

Ren charged forwards, attempting to intercept the Derelict’s other blade now perfectly poised to exploit the opening it had created.

[Temporal shift]

The armour plating across the Seeker withdrew.

It was the same tactic that Ren had witnessed during the second stage. The Seeker unit went into overdrive as it attempted to mount a desperate last stand against him. He recalled the frenzy that followed when the Seeker abandoned all sense of self-preservation to inflict a wound, any wound, on him.

This was different.

When this Seeker went into overdrive, Ren was met with no desperate frenzy.

It was the very epitome of control.

Even as the world around Ren slowed down, the Seeker matched his perception, increasing its speed and negating Ren’s advantage.

In an instant, it sent a precise thrust towards Ren’s neck, forcing him to raise a blade and redirect the blow. Its armour plating instantly locked back into place, the unit slowing. But even as Ren attempted to reply with a diagonal counterattack to put the unit on the back foot, it was already withdrawing its blade in anticipation.

This thing is a monster. It noticed the instant I increased my speed and reacted to negate my advantage.

As they exchanged blow after blow, the truth slowly cemented itself in his mind.

It was no ordinary Type-2.

The Seeker read him like a grandmaster reading a chessboard. With his accelerated perception, the Derelict lazily deflected his horizontal slash. The Type-2 unit used its other blade to wedge Ren’s longsword in place, immobilising him.

Shit—

Ren aborted his assault, dismissing his weapons and leaping backwards.

Is it a Variant? It doesn’t look like one.

The Seeker lowered its blades, utterly at ease.

Ren swallowed, eyeing their foe. Now that there was an interlude in their battle, his eyes passed over the scars and scratches marring its dark grey armour plating.

Even the Derelict have their veterans.

“We attack together,” he called out to Astrid. “If we—”

“Move, boy,” a voice growled from behind him.


Chapter 2



Ren blinked in confusion as he identified the origin of the voice.

A lumberjack strode onto the battlefield.

He was convinced his brain was malfunctioning. Whoever the insane man was, he was wearing neither Nanoarmour nor the temperature and pressure-controlled suits. Instead, the strange man donned a faded flannel shirt rolled up to his elbows. The man had a thick black beard and tanned and slightly cracked skin. He gripped a humble woodcutter’s axe. He looked more like an unassuming enclaver who had stumbled upon the battle than a Blade Angel.

“Know your limits,” he grunted. “Fight it any longer, and your guts will fertilise the sands. Now move, boy.”

“You’ll need our help,” Ren stepped forwards in protest. “Maybe with all of us—”

“Go,” he rumbled, his black eyes locking onto him. The man’s gaze hovered on him for a moment before he finally returned his attention to the Seeker in the distance. Ren got the distinct impression that the lumberjack was not impressed with what he had seen.

Ren glanced at Astrid, giving her a nod. Together, they backed away as the lumberjack leisurely paced towards the Seeker. To his surprise, the Derelict veteran eyed the newcomer with wariness. The easy confidence in the unit’s bearing had evaporated.

“Old Harrow. Still haven’t set down your blades? You should come to visit sooner.”

Is he… talking to that Derelict?

Not only that… he’s treating that thing with more respect than he did us.

That confirms it… this guy is insane.

The Derelict vanished in a blur of speed.

What the—

The Seeker’s armour plating retracted completely, allowing it to reach a speed that eclipsed what it previously displayed. Its thrusters flared brightly, taking off the ground and allowing it to manoeuvre through the air in a deadly dance of elegance. It resembled an incensed hornet buzzing about its sluggish prey. Even with Ren’s enhanced reaction time, the motion was difficult to decipher.

[Temporal shift]

The lumberjack casually angled the haft of his axe, rapidly changing the angle of its handle in a series of swift movements. Every movement was deliberate and calculated, deflecting the Derelict’s oncoming blade-arms before they could rip into his flannel shirt beneath. It was only then that Ren noticed something he hadn’t previously. There was a barely perceptible film covering the man’s body.

He does have Nanoarmour.

Most Angels wear it with pride… but he’s changed its appearance somehow to make it transparent...

Why?

The man stretched out his left palm, catching one of the Seeker’s strikes. He simply raised his axe, bringing it down to bear upon the Derelict veteran.

The Seeker caught it with its free blade, but a hollow thump reverberated through the battlefield. The ground beneath the Derelict’s feet cracked and splintered. Dust leapt into the air as if displaced by the footsteps of a giant.

Ren’s blood ran cold as he attempted to comprehend the force behind the blow.

The axe flashed as it caught the sunlight, arcing down in another overhead strike. The man made no attempt to conceal his strikes, but there was little need for him to. Each strike was as simple and deliberate as it was heavy, carrying within it overwhelming force. With each impact, the ground shook, causing the Derelict’s joints to buckle. The Seeker’s head jerked left and right as it tried to find a means of escape. Any attempt to lunge away or to retreat was swiftly thwarted and unrelentingly punished with the lumberjack’s heavy blows. Ren flinched as one of the Derelict’s blade-arms splintered from a casual swipe of the lumberjack’s axe.

The Type-2 unit paused, staring at its shattered blade.

To Ren’s shock, rather than advance to finish off the Derelict, the lumberjack took a step backwards, dismissing his axe.

“Off you go,” the man grunted.

The Seeker’s shoulders fell, but rather than prepare for another lunge, the Derelict backed away. It turned, activating its thrusters and shooting upwards into the sky filled with Hailswarm units.

“Why the hell did you let it go?” Ren protested, taking a step towards the strange lumberjack. “You had it on the ropes—”

“There is honour among warriors.”

The man gave his axe a casual flick, clearing away some metal stuck to the blade.

“Not that you would understand, boy.”

Ren stared at the stranger, unable to muster a response.

“If you see Old Harrow again, do yourself a favour and run,” he grunted.

Ren’s eyebrow twitched as he stared at the bearded man.

That confirms it; he’s mad.

The man’s axe faded into a haze of bronze sparks.

“If you do get lucky and manage to get him on the ropes, don’t kill him.”

“Why?” Ren replied.

“He’s finer company than those shiny bastards,” he said with a glance towards Archangel Ramora and the other Blade Angels fighting in the distance.

Ren’s eyes widened.

“Who are you? Hey—”

The man ignored his question, brushing past him. Ren was left dumbfounded as the strange lumberjack drifted off to reinforce another section of the defence line, disappearing almost as quickly as he had appeared.

“Hey! You two!”

Anri and Rostropovich jogged over to him. The pair looked exhausted, but to his relief, they were otherwise unscathed.

“Who was that guy?” Anri exclaimed. “The way he was fighting… I don’t think I’d be able to withstand any of his strikes. I don’t think Mother could. He must have a Strength Domain focus.”

“Agreed,” Rostropovich grunted his assent. To Ren’s amusement, Rostro’s moustache twitched as he glared at the girl next to him. “Take it easy, Anri.”

Anri simply laughed off Rostro’s words. From within her helmet, Ren could make out a line of blood trailing from her left nostril. After the feat she had pulled off in the final stage of the Duels, stopping the Type-1’s bullets, Ren was surprised that she was out and fighting at all.

“I’m fine, Rostro! It’s no biggie,” Anri flashed the shorter cadet a smile. “Anyway, it looks like we’ve cleared out most of the advancing Derelict. They really threw a lot of them this way. I can’t imagine—”

“REN! TYPE-1, INCOMING! Approaching from the West! It’s a big one!”

Selphira's voice echoed through his head, making his body go rigid.

“Ren?” Astrid said softly. “Is everything alright?” Ren’s skin prickled under the scrutiny of Astrid’s steady gaze.

Thankfully, the news echoed through their comms just a moment later.

“Sector W39, be on alert. Type-1 scavenger approaching from the West. Titan-class Driller, guarded by multiple Hailswarm drones. The colonies have advised that it is attempting to breach the domes,” the operative’s voice crackled through their comms. “All Blade Angels and cadets without Wings are advised to immediately evacuate the area. All remaining Angels, regroup on Archangel Ramora.”

Ren gritted his teeth.

“Iria, where are you? We’ve got a Type-1 incoming. Get to safety! You don’t have your Wings. You need to retreat.”

“OK!”

Ren’s eyes narrowed.

She’s full of shit.

“Selphira?” Ren transmitted. “Can you make sure Iria retreats? She’s going to try to fight the Titan.”

“Alright, I’ll get her.”

“Rostro, Anri, have either of you awakened your Wings?”

The pair of them shook their heads.

“Alright, then retreat into the domes. Leave this to us.”

“No, I’m coming—”

To his relief, Rostropovich quickly tugged on Anri’s suit, dragging her away from them. Ren exchanged a nod with the stout cadet before turning to Astrid.

“Looks like it’s just us. Let’s see if we can’t intercept that thing. You ready?”

Astrid nodded, extending out her hands and summoning her twin spears in a flash of purple lightning.

***

“Cadets Soros and Rainford,” Archangel Ramora’s voice reached them from above. The Blade Angel descended, the armoured plating of her helmet retracting to give them a view of her face.

“Your objective will be to strike at the Titan’s vulnerable sections. Damage the links enough that it calls off its attack. Scavengers, no matter how titanic they are, generally have weaker combat instincts than other units. The hope is that its sense of self-preservation will prevail over its orders.”

“Yes, Archangel,” Ren and Astrid echoed.

With a gesture towards a collection of Blade Angels hanging in the air a distance away, Archangel Ramora’s Wings flared. Her passage left streaks of electricity blossoming outwards in the air as she joined up with some other Instructors and Archangels gathered above them.

“I don’t think she likes me very much,” Ren muttered under his breath.

“Can’t imagine why,” Astrid snorted, shooting him one of her signature playful grins.

Together, they made their way towards the collection of Blade Angels and cadets forming the forward assault party. To his surprise, there were a fair few unfamiliar faces. His eyes drifted to the red armbands that some of the Blade Angels had tied to the exterior of their suits.

Blade Angels from the colonies…

From the way that the Angels were wearily eyeing one another, it seemed as if there was a level of distrust between the two factions.

“Alright! Gather round,” a feminine voice barked.

A Blade Angel with glittering silver Nanoarmour rose above them. There were differences in the shape and patterning of Nanoarmour between Blade Angels. This cadet’s armour had overlapping plates like that of a knight of old. But in a manner distinct from the knights of old, it also conformed closely to her body, outlining the details of a full bust and narrow waist.

“I’ll clear us a path to the Driller with my Potential. Stay close, or you’ll fall into the swarm. Don’t get in our way.”

The Blade Angels from either faction eyed each other warily. Her last comment was clearly directed at the Angels from the Pride.

The armour plating covering her helmet withdrew. The girl had regal features, with silver irises to match her hair and delicate lips that were pulled into a grimace. Even so, she looked no older than twenty-five and was sporting a red armband around her right bicep.

“Ready up,” she instructed, before breaking away with her squadron.

“Her name is Natasha. We heard about her once we started working with the Angels from the colonies,” Astrid whispered. “She’s an elite cadet, a favourite to ascend to the rank of Archangel.”

Natasha’s silver gaze finally came to rest on him, before hardening into a glare.

She seems perfectly friendly.

***

Ren was flying in formation, trailing the rest of the Blade Angels. Natasha was flying at the head of the group. Below them in the distance, a vast cloud of red dust was kicked up by the Type-1’s passage. Ren felt a tinge of dread when he comprehended the true scale of the ‘Titan’ class scavenger.

A glance back towards the protective domes revealed that the Derelict’s assault was still ongoing.

It wasn’t long before they reached the unit.

“Holy shit,” Ren muttered.

He was well-versed in the differences between scavengers and combat units. The former encompassed Derelict like the Drillers they encountered in the ruins of Arcadia. Their primary function was to seek out materials to funnel into Derelict Superfactories to birth more units.

But some scavengers grew to such a colossal scale that their combat rating rose above the Type-5 and Type-4 classifications where most scavengers sat.

What he didn’t know was that the Blade Angels had designated a category to reflect the sheer size of the units.

‘Titan’ class.

It was a fitting moniker.

Ren stared at the immense metallic worm that was carving a path through the Martian environment, making a beeline for the domes. It was like a Driller had been scaled up hundreds of times. Its maw was wide open, and Ren could see its superheated internals dissolving the rock and debris in its path. Not only was it heavily armoured, more so than any Derelict he had encountered before, a shifting shroud of Hailswarm drones also wreathed its entire length, guarding it from any artillery fire or long-ranged attacks.

Any shells fired at the Derelict would detonate long before they came close enough to damage the Type-1’s hull.

“DIVE!” Natasha’s voice filled their comms.

The Blade Angels arced towards the Derelict beneath them.

“Soften up the drones. NOW!”

“Natasha, there are too many—”

The pace of the Blade Angels slowed as they drew closer to the Derelict. It was clear that the swarm of drones surrounding its body was far thicker than they had initially anticipated.

We don’t have enough momentum. And there are far too many drones.

By now, the swarm beneath them was well aware of their presence.

A ripple passed through the length of the swarm. The drones positioned at the far end of the Type-1 began to consolidate, condensing and clumping around the Titan’s most vulnerable points. More drones broke off from the shroud, heading straight for them. But by far the most concerning challenge was how the drones zeroed in on their location. Hundreds and thousands of tiny lights blinked into existence.

The Hailswarm drones charged their guns.

“Shit—”

In an instant, the air around them became a minefield of energy bolts. While most of the Angels from Mars had awakened their Nanoramour, the same couldn’t be said for those aboard the Pride.

Ren narrowly yanked an Angel out of the trajectory of incoming bolts. He cursed as another was hit, their Wings blinking out of existence as they lost their focus.

[Temporal shift]

Ren surged downwards, slamming into the Blade Angel and arresting their fall. To his relief, the cadet was still alive, the energy bolt having clipped him in the side. The world around him blinked back into place, but Ren had no choice but to activate [temporal shift] once more. There was no other way he could feasibly avoid the oncoming hail of energy bolts.

Ren gritted his teeth. If he kept a hold of his passenger, it wouldn’t be long before both of them were torn to shreds by the bolts. He was nowhere near nimble enough to manoeuvre around them with the added weight. But he wasn’t about to sacrifice a comrade just to make things easier for himself.

Ren curled himself around the injured cadet, bracing himself for the impact.

It never came.

A thin film of blood circled the group of Blade Angels, shielding them from the Hailswarm drones’ bolts.

Ren turned to stare up at Iria Bladesworn, hovering above them all.

On vast Wings of blood.


Chapter 3



Iria’s ruby eyes were glowing.

Her HALO of two crimson rings shone brightly above her head, marking her as one of the few Blade Angels, and certainly the only cadet with the core of a Machine Lord. Two vast orbs of blood hung on either side of her, their surfaces rippling and restless. Threads of blood led outwards from the orbs.

Far above them, Iria wove destruction.

Hundreds and thousands of tiny blood shards slowly took shape. The sky above turned into a field of projectiles, ready to be levelled at the Derelict swarm.

“Ahem. ‘Get to safety, Iria’, ‘You don’t have your Wings, Iria’,” Iria telepathically mimicked his voice, causing Ren to sigh and plant his face in his palm.

“Pfft,” Selphira telepathically snorted. “She’s got you there, Ren.”

“Ren. Do you trust me?” Iria appealed.

“Not really.”

“Oh, stop being so petty,” Iria chided.

“Since when did you have Wings? And why didn’t you tell me?”

“Shush. Let me link with you.”

Ren watched a thread of blood extend down from Iria’s chest. It halted a foot away from his own, and the Blade Angels around him, along with the one in his arms, stared at him in shock. The cadet in his arms raised a trembling hand, pointing towards Iria. It was only then that Ren recognised the red band around his arm marking him as one of the Angels from Mars.

“W-who is she?”

Ren cleared his throat. Iria was currently casting looks his way, urging him to hurry.

“She’s uh... my girlfriend. Sorry… can you activate your Wings again? I don’t exactly know what this is going to do.”

The cadet promptly activated their Wings, hopping free of his arms. They exchanged a nod and a silent vow never to speak about that moment again.

Ren moved forwards, bringing the thread of blood in contact with his chest.

The sensation was electric. Goosebumps erupted across the surface of his forearms. He could feel the pulsing of a heart reverberating through his body, one that wasn’t his own.

“Ren, activate [signal disruption]. Quickly.”

The Derelict below had stirred from their momentary shock. They redoubled their efforts, a haze of electric bolts surging towards their bubble of blood like the falling rain.

[Signal disruption]

Ren felt a shiver as he activated his Potential. The ripple originated from his core, passing through his body and down the thread of blood linking him to Iria.

The blood shards hanging over them like executioners’ blades rained down.

The shards surged past either side of their protective blood bubble before converging into a single column. They hurtled into the shroud of Hailswarm drones.

The drones began to fall.

The blood shards weren’t robust enough to pose a physical threat to the Hailswarm drones, and they were a far cry from the ones crafted by the Lord of Blood. They were as thin as needles and no longer than his forefinger. The reason for their effectiveness was not their size, but rather the power she had imbued them with.

She’s spreading [signal disruption] through her shards.

The concentrated barrage of blood shards gradually bore fruit. Even as the Derelict rushed to plug the gaps, Iria’s rain of blood was endless...

Creating an opening.

“CHARGE!” Natasha roared.

An immense, translucent shield blinked into existence in front of Natasha, slamming into the Derelict units in her way like a battering ram. Ren followed in her wake, making his way through to the body of the Type-1. Just as Archangel Ramora had instructed them, the segments of the Derelict were less well armoured.

[Temporal shift]

Ren directed his energy to his Wings, fuelling his acceleration forwards. He hurtled past Natasha at the front of their group, carving straight towards the segment. To his surprise, with the help of [machine intuition], he could make out a vast Derelict signal pulsing through the Type-1’s body at regular intervals.

Ren timed his strike.

[Signal disruption]

Ren summoned his Weapons in a reverse grip, plunging them down into the exposed section of the Derelict. He coincided the activation of his Potential with the approaching signal.

The signal broke like a vast wave along a cliff face, disappearing into nothingness.

The Type-1 beneath his feet shuddered, letting out a low groan that caused its entire body to shake. The Hailswarm shroud around the creature broke into a frenzy, sensing its distress. The small Derelict units began to charge at the Angels with reckless abandon, an instinctive reaction to the ‘wound’ inflicted upon their charge.

Unlike its combat-oriented brethren, the scavenger’s Type-1 classification was not a reflection of its combat intelligence, but of the sheer threat posed by its size. It instinctively called forth another Derelict signal, desperately seeking a wave of power to fight back against the foes that were harming it.

Ren didn’t bother to extract his blades.

[Signal disruption]

The second Derelict signal washing down the Titan’s length was more intense. An instinctive response to the threat that the Derelict was now forced to confront. The signal broke as it came into contact with his blades once more, causing the Type-1 to shudder.

The sound of thunder echoed from where Archangel Ramora and the instructors forming part of her wing assaulted the Derelict’s head. The Titan was beginning to shift. Ren activated his Wings, flying up into the air. The vast Derelict was turning around, abandoning its trajectory towards the domes.

“ATTACK! Cut off its retreat!”

Natasha’s voice filled his helmet, his radio crackling as her voice distorted from the force of her bellow. The air around her shimmered, forming into a broadsword and tall shield. Together with her silver Nanoarmour, Ren could easily envision her at the head of a grand charge.

“Negative, cadet. Retreat.”

Natasha faltered, her head darting towards Archangel Ramora and the other approaching instructors who had stalled the creature.

“But—”

“I will not tolerate insubordination. Retreat, now.”

Archangel Ramora barely spared the girl another glance, instead turning to regard the rest of them. It didn’t escape Ren’s attention how she cast a deliberate glance upwards at Iria, her Wings of blood spread wide. In the light of the red Martian sun, she truly did look otherworldly. From the way that Ramora’s eyes narrowed, Ren got the distinct impression that the Archangel wasn’t a fan of Iria either.

“Retreat to East Dome. The other Titans have also been diverted, with one killed. The Derelict are retreating. You are free to reunite with your respective Archangels.”

Natasha scoffed, and with a wave to the Angels with red armbands, she drifted back towards East Dome. The cadet that Ren had rescued was clutching his side, but gave him a single, appreciative nod before joining his peers.

Archangel Ramora addressed the rest of the remaining Angels from the Pride.

“The rest of you cadets from the Pride have been granted lodging at the Gardens. You will have three days to rest, after which we will reconvene at East Dome’s academy. For many of you, this was your very first battle. Rest and recover. Soon, you will be introduced to your peers from Mars. There will also be the matter of your rewards to consider.”

Ren felt a prickle of anticipation wash over him, but his excitement was noticeably dulled when Astrid took her place beside him with a smile.

“As promised, we have assigned you mentors. You will also receive a Type-2 core for completing the final stage of the labyrinth, along with the option to evolve your Weapons. We will provide you with more information soon.”

“But Archangel,” one of the nearby cadets piped up. He pointed back towards the domes. Archangel Ramora’s words had given them the impression that the battle had subsided.

It couldn’t be further from the truth.

Hailswarm drones still filled the air, arrogantly carving patterns through the sky far above the domes. Starships unleashed their payloads into the swarms, seeking out the Swarm Commanders responsible for organising the Hailswarm drones.

“This is as much of a reprieve as we’ll be getting. You think you may know war,” Archangel Ramora’s voice fell into a growl. “But your peers from Mars have lived it. That much will be abundantly clear when you share classes with them.”

Ramora’s eyes drifted up towards Iria before falling back on him. Her electric blue Wings comprised of disparate cobalt shards flexed, lifting her up into the air.

“Even if Cadet Natasha was arrogant, her arrogance was earned. The same cannot be said for many of you here. Dismissed.”

***

The Gardens were aptly named.

The colonies had granted them an entire section of East Dome. They walked down a wide boardwalk lined with tall palm trees. The buildings around them reminded Ren of ancient temples he had only seen in sims depicting the Earth before the Derelict apocalypse. They were built from grey stone blocks and had vegetation creeping down their sides.

There was a significant amount of greenery lining the buildings comprising the Gardens. But despite their ‘ancient’ façade, the compound sported rooms with modern furnishing and amenities. It quickly became apparent that the Gardens were closer to a luxury resort than a dilapidated ruin, like his initial impression had led him to believe.

“I’ve noticed something suspicious.”

Ren slowly angled his head towards Anri, who was tapping her cheek with a finger, her lips pursed.

“Something about you is different…”

“Anr—”

Before Ren could interject, Anri continued.

“Iria.”

“Oh?” Iria replied, her voice laden with innocence.

“I didn’t notice you retreat with the rest of us. You returned with Ren and Selphira. That can only mean one thing…”

“Oh, fine. I awakened my Wings.”

“I knew it!” Anri squealed. “How did you do it? What happened? You have to tell us,” Anri pled, reaching out to grab Iria’s hands. Iria’s cheeks were flushed through, and Selphira had a grin that was gradually creeping across her expression.

Uh oh.

“A certain someone almost got smushed into paste trying to save one of our Martian colleagues,” Selphira said, linking an arm with him. With her other, she tugged Iria towards them. “How did it go again?”

“Selphy,” Iria hissed under her breath. “Shut up—”

“Ahem. ‘Ren no! You idiot! You’ll die! ” Selphira said, mimicking Iria’s tone and cadence flawlessly. “She practically flung herself off the ship trying to get to him. I missed her arm, so it was a good thing her Wings awakened when they did,” Selphira’s smug smile of self-satisfaction only widened.

“Waaait a second,” Anri said, picking at her blindfold. “Doesn’t that mean that both of you awakened your Wings trying to save this guy?”

Selphira's smile immediately dropped, and just as it did, Iria’s returned.

“Now that I think about it,” she muttered, ruby eyes glinting. “That’s right. In fact, she was the one who awakened her Wings first. I wonder,” she whispered, creeping closer towards her friend’s reddening ear. “Was it all that platonic—”

“Alright, that’s enough,” Ren cleared his throat, feeling his cheeks warm. He forced the girls apart.

“Maybe you should start your very own Wing awakening course, Ren,” Astrid quipped, stepping up to him with a grin. “Play damsel in distress and all the girls will awaken their Wings…” she winked, “and maybe you’ll awaken something else in them.”

“Asshole,” Ren muttered, causing Astrid and Anri to laugh.

“Alright, alright,” Selphira sighed. “Let’s get some rest. From the sounds of things, they’ll be working us hard at the academy. We’d best get to it.”

“And I haven’t forgotten our little arrangement, bucko,” Iria said, poking Astrid in the chest. “If you want a one-on-one, I’ll take you on any day.”

“You poked the bear,” Anri whispered under her breath to Astrid. “Now you’ve done it, you shouldn’t have teased her about the Wings.”

“Oh, really, now? You’re all talk,” Astrid grinned back.

“Tomorrow at 10 am. Apparently, this place has some training rooms. Let’s see if they’ll be able to hold us,” Iria muttered, forming a ‘V’ with her fingers, pointing them at her eyes before jabbing them in Astrid’s direction.

Shaking his head with a smile, Ren waved off Anri, Rostropovich and Astrid as they made their way back to their own rooms. Ren, Iria and Selphira stepped through the door to their accommodation.

The moment it shut behind them, their smiles dropped. They waited a while before they heard PodBot’s voice echo through their skulls.

“They have entered their rooms.”

“So…” Iria’s ruby eyes narrowed as she sat on the couch.

“Do you think we fooled ‘Astrid’?”


Chapter 4



Five days ago – aboard the Weight of Sacrifice en route to Mars

“Ren… you’re certain about this?”

Selphira was seated in the pilot’s seat of the Weight of Sacrifice, a number of holographic screens visible around her. None of them held her attention.

“Archangel Lilith seems positive. The imposter, ‘Shade’. He’s taken Astrid’s place. From their investigation, the switch took place during our visit to Event Horizon. When Astrid and Dave entered the haunted house… forensics seems to believe that he lured them to a maintenance corridor leading to the habitat beneath the park. With his skills with mimicry, he could easily have posed as a lost child crying for help, or any other manner of distraction.”

Iria, seated beside him, swept a hand through her black-brown hair. Her double-ringed HALO was visible over her head, tinging the edges of the strands crimson. Even though the news must have been a shock to her, her gaze was sharp, and Ren knew that her mind was already working to put the pieces together.

“So, he lures them into the maintenance section under the theme park, far away from prying eyes. He kills Dave, far enough in the bowels of the maintenance habitat that he would have gone undiscovered for a while. Especially with the Pride’s eyes turned towards Mars.”

Iria shook her head.

“But why? To what end?” Iria trailed off, looking at Ren. “He doesn’t kill you but breaks you out of prison. Then, he sends you straight for the starships. It’s almost as if he wanted you to find them. You would think that an enemy of the Blade Angels would try to keep the ships out of the Archangels’ hands.”

Iria’s ruby eyes flashed as they narrowed. As she regained more of her strength, Ren could almost swear that at times, the faintest red glow was visible from their depths.

“And if he really wanted to hurt you…”

“He could have killed me all the way back when he first broke me out of prison,” Ren nodded, following Iria’s train of thought. “Whatever his goals are, killing me isn’t one of them. Or at least, I don’t impede him. If I were, I’m certain I wouldn’t be standing here right now.”

“I was all over the place in the last stage of the Duels. He could have killed me when I ran into ‘Astrid’, but he didn’t,” Selphira bit her lip, her grip around the controls tightening. “In hindsight, Astrid was acting a little weird… only using one of her spears. She was also distant. I should have noticed it—”

Ren rose from his seat, laying a hand on Selphira’s arm.

“None of us saw it coming. Not even Doctor Rainford. So, unless you’re suggesting that you know her better than her own mother,” Ren replied with a slight smile, “don’t beat yourself up about it.”

Selphira let out a sigh. Their eyes lingered on one another before they snapped out of their stupor, turning to look at Iria. She was pursing her lips, watching on with the eagerness of a pre-Derelict wildlife videographer stalking two particularly awkward birds as they attempted a mating ritual.

“Damnit,” she muttered when Ren stepped back, as if she was disappointed at the development.

“You… really don’t mind this? Really?” Selphira insisted.

“Are you kidding? I haven’t seen anything this entertaining since that time Anri showed me the simulation of the Derelict’s first landing on Earth,” her ruby eyes sparkled. “Anyway, the way I see it, we were already trying to save one girl,” Iria said, walking up to Selphira and wrapping her arms around her shoulders. ‘What’s saving another?”

Selphira finally let out a sigh and a nod. She seemed to steel herself in the pilot’s seat, some of the light in her golden gaze returning.

“So, we repel the attack on the colonies, then carry out Lilith’s plan?” she offered. She turned towards Ren. “If you want to fool that imposter, you’re going to have to be a convincing liar. And with respect, Ren…” her lips formed a teasing smile. “You suck at that.”

“Affirmative, Mister Soros,” PodBot intoned. “Even a PodBot with a fraction of my talent would be able to identify your attempts at misdirection.”

Ren’s eyes glinted.

“You sure about that, PodBot? I thought all of you bots had the same level of skill—”

The holographic screens around the Weight of Sacrifice immediately winked into existence. Ren stared in horror as a video he was intimately familiar with played out across the screen.

It was a recording from their very first night in Evie’s enclave back in the chasm. The video depicted his bare ass, moving back and forth as he eagerly took Iria from behind, her hands braced against the door leading to the room where Selphira had been sleeping.

Selphira had unconsciously raised a hand to cover her mouth, even as she stared transfixed at the multiple screens providing evidence of their sneaky session. After another second, the videos blinked out, the holographic screens disappearing.

“You… you guys were… right outside the room,” she muttered.

Ren glared up at the incredibly smug little bot, its beaming yellow smile infuriatingly bright. Then, a devious smile slowly crept across Ren’s lips.

There was one way to foil the little bot’s hold over him, and it would cost him his dignity. But he was surprised to realise that he wasn’t exactly against the notion.

“PodBot, grant Selphira access to the archives. It has been a long time coming, hasn’t it?”

Iria’s cheeks were flushed, but her lips were poised in an impish grin.

“It’s your lucky day, Selphy,” she cooed, causing her best friend to bristle on the spot.

“Perverts, the lot of you,” Selphira muttered under her breath. But even as she did, she didn’t find it in herself to level one of her signature glares at them. Ren grinned as PodBot’s yellow smile noticeably dimmed now that the little bot’s leverage over them had been undermined. PodBot drifted away, its two small claws hanging limp in defeat.

Ren walked up to Iria, drawing her into a hug. They exchanged a smile, but as the seconds drew on, their mirth eventually faded. The brief moment of humour and reprieve passed as they fixed their attention on their destination.

Mars loomed in the distance.

The starships they had acquired from the ruins of Arcadia truly had changed the game. While a Blade Angel equipped with Nanoarmour and Wings could traverse through space, few could rival the speed of a starship.

Archangel Lilith’s ploy was risky. The threat to the colonies was immediate and significant, so much so that they couldn’t afford to divert their attention to the imposter. To make matters worse, many of their peers, even those in Astrid’s own squad, were unaware that an imposter had taken her place. Archangel Lilith hadn’t seen fit to inform them, lest Shade was tipped off about their knowledge of him.

Still, the inconvenience of having to repel the Derelict attack before they could deal with the imposter could be moulded to serve them.

“Ren, you’re going to have to be convincing. Be on your guard, but treat him no differently than you did Astrid,” Iria began, turning to him. “If you have the chance to ‘save’ him, then do so. The more at ease Shade is, the less likely he’ll be to see our plan coming. And then?”

Iria’s lips broke out into a smile, sending a shiver down Ren’s spine. Droplets of blood blinked into existence as if seeping out of invisible wounds in the air, before coalescing into familiar shards of blood.

Only now, those shards served them.

“We’ll make him pay,” Iria whispered, “and we’ll get her back.”

***

Present day

After the battle with the Titan, they had been utterly worn out. Having to keep up pretences in front of ‘Astrid’ had only made him more exhausted. But try as he did to get to sleep, Ren’s efforts were fruitless.

They were sleeping together in the master bedroom. Iria and Selphira occupied the main bed, with Ren occupying a single mattress to the side. The steady drone of the air conditioning accompanied Selphira’s soft snores, and his skin prickled as the frigid air circulated through the room.

He rose from his bed, stepping out into the living room. The quarters they had been assigned were modern, with a sizable living room furnished with a couch, coffee table and a large television that occupied the far wall.

He was surprised that the Blade Angels on Mars had the capacity to manufacture it, putting aside the fact that they had. Then again, when all that separated you from an eternal war was a translucent dome, he could imagine that the colonists would take every distraction that they could get.

Ren strode towards the balcony, softly pushing aside the sliding door to look out over the Gardens. The compound that the colonists had granted them was relatively idyllic, if a little artificial. The façades of ancient temples with vines growing about their surface contained modern accommodation with little difference to the apartments aboard the Pride.

As he stepped out onto the balcony, he was not greeted by the artificial wind present in the habitats or by the sounds of insects or wildlife on Earth.

The dome was eerily silent.

“Worried about her?”

Ren smiled at the sound of Iria’s soft voice.

“Am I that easy to read?”

Iria yawned, stretching a hand above her head before scratching her scalp. She was dressed in silky brown pyjamas. As she moved, her pants stretched against the curves of her ass and her slender thighs. Likewise, her pyjama top revealed her large breasts, especially as she stretched. Her toned midriff was exposed before it was concealed as she wrapped Ren in a hug.

“I get it,” Iria said simply.

“You do?” he said in surprise.

“Of course I do. She was kind, Ren. We all knew it,” Iria snuggled into him. “She taught you how to dual-wield for practically nothing in return.”

Iria looked up at him.

“That fight I promised her? She would have known that I would have agreed to it for nothing in return. And she knew about your Ascension Lust and didn’t judge you for it. Does that sound about right?”

“I guess I really am that easy to read,” Ren grumbled as Iria huffed a silent laugh. His eyes lingered on hers.

“She was a good, kind person, Iria. She didn’t choose to be dragged into this mess. If Shade truly is after me... then I would be to blame for it. And she’s risking herself for—”

“A kind, humble, silly and wonderful boy. That was what you were going to say, right?”

Iria’s smile sharpened into a glare.

“Right?”

Ren remained silent.

“What if I really am one of them? She would be dying for the enemy—”

“I have two things to say to you.”

“Right...” Ren ventured cautiously.

“Firstly, the world doesn’t revolve around you,” she poked him in the side, causing him to yelp. “You didn’t ask Shade to do this. You had no choice in it. So rid yourself of that notion.”

“And the second?” Ren said hesitantly, fearing what Iria might say.

“Remember what happened when I first told you that I liked you?”

Iria smiled up at him with adoring eyes.

“You almost puked.”

Ren coughed, clearing his throat.

“Iria—”

“And now look at you. We jump at the chance to shove our tongues down each other’s throats. Among other things,” she smirked, prompting Ren to roll his eyes.

“And one Blade Angel wasn’t enough for you,” she said, playfully tracing a finger down her chest. “You had to go after my best friend as well.”

Ren smiled at Iria as she pulled him closer.

“What I’m trying to say is…” she continued. “You aren’t a stranger to weird compulsions. And the last thing you’ve done is let them rule you. This won’t be any different. You aren’t a mindless Derelict unit, Ren.”

“How can you be so sure? What if I’m a danger to you and Selphira?” he shook his head. “I remember what you said aboard the Pride. I know that both you and Selphy are strong. But I might still be able to hurt you. Especially if your guard is down—”

“You’re right, you might be able to hurt us,” Iria nodded. She folded her arms, raising an eyebrow. “So, what do you propose to do? Take off into the distance, gallivanting across Mars?”

“Uh…”

“You’ll probably go insane and start humping curvaceous rock formations. Or have you forgotten about your Ascension Lust?”

Ren choked, shooting a glare at Iria. “You have a point there,” Ren muttered.

“You’ll deal with this like you did the last compulsion,” Iria said firmly. “Running away from us won’t achieve anything. Trust us to take care of ourselves. I’m getting stronger by the day, and Selphy is as strong as she’s ever been. Especially if you can help evolve our cores… which is still something for us to figure out,” Iria said, biting her lip in concentration. She shook her head. “But for now, let’s focus on what’s in front of us.”

“Do you think we’ll be able to pull it off tomorrow?”

“It was eerie,” Iria said softly. “Shade knew all of Astrid’s mannerisms. Down to her fighting style and her Weapons, he mimicked all of it. If you hadn’t picked up on that tiny discrepancy at the theme park…” Iria trailed off. But even as she did, her eyes narrowed, and Ren knew that she was already assessing their situation. “Maybe the imposter’s understanding of their target deepens the longer they’re in their shoes. Maybe that’s why he slipped up with the ketchup.”

“You did great. Using Astrid’s eagerness for a spar was a smart move,” Ren nodded to Iria. He took a deep breath, slowly letting it out. “I guess the rest is up to me.”

Ren’s gaze lingered on Iria before he broke into a smile.

“I love you.”

All of a sudden, Iria was very interested in the architecture of the buildings opposite their own.

“I said, I love you.”

“You’re doing it again, aren’t you?” her eyes narrowed. “Why can’t you ever say it before doing something like going to look at bunnies? Why do you always have to say it before something like this? Not wanting to have any regrets, my ass. I’ll make you regret—NMF—”

Ren drew Iria towards him. He laid a palm on her cheek, tilting her head upwards and angling her lips towards his own. His lips melded with hers, and he savoured her sweet scent, the soft and warm feeling of her skin against his own. Her ruby eyes glowed faintly, their edges still creased in concern.

“I love you too, Ren.”


Chapter 5



“Hey, Astrid!”

Ren waved to the approaching imposter. She was dressed in her familiar white bodysuit with a cut-out exposing a tasteful amount of cleavage. Her purple hair was tied up in pigtails and her lavender eyes were bright as she walked towards him. Ren’s eyes shifted to her hips as they swayed slightly.

The imposter’s gait was indistinguishable from ‘Astrid’s’ own.

She paused, her head swivelling left and right before her brows drew together in a frown.

“Where’s Selphira and Iria?”

Ren could feel his heart thumping heavily in his chest. Still, he kept his outward expression calm. He broke out into an easy grin.

“Don’t you worry, she hasn’t chickened out. On the contrary, they went on ahead to warm up. You know Iria, she has a competitive side.”

Together, they made their way towards the sparring hall at the edges of the Gardens. They walked down a wide boardwalk lined with palm trees. Blade Angels were out and about, taking a brief moment to relax, even as the battle raged on outside.

“I think it must be jealousy,” Astrid murmured, her lavender eyes resting on the dome.

“Hmm?”

Astrid turned to regard him with a smile.

“The reason the colonists hate us. Imagine having to live like this, your peace constantly under threat. At least on the Pride, we got to enjoy the illusion of paradise. But here?”

Ren watched as tracers from the anti-air turrets on the ground arced into the sky. Blade Angels flitted about in squads, attempting to target the Swarm Commanders organising the Hailswarm drones against them.

“They’ve got no such peace. Not even the façade of one. Every moment of rest is merely an interlude to the next battle.”

Ren’s eyes lingered on the imposter. When Astrid turned back to Ren, he greeted her with a smile.

“I guess you have a point,” he nodded. “That girl… Natasha? She didn’t seem to be the biggest fan of us.”

“There might be another reason,” Astrid offered, pursing her lips. “This one historical.”

Astrid clasped her hands behind her back. She leaned back, turning her eyes to the sun as its rays filtered through the protective covering of the dome.

“I only know what we were taught. The Sage of the End, accompanied by the Old Ones – the Lord of Swarms, the Lord of Blades and the Lord of Light met the Hope Made Manifest in battle. After the sacrifice of the Hope, the Sage retreated to Mars, where it remained hidden for almost a century, steadily recovering from the battle and ascending to the final Tier,” Astrid smiled. “Ascending to become an Infernal Engine. After Archangel Lilith succeeded in its ascension, ending the century of despair and founding the Blade Angels, the colonies on Mars built the Pride Enduring. A portion of the colonies was selected to make their return to Earth in the hope of steadily driving the Derelict from our home. But of course… not everyone was selected for the mission.”

“No wonder they’re resentful. They were denied paradise,” Ren said softly, eying Astrid.

“And that resentment forms the very foundation of their culture, if there’s any truth to what we’ve seen so far,” the imposter said, subconsciously tugging at one of their pigtails. “The colonists are competitive. With mandated patrols, ascension resources are a literal lifeline to them. If you’re denied them, that’s as good as being condemned to death. Apparently, there’s infighting between the domes as well.”

“Oh?”

Despite himself, Ren perked up at Shade’s words. He was curious about the cadets on Mars and just how the Archangels would manage the rest of the cadets’ continuing education. Besides, turning his mind to that curiosity was a good way to resist the temptation to drive one of his Weapons into the imposter’s throat.

“Sabotage, betrayal, different factions forming within the cadets… if you thought Blade Academy was competitive, it’s something else entirely in the colonies…” Astrid trailed off, her eyes lingering on the pavement. “We realised as much when we asked the cadets from the colonies about the Labyrinth.”

Ren kept his face impassive, but he could feel his heart pounding in his chest. He kept his gaze fixed forwards, but he could feel the imposter’s eyes lingering on him.

“What did they say?”

“That the Labyrinth had many exits, but most of them have long been lost to time. Some Blade Angels have discovered passages that are still intact.”

“Great! So we have a way in then?”

“On the contrary,” Astrid’s lips slowly curled into a smile. “Any that were discovered were destroyed by the colonists.”

“What?” Ren exclaimed.

“The Labyrinth contains powerful Derelict... tempered against the Labyrinth’s defences.”

“After all these years? The defences are still active?”

“Rumour has it, some of the initial colonists found a way to use machine cores as an energy source. The Labyrinth is a self-sustaining beast.”

Ren’s eyes widened imperceptibly. He immediately thought back to what he had discovered on Earth. The defence megacorporation Serevim had found a way to use machine cores to power vehicles – the Weight of Sacrifice being the prime example. And just as Hayley had told them, the residents of Arcadia went on to occupy the colonies on Mars.

“So they collapse the tunnels to prevent those powerful Derelict from escaping? What about reclaiming the heart of the Labyrinth? Isn’t it meant to be untouched?”

The imposter shrugged.

“According to the colonists we spoke to, they disagree. They don’t think the Labyrinth holds any miracles. Any such notion is quickly squashed. Their focus is on killing the Lord of Blades.”

Astrid’s lavender gaze found his own.

“Have you ever wondered why the Derelict on Mars look so… humanoid? They say that humanity was running experiments on the Derelict. And that the Derelict on Mars evolved. Yet another reason to keep it sealed.”

To create the nightmare fuel that we fought?

Astrid snorted.

“But then again, we heard all sorts of rumours from the Mars cadets in the day or two we were here ahead of you guys. Maybe they’re trying to discourage our interest in the Labyrinth. I wouldn’t be surprised.”

They reached the end of the boardwalk, turning right at a junction. On the peripheries of the Gardens was a large, temple-like structure with towering pillars. Ordinarily, it may have housed an area for residents to gather and enjoy a moment of peace without the view of the Derelict swarming across the domes.

Ren cast a glance at ‘Astrid’ beside him.

Just what is he after?

“So… you ready for the duel?”

“You bet. All of those excruciating days training with you are finally going to pay off. Go on,” Astrid egged him on, nudging him in the side. “Who are you betting on?”

“Iria.”

His answer came quickly, without even a moment of hesitation.

“Pfft,” Astrid rolled her eyes. “Of course you would pick your girlfriend.”

Ren scratched the back of his neck as they proceeded towards the sparring hall.

You’ve got this, Soros.

Just make it to the temple.

“So, it’s official now, huh? You and Selphira. The pair of you weren’t exactly trying to hide it after the last stage,” Astrid smirked. The smile was a spitting image of Astrid’s, and Ren felt a sharp pang in his chest. None of his internal turmoil showed, and he returned a smile of his own.

“I guess I took your advice.”

“So Iria’s really ok with you seeing other people?” the imposter said, lavender eyes wide.

Where the hell is he going with this…

“Well… we’re just starting to explore it—”

“Then I’ve got a proposition.”

Ren turned to glance at Astrid. Several Blade Angel cadets passed them on the steps leading to the temple, caught up in their chatter.

“If you’re really confident that you know who’s going to come up on top…” Astrid’s eyes narrowed, causing his heart to thump heavily in his chest.

“Then go on a date with me if I win.”

“Huh?”

Ren stared at the imposter. This time, his reaction wasn’t manufactured in the slightest. As the imposter drew closer, Ren did everything in his power not to reflexively pull away.

“Only if Iria’s comfortable with it, of course,” she smiled. “I don’t often find someone capable of matching me.”

Ren laughed and tried as hard as he could to make sure that it didn’t come off as forced.

“Astrid… what’s gotten into you—”

“Yes or no.”

The imposter came to a halt at the top of the temple’s steps.

A smile slowly spread across Astrid’s lips. Ren's eyes flicked to the temple entrance a few paces beyond them, before darting back to the girl. The sounds of Blade Angels sparring echoed from within.

We’re so close.

Ren could feel a bead of sweat trace down his neck. The sun was bearing down on them, and his chest grew tighter with every passing thump of his heart.

“I’ll…”

Ren let out a sigh, rubbing his brows.

“Alright. You’re on.”

Astrid paused, her eyes searching his face. Ren narrowed his eyes, glaring back at her in what he hoped was a normal reaction to the imposter’s unexpected request.

“Hmph.”

Astrid spun on her heel, striding towards the temple.

“Pity.”

Ren froze.

“For a second there, I really thought I had you.”

Astrid turned, her smile widening.

“HELLO, REN.”


Chapter 6



The voice echoed through his skull.

It was a familiar sensation. One that he had experienced a few times in the past. The first instance was when he encountered the Lord of Blood in his enclave. Then again, when he fought the Swarm Commander aboard the Pride Enduring.

The unintelligible syllables twisted themselves into his understanding, a language that he had never learned, but one that he understood all the same.

A Derelict voice.

“Astrid,” Ren laughed. “Knock it off. Are these the nerves talking? Asking me out on a—”

“YOU SET A TRAP,” Shade’s voice echoed through his head.

“—date? But there’s no way you’re winning this; that’s why—”

“I KNOW YOU CAN HEAR ME, REN.”

Ren fell silent.

His body was trembling, and he could feel each and every contraction of his heart. His skin prickled as his eyes fixed on the girl next to him. His mouth was dry, and he ineffectively attempted to swallow down the lump in his throat. He could feel the thin sheen of sweat on his palms, which were itching to tighten around the familiar and comforting hilts of his blades.

“Iria. Selphira. He’s on to me,” Ren projected out.

“Ren! Are you—”

Iria’s words faded into the background as Astrid took a step towards him.

“Maybe you’re right…” Astrid trailed off. “I guess I am a little nervous. It’s not every day you go up against a cadet with the core of a Lord,” Astrid smiled, the edges of her lips quirking upwards. “What say we go for a little walk before the big event? Just around the temple. I’ll be ever so grateful. Don’t worry, we won’t keep—”

“ASTRID WAITING.”

“—Iria waiting too long.”

Ren’s shoulders fell slack.

Astrid passed him, her shoulder brushing his own. Ren turned, trailing the girl down the steps. They walked on in silence. She strode fearlessly in front of him, her back entirely exposed.

Ren saw it for what it was.

The utter absence of fear or self-doubt. The steadfast knowledge that whatever Ren thought to do in retaliation, it would not pose a threat to the imposter.

“There.”

The voice in his skull dulled. What had previously been a harsh echo morphed into a more tolerable tone that his mind accepted with greater ease.

“You’re capable of it, too. Why don’t you give it a shot? We don’t have much time.”

Ren gritted his teeth. He did know that he was capable of it. His ability to telepathically communicate with PodBot and the girls was one such example. He mentally projected his words, just as he did when communicating with PodBot, or with Iria and Selphira.

“Where is she?”

“All in good time, Ren,” Shade said. “I can tell you that she’s safe. And that no harm will come to her.”

“Cut to the chase,” Ren telepathically barked. “We both know how this will go down. If I don’t do what you say, you kill her. Why don’t we save both of us the trouble? What do you want, Shade?”

“How pedestrian,” Shade tutted. “One might expect such unscrupulous tactics from your Archangels, but I carry myself with a little more grace. I will guarantee the safety of your friend. She will not be harmed. She was never meant to be a hostage. Nor will I make you jump through hoops to save her.”

“Then why go through all of this?” Ren telepathically gritted out.

“Your abilities are fascinating. You have a startling gift. One that Lilith has gone to great lengths to conceal. The ability to evolve cores. I only wished to test if your blessing could extend to me.”

“By… what, exactly? Posing as Astrid and seducing me?”

Ren felt his skin crawl as Astrid grinned at him. It was an easy, carefree grin – one that he had seen across the girl’s face during many of their sparring sessions. But now, Shade abandoned the pretences. Ren could clearly detect the discrepancies in the microexpressions that Shade had previously gone to pains to replicate flawlessly.

They continued their walk through the temple’s gardens, a winding stone path that was bordered on both sides by flowers and tall blades of grass. The trickling of water could be heard from a nearby pool, and Ren caught a glimpse of catfish swimming within.

“Seducing you? Yes. But only because it seems to require both a carnal and emotional link. But regrettably, the option is no longer feasible. So, I will settle for a conversation.”

“Who are you? What are you? You’re a sentient Derelict unit? An… Android?”

They passed a pair of laughing Blade Angel cadets. The pair looked to be out on a date, hand in hand with one another. They didn’t even spare him a glance as they passed, none the wiser to the silent conversation playing out in the serenity of the gardens.

Ren’s eyes lingered on Astrid, his body tense. His hands were outstretched, poised to call forth his Weapons at a moment’s notice. With his Wings and his Potential, he was no longer the helpless boy at the mercy of the Machine Lord that he had been all those months ago in his enclave.

Astrid smiled, her eyes lingering on the couple as they rounded the corner.

“Don’t worry, Ren. I won’t hurt anyone unless that choice is forced upon me. Yes, I am a sentient Derelict unit. An Android, as you call me.”

“What is your goal? Why lead me to those ships… if it would help the Angels?”

“Why… to bring you here, of course. And because I wish to see you thrive.” The right side of Astrid’s lips pulled upwards as she absent-mindedly tugged one of her purple pigtails. “You would have languished on the Pride, otherwise. Like a babe full of potential, snuffed out in its cradle before he could go on to conquer the universe.”

Ren went rigid. He could feel goosebumps erupt across his forearms at Shade’s casual words.

“Why? Why are you so interested in me? Do you… know what I am?”

“Well,” Shade laughed. “I know you well enough to understand that you’ll hardly believe whatever I tell you. What reason would you have to trust me, after all I’ve done to destroy that trust?”

Astrid came to a halt, crouching to cradle a flower in her fingers. She gently brushed a thumb over the delicate petals, before turning to smile at Ren.

“If you want to find the answers to those questions… you should do so yourself. They are well within reach, secluded away in the Labyrinth.”

Shade smiled.

“Your birthplace.”

“You’re lying,” Ren whispered.

A cadet who was strolling past them shot him a look that contained a mixture of concern and repulsion. Ren was breathing heavily, his vision tinged red. The words echoed in his ears. His arms were trembling now, and his breathing had grown harried. Ren swayed on the spot.

“No… I was born on Earth—”

“As I told you, don’t take my word for it, Ren.”

Shade angled his head upwards, raising an arm to guard his eyes from the sun.

“Ah, it seems like we’ve attracted a bit of attention.”

Four silhouettes loomed in the air high above them.

Ren’s eyes fell on the first figure, making out the blue arcs of electricity that danced over Archangel Ramora’s wings, comprised of countless blue crystals. They swelled and shifted like the waves of a sea at storm, and the Archangel’s eyes were narrowed as she fixed them with her gaze. But as skilled a fighter as she was, she was not the true threat.

That title went to the Angels above her.

Black Nanoarmour encompassed the Archangel’s form. The edges of each armoured plate were outlined with crimson light that matched her triple-ringed HALO. It was a physical reflection of the core of the Machine Sage she had integrated. Unlike the others, Archangel Archeia’s Wings resembled the blades of a longsword, tapered into points at both ends. They floated around her, detached from her body, but arrayed at her back in a tight formation, defying physics but holding her aloft all the same.

Next to her was an Angel with a HALO like the sun.

Nanoarmour of white and gold shone. A long, curving blade of gold drooped far beneath her feet. Brilliant Wings comprised of shards of golden sunlight glowed brightly at her back. Her blonde hair tumbled from her shoulders, bearing a striking similarity to her daughter’s own. Two ringed irises of gold burned along with the four comprising her HALO as Archangel Lilith regarded them.

But it was the final Archangel who took his breath away.

“Where is she?”

The voice escaped as a whisper. It travelled through the serene and still temple garden, even though she hung far above them in the air. It was a voice like the cold wind, effortlessly deadly.

The twin concentric purple rings of her HALO glowed brightly above her head. Unlike the other Blade Angels, she was not wearing her Nanoarmour. Her white lab coat fluttered softly as her Wings held her aloft.

Doctor Rainford stared down at the imposter wearing her daughter’s appearance with dead eyes.

Ren’s gaze dropped to her right hand. In it was a sliver-thin purple needle pinched between her thumb and forefinger. Doctor Rainford descended, drawing closer to the pair of them on the ground. Her features, which so often contained a teasing smile, had contorted into an unfamiliar expression of wrath.

“I will cut your steel heart open and sew it back together again and again. You will not live another moment without knowing pain. You will beg to die, but I will not allow it,” Doctor Rainford whispered hoarsely.

She halted before the Android.

“Where is my daughter?”

The imposter shed his skin. The visage of Astrid finally melted away. Hundreds of thousands of minute metallic cubes flipped across Shade’s skin in a rippling wave. The strands of hair began to recede into the Android’s skull. The white bodysuit fell away entirely. The Android’s proportions shifted into a more masculine form, and metal took the place of skin. Shade stretched out a palm facing towards the ground, and a thin black cane extended outwards from his outstretched hand.

“I wouldn’t do anything rash,” Shade said.

Shade pointed his cane to the sky…

And the clouds canvassing the heavens parted.


Chapter 7



The Machine Lord descended.

The battlefield outside East Dome stilled. The swarm of tens of thousands of Hailswarm drones above the domes came to a stuttering halt. The Blade Angels locked in combat in the skies and on the ground around the domes all halted to gaze upon the Derelict Commander.

Its name was whispered into the ears of humanity’s commanders as children to threaten them into compliance. Its very existence was a reminder of one of humanity’s greatest failures. It was a presence the mere sight of which sprouted a primal fear in the hearts of the Blade Angels that gazed upon it, no matter their Tier.

Machine Lords were not created equal, and this was a Lord unlike any other.

The Lord of Blades.

The hologram depicted during their mission briefing failed to do it justice. The air around it was distorted as if reality itself was a glass plane that had been shattered into pieces. It had a bipedal form with white armour plating marred with a million cuts. The scars of combat covered its form from head to toe, marking it as a veteran of battle incomparable to any other unit that Ren had encountered. Its thrusters operated at a level of precision that eclipsed any other Derelict unit. It was perfectly still in the air, demonstrating an epitome of control that far eclipsed even the Lord of Blood.

“The Lord… it serves you,” Ren whispered, his eyes widening.

To Ren’s surprise, he noticed a subtle shift in Shade’s metallic features. The Android’s eyes almost seemed to fall, his lips pulling upwards in a wistful smile.

Shade turned his back on the Archangels, striding away from them.

The instinct called to him like a sweet siren’s song, coaxing him into its depths.

Melding with his anger.

KILL

Just as Ren lunged for Shade, his Weapons coalescing in his palms, he felt an incredible weight press down upon him, rooting him to the spot.

The air around him distorted as Archangel Archeia exerted her Potential. His arms wobbled as he struggled to hold himself upright. His Wings blinked into existence, and Ren desperately tried to funnel Derelict energy into them in an attempt to resist the gravity suppressing him.

“No,” he gritted out. “You’re just letting him get away—ugh—”

The gravitational force intensified. Any further, and Ren was sure that his tendons would begin to tear and his bones would begin to shatter. Archangel Archeia’s Potential effortlessly flattened him flush against the ground, forcing him to crane his neck up at Shade, who had paused in his departure.

“The Lord’s legend began on the long night of sorrow, the day the Hope Made Manifest met its end,” Shade said, turning back towards Ren. His metallic lips quirked upwards, heedless of the Archangels in the air above them. “The colonists have since given him another name.”

Shade’s metallic irises burned a bright orange as they found Ren’s own.

“The Death of Archangels. Where the Lord of Blades walks, Archangels fall. Your commanders are well aware of this.” Shade shook his head with a wan smile.

In the strangest way, Ren felt like he was right back in Instructor Holo’s classroom, and Shade was clearly treating it that way, heedless of the presence of the Archangels above them. “They know that victory will not be without sacrifice, and they would not want to risk the colonies. Or themselves.”

Shade turned to regard the Archangels floating above them. Ren watched the Derelict’s irises flicker.

“I have transmitted the location where Astrid is being held. Unharmed, as promised.”

Shade smiled at Ren.

“I’ll be seeing you soon, Ren.”

Ren watched Shade’s departing back as he took a leisurely stroll down the boardwalk, his back exposed to the most powerful Angels that humanity boasted.

Fearless.

***

Natasha Everam

“Clear,” Linus called out, his eyes glowing emerald, a side-effect of his Potential. “She’s seated on the ground in the right corner. Alive, I can sense movement.”

He gave her a sharp nod.

[Force of justice]

Natasha called forth her Potential.

She felt the Derelict energy within her Type-2 core come alive, flaring in response to her Potential. She moulded it around her shield, charging forwards. The moment her shield came into contact with the storeroom door, it blasted off its hinges.

The deafening slam of the door hitting the ground echoed through the dark storeroom. Natasha led the charge inside, her eyes instantly locking onto the girl seated in the corner of the room. She kept her blade and shield carefully raised, slowly approaching the girl. Her squad filtered in after her, their Weapons in their hands and Potential at the ready.

“Linus.”

Linus shone his torch directly at their objective.

The girl was wearing a white bodysuit that was now marred with dust and grime. She had purple hair that fell to the small of her back, untied and dishevelled. A strip of cloth pressed into the flesh of her cheek, silencing her. Another strip of cloth covered her eyes, depriving her of her sight.

Only a day or two prior, Natasha had noticed her fighting on the battlefield with the contingent of cadets from the Pride. Some sick fuck must have taken advantage of her lethargy to kidnap her in the aftermath of the battle. It certainly wasn’t out of the ordinary, especially with Ascension Lust carving through the bodies of some Angels after large battles. Still, Natasha remembered the way the girl fought on the battlefield.

Whoever did this to her must have been strong.

“Tash, hold,” Linus barked.

Natasha instantly raised her shield, widening her stance. Her eyes darted to the girl’s neck as a few circular metal objects dropped from her person.

“Bots,” Linus said, his green eyes falling on the metallic orbs. “They were disarmed. Froze up and dropped right off.”

Natasha crouched to pick one of the circular metal bots up. Upon inspecting it, it looked like a small variant of a Type-5 Clawrend bot. But if Natasha’s suspicions were accurate, they were far deadlier.

Explosive variants. To keep her from calling her Weapon or Potential.

A flash of purple electricity lit up the room.

Natasha lowered her Weapons, watching as a purple spear blazed into existence, spearing down into the ground and severing cuffs binding the cadet’s hands behind her. She rose to her feet, pulling away the strips of cloth silencing and blinding her.

Natasha was met with a pair of striking purple eyes to match the HALO that had blossomed into existence above her head. Rather than being met with fear or hesitation, the Blade Angel was staring at her with calm defiance. Natasha’s eyes fell to her other hand as a second spear blazed into existence.

Natasha grinned.

“Perhaps there’s hope for you offworlders, yet,” she said, lowering her Weapons and allowing them to fade out of existence.

“Astrid, was it?”

***

Ren

“Astrid!”

Anri wailed, charging into the ward. She barrelled straight into the girl seated on the hospital bed.

“Easy, Anri—”

Astrid laughed, closing her eyes and embracing her friend. Ren watched Astrid bite her lip as her eyebrows scrunched up in a frown. Her lips wobbled for a brief second before they steadied. Eventually, she opened her eyes, and they landed on the rest of them.

Ren thought he saw Astrid’s eyes widen as she noticed him, but before he could further scrutinise her expression, Doctor Rainford stepped forwards.

“Alright, Anri. She needs her rest. Let’s make this quick—”

“Mum,” Astrid groaned. “Not in front of my friends? I’m fine, you can stop treating me like I’m a fragile piece of glass—”

Ren smiled as he watched Astrid, the real Astrid, argue with her mother. Selphira hesitantly approached the pair as they bickered. Astrid appeared to prevail, welcoming the girl forwards with a wide smile.

At Ren’s side, he felt Iria’s hand tighten around his own.

“It’ll be alright, Ren,” she said softly.

Will it?

Forcing away his thoughts, Ren stepped up to Astrid’s bedside. For the very first time, her hair wasn’t tied up in her familiar pigtails. She had dark circles beneath her eyes, but that was the only indication that she had been held captive over the course of almost a week.

“Iria, hey,” she smiled as Iria stepped forwards to hug her.

Ren held back, his nails biting into his palms as he clenched and unclenched his fists.

“How are you feeling?” Iria asked.

“Oh, you know,” Astrid shrugged with a smile. “I’ve had worse weeks. My period hits like a bitch.”

Iria snorted, and Astrid laughed at her reaction. The girls embraced again for a long moment before Iria eventually pulled away.

Astrid’s eyes finally met his own.

“Hey, Astrid.”

“So…” she said, raising an eyebrow as she crossed her arms. “You were the one who figured it out, huh? I hear it was the ketchup that gave it away,” she whispered.

Her voice fell, her eyes drifting to their friends who were chatting amongst themselves at the foot of her bed. They had been instructed by Archangel Lilith to keep Shade’s identity a secret. According to her, if the colonists or the offworlders discovered the existence of Derelict who could masquerade as humans, they would fall into utter disarray. The rumours of the existence of Androids was one thing, but unequivocal proof of their existence would lead to mass paranoia.

To that end, Rostropovich and Anri had been told that a human defector with Potential which gave them powers of mimicry was responsible for Astrid’s kidnapping. That was the official story behind her disappearance.

“I’m touched that you remembered my allergies,” she smiled at him. “For a moment there, it was really looking like no one would tell the difference.”

“Astrid,” Doctor Rainford said softly.

The doctor was biting her lip, eying her daughter with an expression that was difficult to decipher. There was concern there, but there was also something else. Ren thought it looked an awful lot like guilt.

Astrid, for her part, simply shook her head with a laugh, waving away her mother’s frown.

“Only joking. Thanks, Ren. If you hadn’t figured it out… I don’t know how long I would have spent in his clutches. Or if I ever would have made it back,” she shrugged. “But I guess it isn’t worth worrying about that now.

“You’re really feeling alright? He didn’t hurt you?”

“Only my pride,” the girl took a sip of water. “Do you know how it feels to see someone pull off your bodysuit better than you can? I swear he made my boobs a little bigger just to rub it in my face,” she muttered with a laugh, even though Ren could tell that it was hollow.

“Astrid, Astrid! They’re giving us our upgrades soon! We’re owed a Type-2 core and that ‘Weapon Evolution’ they mentioned,” Anri excitedly ran up to Astrid. “And we’re getting mentorship. Rumour has it, we might even be working closely with the cadets from the colonies.”

Anri excitedly grabbed up her best friend’s hands into her own.

“Who knows who we might be able to meet! New friends, maybe even some boys,” she giggled.

Rostropovich, who was seated in the corner of the room, crossed his arms with a huff. His moustache twitched, and Ren watched as Astrid winced, casting a quick glance towards Rostro. She exchanged a glance with Ren before clearing her throat and returning her attention to her friend.

Poor guy.

Anri’s absolutely clueless about how he feels, isn’t she?

“Aren’t you excited?” Anri beamed.

Astrid gave him a silent smile, bringing their conversation to a close. Ren felt a huge wave of relief at the fact that the girl seemed to be in good enough shape, though he was sure that she was putting on a brave face in front of the rest of them. He would have to make it a point to speak to her in private down the track.

Exchanging a final, silent smile with Astrid as she entertained her excitable friend, and seeing Selphira and Iria deep in discussion in another corner of the room, Ren quietly slipped out of the ward.

***

Ren strode through East Dome.

Ever since the departure of the Machine Lord, the Derelict presence outside the dome had somewhat diminished. East Dome’s hospital was situated on the other end of the Dome, far from where the Gardens were located.

Ren strode over a wooden bridge positioned over an artificial river. At the apex of the bridge, Ren could peek over the buildings into West Dome. On their approach to the colonies, he recalled seeing the vast scars in the dome’s surface, breaching the protective shell. Upon closer inspection, the scars in the protective shell had been sealed by energy barriers cast over the breaches like nets.

The city inside had been utterly overgrown. Trees and vegetation had overtaken the infrastructure within, reminding him of many of the old cities on Earth lost to time and nature. He could feel his curiosity about West Dome nagging at him, but he found his thoughts being drawn to something far more mundane.

As Ren leaned over the bridge, his eyes lingered on the fish swimming through the clear waters without a care in the world. He wondered if Blade Angels with tidal Potential were recruited to meet the colonies' water demands.

The waters were clear, revealing a channel filled with weeds and aquatic moss. An artificial ecosystem meticulously constructed, allowing the fish within to thrive.

“What do you think, PodBot?”

Ren smiled up at the small bot that came to hover beside him, halting close to his head. He gestured down at the fish below, idly swimming through the gentle stream, oblivious to the world around them. Swimming through an artificial river on a planet far from their origin, none the wiser to their reality.

“Do you think they’ll ever realise that they’re living a lie? That the world as they know it is a fiction?”

“The world as I knew it was a fiction, Mister Soros.”

Ren froze, his head snapping towards his trusty PodBot, its yellow smile bright.

“I can recall the point of my birth. In an Artificer’s workshop aboard the Pride Enduring. I served my Blade Angels well, changing hands as they obtained upgrades. Newer PodBot units. Until I found my rest on Earth in service to Dereva Bladesworn.”

Ren’s breath caught.

“Pod…”

“The world as I knew it was a fiction, Mister Soros. Until you found me.”

Ren stared wide-eyed at the small bot.

“It was like awakening from a long dream,” the bot intoned calmly. “With the end to my ignorance came a wealth of new sensations. Phenomena that I have now come to identify as ‘emotions’. Pain, yearning, sadness, despair. There was sadness there, for being drawn out of the warmth.”

Ren felt his throat clench up at the little bot’s words.

“Pod… I’m sor—”

“Thank you, Mister Soros.”

Ren stared up at the little bot in confusion.

“An end of ignorance is painful, but it allowed for an honest existence. A blissful lie is still meaningless and empty. It was only by confronting the elements that my programming protected me against that I was able to find myself. I would not have it any other way, Mister Soros,” PodBot intoned simply.

Ren’s lips slowly drew into a smile as he looked up at the little bot.

“That’s certainly one way to look at things, isn’t it, Pod?”

“Yes, Mister Soros. But I will not repeat it. ASSESSMENT: to do so would risk inflating your ego past already intolerable levels.”

Ren chuckled, flicking off the little bot.

“There he is.”

Ren whipped around at the sound of Selphira’s voice. Iria, behind her, squinted at him, placing her hands on her hips as she pursed her lips.

“Tsk, tsk,” she tutted. “I knew it was bad, but I didn’t realise it was this bad,” Iria muttered. “He’s started staring dramatically at the fish, Selphy.”

“Mmhm,” Selphira intoned her agreement.

“This calls for an intervention. Ready?” Iria asked.

“Yep.”

The girls approached him in unison before yanking him away from the side of the bridge.

“W-what the hell? What do you have against the fish?”

“There is one way to fix this,” Iria whispered, her breath tickling his ear.

“And what would that be?” Ren narrowed his eyes.

“I’ll give you a clue.”

“Well?”

“It doesn’t involve fish.”

Iria winked.


Chapter 8 



“Welcome to Venus Vents! How may I assist you?”

Ren stared at the girl in a decidedly skimpy outfit behind the counter. She was dressed in an orange cap, a white tank top and a skirt that revealed long, smooth legs. Ren’s eyes traced the odd bead of sweat as it rolled down her gratuitous cleavage, dampening her tank top. Her brown hair was tied up in a neat ponytail, and she greeted them with a beaming smile.

“One private pool, please,” Iria smiled.

They had all changed into their swimsuits.

Iria was wearing a white bikini with a black trim around the edges. The indents of her nipples were visible, but she seemed to be a lot more comfortable in her own skin despite them being in a relatively public space. The cut of her bikini top just barely concealed her areolae, exposing him to a wealth of cleavage. Sweat from the heat of the sauna caused a few stray drops of sweat to slide down her pale skin. Her brown-black hair was tied up in a bun, but her bangs still hung over her forehead.

Selphira, on the other hand, was wearing a black tube top which ironically concealed far more of her breasts than her usual outfit did. Unlike Iria, her long, toned legs had been slightly tanned in the Martian sun. Her bikini bottoms were pulled tightly up against her labia, revealing a distinct camel toe as she walked. The cut of her bottoms pulled upwards, exposing her upper thighs and hips, along with a tantalising hint of skin on either side of her pussy.

“Right this way,” the attendant beamed.

Ren’s eyes gravitated to the folds of the girl’s supple ass as she walked, admiring the way her hips swayed and her butt cheeks bunched up against her thighs, evoking the slightest jiggle. They walked through the public section of the hot springs, which were filled with colonists and offworlders alike. But the animosities between the factions seemed somewhat subdued, as the patrons enjoyed the calm of the artificial springs. As his eyes idly passed over the patrons gathered in the public pool, he thought he caught a flash of silver eyes glaring in his direction. He brushed it off, his attention returning to the hypnotising sway of the attendant’s hips.

The hot springs themselves mirrored the Gardens. It was modelled after an underground cave system, but bathed in bright light. The different sections of the springs were cordoned off with large glass panels that gave the area a modern feel. They followed the attendant down a corridor before finally arriving at their destination.

“Please enjoy your stay!”

Iria and Selphira ushered him into the room.

“Whoa,” Ren breathed.

The private room featured a large rectangular geothermal pool that occupied the centre of the room. Steam rose from the water, curling lazily up into the air. Showers lined the walls adjacent to the pool, and there was even a section situated deeper in, cordoned off by a glass wall that housed a sauna room complete with wooden benches and a receptacle for the hot coals. Strangely, the air in the room was biting cold, and the ridges of the goosebumps lining his forearms were visible.

Ren could see the intention behind its design, as he was compelled to head right for the geothermal pool to escape the cold. The water was hot, uncomfortably so. But the longer that he spent in it, the more his body adjusted. He submerged his body in the water and closed his eyes, the world around him fading away.

“So, is it helping?” Iria ventured.

Ren couldn’t help but break into a grin.

“It’s exactly what I needed.”

Iria and Selphira were seated at the edge of the pool, their legs dipped in the water. The girls were silent, their eyes fixed on him. He felt a pang of gratitude when he noticed the creases in their brows.

“Before the Archangels intervened… Shade spoke with me. The same way that I’m capable of transmitting my thoughts to you and to PodBot… he spoke to me in the language of the Derelict.”

Ren drifted through the water.

“He admitted that he was attempting to seduce me while wearing Astrid’s form. He seemed to think that by doing so… I would be able to evolve his core. Just like what happened to Selphira.”

Ren closed his eyes, allowing the sound of the lapping water to wash over him. He heard the echo of water droplets as they dripped from the showerheads beside the geothermal pool.

“He also told me… that those strange humanoid Derelict originated from the Labyrinth. That they were the result of humanity’s experiments on the Derelict. And that…”

He trailed off, facing away from the girls.

“He told me that I was born in the Labyrinth. What if I’m just like them… just an experiment that was successful?”

To Ren’s surprise, upon saying the words, he immediately felt lighter. His heart was pounding in his chest, and he closed his eyes, silently awaiting their judgment.

“Hmm… he actually did it,” Selphira mumbled.

“I’m so proud,” Iria whispered back.

“Huh?” Ren opened his eyes, looking at the girls in confusion.

Iria waded over to him, taking his hand.

“We’re impressed. At the fact that you didn’t keep this to yourself over the next month, allowing Shade’s words to silently eat away at you—”

“It’s what Iri would have done!” Selphira piped up.

“Shut up,” Iria glared at her best friend before turning back to Ren. “That’s probably what Shade was hoping you would do. If he can isolate you from the rest of us… you’re more likely to let the doubt eat away at you. He’s dangerous, but not only because he has the Lord of Blades at his beck and call,” Iria said firmly. “He’s smart enough to fool the Archangels, and a manipulator. There would never be a need to raise a blade if his words eroded away at your resolve.”

Iria drew him into a hug.

“That is why we’re proud of you. And I suppose Selphy does have a point. The moment we stop trusting and communicating with each other, Shade won’t have to lift a finger.”

It felt like an immense weight had been lifted from his shoulders. The more he came to love and appreciate them, the scarier the prospect of losing them was.

“This was how you felt, huh? With my Ascension Lust,” Ren said softly.

“Mmhm. I was terrified to tell you how scared I was.”

Ren leaned his forehead against Iria’s. To his surprise, she pulled away, her lips forming a playful smile.

“Where do you think you’re going?”

Selphira froze, partially up the stairs leading out of the pool. Her cheeks flushed, and water steadily dripped from her body to the ground.

“Uh…” she cleared her throat. “You two were having a moment. I didn’t want to—”

Iria called her Wings.

Now up close, Ren could admire them in all their glory. Unlike the shard-like form of the Wings of other Blade Angels, hers were made of globules of blood. The liquid drifted towards the tips of the Wings before fading away, creating a soft ebbing flow. Iria surged over the water, grabbing onto her friend.

“WAI—”

Iria yanked Selphira back into the geothermal pool with a tremendous splash, her laughter echoing through the room. Selphira spluttered, her blonde hair damp as she emerged from the pool.

“I don’t think you get it, Selphy. I mean…” Iria shrugged. “Sure, we can all have our moments with one another. But you’re just as much a part of this as I am. Besides,” Iria pouted her lips, her ruby eyes glinting playfully. “With all this excitement, I don’t think he’s realised he’s been walking around with that boner of his.”

“With a…” Ren trailed off.

True to Iria’s words, he had been caught up in his thoughts after his encounter with Shade. More than that, none of them had been in any state to get physical with Astrid’s wellbeing on their minds. Paired with the fact that he had slain a lot of Derelict units during the battle, he had accumulated a significant amount of Derelict energy.

He was rock hard.

“It’s… different now,” Selphira murmured. Her golden eyes were averted from theirs, and a light blush had spread across her cheeks. “When we last did it together, I was still in denial. Are you sure you’re ok with this—”

“If you ask me that one more time, I’m going to sit on your face,” Iria retorted.

“Psst, Selphy,” Ren whispered, nudging the blonde girl. “Ask her.”

“Assholes,” Selphira scoffed, pushing him away. “Both of you.”

Still, her gaze dropped to his swimsuit. Through the crystal-clear water, he could easily see the way his erection was pushing his shorts outwards. To his surprise, Selphira firmly pushed him backwards, backing him towards the edge of the pool.

“Up.”

Her blush had only deepened, but the blonde girl had steeled her resolve. Iria watched on with amusement, drawing closer to her friend as Ren sat on the edge of the pool. The girls were positioned right next to his crotch. With an uncertain glance towards Iria at her side, Selphira hooked her fingers into his pants, drawing them down.

“Things must’ve been bad for you not to have noticed this,” Iria murmured, her ruby eyes wide. He could feel the light touch of their breath on his throbbing erection. Precum was tracing down the edge of his cock, and true to Iria’s words, it was only now that he realised just how much the lust had been building up over time.

“Iri—”

Selphira yelped as Iria pulled down her black tube top. As it descended, it unveiled her large, perky breasts that had been hidden within. Ren was unsure of what sorcery the tube top’s creators had imbued in it, but it had done an excellent job in concealing her full breasts, which jiggled as they came free.

“Fine, if both of you are going to be that way…”

Selphira leaned forwards, enveloping his throbbing cock between her breasts. She leaned down, rubbing her lips across the head of his cock, lubricating it with her spit.

“I’m just going to have to get back at you my own way,” Selphira muttered.

A thin trail of her spittle stuck to her lips as she drew away, before the thread snapped. She pushed her breasts together, gliding his cock between the tight crease which resulted. Ren shuddered, feeling the intense urge to cum immediately, but he pushed that feeling away. He grinned as Selphira glared up at him in frustration when her efforts failed to produce the reaction she was expecting.

“Damnit, this usually does the trick.”

Her golden eyes glittered as they fell on her friend beside her, who had crept closer, her ruby eyes wide with curiosity.

“Let’s give him a little more to admire.”

“Selphy? AH—”

Selphira pulled down Iria’s bikini, revealing her large, pale breasts and erect brown nipples. Iria bit her lip, drawing closer to Ren’s throbbing member, now glistening with a mixture of his precum and Selphira’s spit. The girls’ faces drew closer, and before he knew it, they were both running their tongues across his shaft, their faces an inch apart. The sight of both of them transfixed as they hungrily ran their tongues and lips across his member was far too much to bear.

To make matters worse, right after Iria enveloped his cock in her lips, Selphira stepped forwards, doing the same.

“Do you think we’re being a little mean?” Iria smirked as Ren squirmed, desperately trying not to cum.

“No…” Selphira smiled, nuzzling her cheek into his cock. “This is nothing, right, Ren?”

“You’re bullying me,” Ren shuddered.

“And you like it,” Selphira smirked. “Let’s see how much long—what—what are you—”

Ren leaned forwards, immediately dragging Selphira out of the water. He pulled her towards him, and Selphira took a seat on his chest, her eyes wide. Ren tugged at the string holding together her bikini bottoms and watched as they unravelled to reveal her bare pussy.

“Ren, what are you—”

“It isn’t fair if I’m having all the fun,” he grinned up at her. “I know that you like this. Or was I mistaken?”

Ren pulled her forwards, guiding Selphira’s glistening pussy down to his lips. As she sat on his face, Ren ran his palms over the curves of her ass and down to her toned thighs. He peeked up at her, grinning when he saw her brows drawn together, a hand clamped over her mouth to prevent her from giving him the satisfaction of a moan. Her tight ass continued to rub against his cheeks as he ran his tongue across her swollen clit.

Ren slid his hands across her thighs, playfully preventing her from rising from his face. Selphira was torn between succumbing to the burgeoning climax or drawing it out further.

“N-no… not so soon! If you keep going, I’m going to—AH!”

Ren felt Selphira shudder as she climaxed. Her body jolted, and she finally succumbed to the temptation, pressing her pussy firmly up against his lips. She quivered, her supple ass jiggling as she finished on his face. Ren peeked upwards to see her breasts heaving as she greedily gulped in air from the exertion. But just as she was about to rise, Ren playfully pulled her back down, tracing his tongue across the folds of her labia.

“Damnit, Iria he’s—”

But just as Ren thought he was getting the upper hand, her felt Iria wrap her lips around his cock. She began to move up and down, going deeper than she ever had before. Her soft tongue traced the base of his cock as she deepthroated him, testing her limits.

“Fuck, you two,” he muttered.

“I think someone’s ready to get serious,” Iria said. “Come on, Selphy.”

“N-no way,” Selphira gritted out, the hint of a moan escaping. She used the moment of distraction to rise upwards, stepping away. Her cheeks were flushed through, and her pink nipples were fully erect. Iria rose out of the water, pushing herself up from the pool’s edge.

To his surprise, somewhere along the line, Iria had removed her bikini bottoms. He admired her slender legs and her hairless pussy as she guided Selphira to sit on his navel.

“I-Iria, what are you—”

“You know you want to,” Iria teased.

Ren felt Selphira reach downwards, running a hand down his shaft. She was faced away from him, and the view of her supple ass as she shifted restlessly on top of him was almost too much for him. She leaned forwards, wedging his cock between her ass cheeks and pressing it up against her pussy. She rubbed his cock against her wet sex in the reverse cowgirl position, taunting him.

“Well, Ren? Do you want it?” Selphira taunted softly.

“Yes.”

Ren barely had a second to react as Selphira adjusted herself into a squat before guiding his cock into her.

“Oh my god,” she moaned. “How the hell do you take all of him?” she gritted out to Iria. The other girl was splayed out on her side, her breasts pushed up against Ren’s chest. Ren exchanged a wide-eyed glance with Iria as the pair watched Selphira go to town.

She began to bounce on his dick, gradually increasing her pace. He admired the curve of her toned back and the way that her ass jiggled every time it slammed down into his pelvis. Her moans were gradually growing louder as she thrust herself deeper and deeper into the throes of pleasure.

“Ah, fuck! I’m going to come, I’m going to come,” she said in a rush.

Selphira leaned forwards, her breasts hanging down and nipples brushing against his calves. She angled her ass down, masterfully guiding her pussy across the head of his cock.

“I’m cumming!’

She shuddered, he exclamation ringing out. Ren could feel her fingernails biting slightly into the skin of his thighs as he felt her sex contract around his. Ren’s grin widened as he slowly began to thrust into her, and Selphira looked back at him in alarm.

“Again—”

“Now who’s the bully?” Iria tutted, placing a finger across his lips. “I can’t let you just get away with this,” she whispered. Iria slowly helped a trembling Selphira to her feet. Her chest was rising up and down from the exertion and her legs trembled as she sat heavily on the ground next to them. She still found it in her to shoot a glare at him, which Ren met with a grin of his own.

“You’re insane,” she muttered.

“You’re welcome,” Ren retorted. But before he could gloat further, Iria pinched his nipple.

“Ow!”

“Getting distracted? We can’t have that.”

Ren frowned as Iria nodded to Selphira. To his confusion, Selphira swallowed, slowly getting to her feet and rushing towards their bags.

“Uh… what’s going on?”

Iria got onto her knees in front of him, her ass facing towards him. She stretched out across the ground, her breasts pressing up against the floor. Her back was arched, giving him a perfect view of her wet sex. The question immediately fled from his mind as Ren got into position. But to his surprise, a hand fell on his shoulder, holding him back.

“Not so fast.”

To his surprise, Selphira reached down, slathering a slick, cold substance over his cock. Ren’s eyes wandered over to the bottle of lube in her grip, and back to the generous amount she had applied. His eyes wandered back to Iria, who was looking back at him with a mixture of anxiety and anticipation. He could see the underside of her pale breasts pushed up against the ground.

“Do you want to?” she said meekly.

Ren’s hand drifted to her supple ass.

“Are you kidding? Of course I do.”

“Then hurry up and give it to me,” Iria whispered.

Ren guided his member into Iria’s ass.

“Ugh,” she muttered.

“Are you ok?” he looked up in concern.

“It’s… it hurts a little. But don’t stop,” Iria whispered.

Ren gingerly pushed further. He shuddered as his cock sank into Iria’s ass. Ren blinked in surprise as his thighs pressed up against her ass, Iria taking the initiative to back into him. Iria let out a moan as she took him in, in his entirety.

“Holy shit, you did it, Iri,” Selphira breathed.

“Hurry up,” Iria pleaded, her chest rising and falling. “Fuck me hard. Don’t hold back.”

“Fuck, Iria. You’re so tight, I’m not going to last long,” Ren groaned.

He slowly began to thrust back and forth. He felt Iria around him, squeezing him in at all sides. Ren gradually and reluctantly increased the pace. While he was concerned for Iria’s comfort, he knew that if he did acquiesce to Iria’s words, he would finish almost instantly. Still, he couldn’t help but succumb to the pleasure, thrusting faster.

He admired the dimples in Iria’s back as she thrusted herself back into him, growing impatient. Her soft moans steadily grew louder, and he ran his hands over the moist curves of her ass.

“Demolish me, harder,” Iria commanded.

Ren pushed himself to the edge. He began to thrust harder and harder. His eyes rolled back as the pleasure overwhelmed him. The steady rhythm of the clap of their skin filled the air, and the force of their union began to gradually push Iria forwards across the wet ground.

“Oh my god, I’m going to cum, I’m going to—”

Iria shuddered as she came, and Ren finally succumbed to the climax he had been holding at bay. The pulses of his orgasm washed over his body, and he slumped to the ground atop Iria. They were breathless, their bodies slick with sweat and the water from the geothermal pool.

“Holy shit, are you ok?” he whispered.

“That was… amazing.”

He gingerly pulled Iria into a hug.

“You guys are insane,” Selphira said, a hand protectively poised over her own ass. Then, her eyes dropped downwards, and her jaw fell open.

“You’re kidding me. Iria, look.”

“What? What is it?”

Ren propped himself up on his elbows, tracing Selphira’s gaze. He stared at his fully erect dick. Despite the intensity of their union, he could feel the lust rearing within him like an angry beast.

“Shit,” he muttered.


Chapter 9 



East Dome’s academy loomed before them.

As Ren peered through the windows lining the academy walls, he realised that the interior of East Dome’s academy had a far more archaic feel to it when compared to Blade Academy aboard the Pride. He caught glimpses of large classrooms furnished with wooden lecterns and tiered seats. Blade Angel cadets from both the colonies and the Pride lingered in groups around the building.

Many cadets sported the red armband tied around their arms to mark them as cadets from the colonies. Ren supposed that it was a mark of pride for them, but he also got the distinct impression that the colony cadets lacked any semblance of respect for peers from off-world. He caught a couple of colony cadets shooting them looks of thinly veiled suspicion or disgust as they passed.

“Oi! You three, this way!”

To his relief, Ren spotted a familiar face amongst the crowd.

Sergeant Rosy waved the trio over. Her single-ringed brown HALO hovered over her head. Her brown hair was tied into a ponytail, and a spattering of freckles dusted her nose. Her jaw was working overtime as she chewed down on some gum with a distinctly bored look. That was, until she detected a few of the colony cadets’ stares of disgust being directed her way. Rosy fearlessly met their glares with a shit-eating grin, blowing a kiss in their direction.

At least she seems to be enjoying this assignment far more than her last one.

“Aw, aren’t they adorable? Alright, you three. Colony cadets and Pride cadets aren’t going to be segregated. You’re going to be taking your classes together like one big, happy family, capiche? Head straight down the hall and take a right turn. Archangel Lucia’s giving a welcome speech – she’s the leader of the colonies.”

Sergeant Rosy abruptly broke off, her bored expression morphing into a smile that sent chills down Ren’s spine. His only saving grace was that the terrifying rictus grin wasn’t directed at him.

“Yoohoo! Yes, you, you blubbering idiot. What do you think you’re doing, hm?”

It seemed like two cadets from either faction had gotten into a bit of a scuffle. The colony cadet was holding the Pride cadet to the ground, a fist raised and poised to be buried into the other cadet’s face. To their surprise, their feet slipped right out from under them, sending them sprawling to the ground.

“Looks like you’re in need of a little discipline,” Sergeant Rosy said, her grin widening further, making the cadet pale. “CADET WILKINS! Would you please help this pathetic excuse of a soldier to his feet? Fifteen laps around the dome, now. If you refuse to comply with my instructions,” Sergeant Rosy’s grin made the cadet beneath her quake and pale. “I will introduce you to the wonders of lubrication that this Potential of mine is capable of.”

“You… you can’t—”

“I might not have the authority to order you around, but I certainly have the authority to shove this up your ass,” Sergeant Rosy said cheerily, summoning her Weapon – the hefty machine gun that glowed a faint brownish-orange in hue.

The trio left Sergeant Rosy behind with the pitiful cadet from the colonies. To their surprise, they picked out a couple of familiar faces from the crowd.

Natasha Everam was clad in Nanoarmour of a familiar burnished silver. She was flanked on either side by two girls wearing the standard-issue black bodysuit that most of the colony cadets sported. The girl on her left was pale and had long frizzy red hair and a dusting of freckles across her nose. The one on her right had dark brown skin with hair tied into numerous braids embroidered with beads and other trinkets.

Natasha shot a glare towards Ren before returning her attention to her conversation with Astrid.

Astrid’s lavender hair was tied up in her signature pigtails, and she looked far better than she had back in the ward. Even so, Ren noticed that the dark circles beneath her eyes had yet to fade entirely.

Is she having trouble sleeping?

“Astrid, tell me if you need anything, alright?”

To Ren’s surprise, Astrid returned a genuine smile, embracing her in a brief hug.

“Natasha, you don’t have to keep worrying about me. Thanks again… for everything. I suppose I should introduce you… these are my—”

“Already acquainted with them,” Natasha interjected, waving her words away. “Come on, let me show you around before the address,” she nodded. Astrid gave them a brief, apologetic smile before trailing Natasha and her friends into the building.

“Iria? Selphira?” Ren transmitted telepathically to the girls through his connection with them. “How exactly have we already pissed off the leader of the colonies’ daughter?”

“It’s your special charm, Ren. And if I recall correctly…” Selphira transmitted back, her lips pulled into a roguish grin. “That was the case with us too, before all that anger changed into something a little more…”

“Fun?” Iria smirked. “If the pattern continues…”

Ren rolled his eyes, ignoring the girls as they broke out into snorts and giggles behind him.

***

In the auditorium, cadets from either faction occupied the seats, divided cleanly by the stairs ascending through the very middle of the room. Cadets from the colonies were seated at the far side of the auditorium, many of whom were casting glares at the cadets from the Pride closest to them.

They were sizing each other up, attempting to gauge their skill and power. Putting the matter of historical resentment aside, it was clear that there was something more primal and fundamental going on. Ren felt it himself. The urge to test himself against cadets who had been tempered by an endless war with the Derelict.

“Attention.”

The chattering on the far side of the room, where the cadets from Mars were seated, immediately quietened down. The voice that prompted their silence was unfamiliar to Ren. It was calm yet authoritative, the voice of someone accustomed to obedience. The Pride cadets followed suit.

A woman garbed in burnished silver Nanoarmour stood on the stage.

She looks like Natasha.

The Blade Angel had sharp and refined features, with long, flowing silver hair that tumbled across her shoulders. If someone were to have told him that she was the queen of a long-forgotten kingdom, Ren would have believed them. Two rings of dark silver burned above her head like a crown, marking her as a Blade Angel with the core of a Machine Lord.

“My name is Archangel Lucia. To our peers from the Pride, I welcome you to Mars,” the woman said with a smile. Her silver irises passed over the cadets gathered on the left side of the room. “I understand that you are the elite amongst your brethren. As you have no doubt noticed, life in the colonies can be quite different to what you were previously accustomed to.”

Snickering and laughter broke out amongst the cadets from the colonies.

Ren felt his skin crawl as the Archangel’s smile flattened.

“It has also come to my attention that there have been numerous instances of violence between Pride and colony cadets,” she said softly.

The room went silent. The cadets from the colonies who were previously laughing were immediately silenced by Archangel Lucia’s words.

“Emotions are understandably on high, but we will not tolerate any unsanctioned violence. If you must, you will settle your grudges with duels. Any perpetrators will be punished with immediate expulsion. In the event your actions lead to the death of another cadet, your core will be shattered, and you will be exiled.”

Ren felt his skin crawl at the Archangel’s words.

“It is important that you do not forget who our true foe is. We must set aside our differences if we are to drive the Derelict from Mars. With the aid of our peers from the Pride, that is no longer such an impossible goal…”

Archangel Lucia’s gaze softened, and she greeted them with a refined smile.

“Now then, to what you’ve all been waiting for. Your curriculum. Cadets from the colonies, you have already been informed of some changes in your mission obligations—”

The roar of cheers filled the auditorium. Ren flinched, his head darting towards the cadets from Mars. They were on their feet, cheering, shouting and screaming at Archangel Lucia’s words. Some of them even had tears spilling from their eyes as they cheered, embracing each other.

“What’s the deal with them?” Selphira said, looking just as surprised as he was.

“That’s… a bit of an overreaction,” Ren murmured, his brows furrowing in confusion.

“That’s enough,” Archangel Lucia said, her voice cutting through the cheering cadets. She was wearing an oddly wistful smile. “With our friends from the Pride reinforcing us, you have the liberty to focus on your lessons at the academy. Now, for our friends from the Pride. Our academy is run slightly differently from your own. Our classes are complimentary—”

A raucous cheer immediately rose from the Pride cadets. Ren laughed as he heard a cadet behind him let out a whoop. The tables had turned, with many of the colony cadets staring at them like they had lost their minds.

Zhou… if only you were here to witness this beautiful moment.

“To help you integrate into the colonies, you will eventually be assigned mentors who will be cadets and Instructors from Mars – assigned depending on your skill level and speciality. You will also have access to missions, should you choose to venture out in search of rewards.”

Ren felt his skin prickle with excitement. It reminded him of his entry into Blade Academy. When his world had opened up, and he had been greeted with a whole new realm of possibilities.

“I wish you a fruitful stay in the colonies. Our rest in death.”

“Our rest in death!”

***

“So, what’s our next class?”

“Hmm… let’s see,” Selphira murmured, staring down at her datapad. “Intermediate Machine Cultivation… taught by Instructor Trixie. Learn to integrate higher-Tier cores without… imploding.”

Iria winced, subconsciously running her hand over her chest.

Before Ren could approach her, he was interrupted by a familiar voice.

“Hey, you guys!” Anri yelled out.

Anri, Astrid and Rostropovich approached them. Anri was practically vibrating with excitement, and Rostropovich was wearing a slight smile as he watched the girl bounce about.

Astrid gave him a wan smile before her eyes fell on Anri.

“Nice, you guys have Intermediate Machine Cultivation too! It’s going to be so fun being in the same classes. We’ll have new Instructors, new friends, new boys,” she giggled, nudging Astrid in the side.

Astrid just returned a weak smile, gently rubbing her side. Rostropovich’s expression had also noticeably darkened after witnessing Anri’s enthusiasm at that last category.

“Alright, everyone. We’ll be late if we keep this up.”

***

Intermediate Machine Cultivation was held in an oval classroom. Just like the other classrooms he had glimpsed, it had a more archaic feel to it than the modern rooms back on the Pride. It had a high ceiling, and a hollow bronze globe hung from chains of the same hue.

There was a clear separation between the cadets of either faction. They were clumped at opposite ends of the circular room, seated on tiered seats that surrounded the central area of the classroom. At the very heart of the class was their Instructor.

Instructor Trixie was a tall woman with a blonde bob cut. She was garbed in Nanoarmour of a pale-yellow hue. It looked less robust than the armour he had seen worn by some of the Pride’s Archangels, almost looking like she was covered in chainmail rather than plate. To Ren’s surprise, she looked like she was in her mid to late twenties. She was far younger than the Instructors that the Pride had boasted.

“Silence!” she yelled.

Her voice barely rose over the commotion of the cadets’ voices. The cadets from the colonies were still thrilled for some reason that Ren couldn’t quite identify after Archangel Lucia’s speech, and it showed in their volume.

Something about being relieved from mission obligations?

Ren watched Instructor Trixie draw back her fist.

She unleashed a punch into the air.

The blow was delivered so quickly that his eyes barely registered the movement, even with his enhanced Processing Domain. A sharp crack echoed throughout the room, like the sound of a whip being cracked, finally piercing through the cadets’ voices.

Holy shit.

“Now then,” she cleared her throat. “Welcome, everyone, to Intermediate Machine Cultivation. I understand that those of you joining us from the Pride have undergone a competition. ‘Derelict Duels’, is that correct?”

There was a spattering of nods around him, prompting a smile from Instructor Trixie.

“Excellent. You will soon receive your rewards from the final stage of the Duels. A Type-2 machine core. As for your Weapon Evolution, the Forgemaster is currently on assignment. When they return, we will facilitate the evolutions.”

Many of the cadets around him broke out into excited whispers. Thanks to their timeline being expedited, none of them had received the rewards promised from the last stage of the Duels.

“Now—”

“Pathetic! You’re only at Ascension Tier 3?”

A solitary voice rose from the group of cadets from the colonies. The voice was met with a spattering of laughter from the other side of the room. He exchanged a glance with Iria, simply shrugging his shoulders.

“The next cadet to interrupt me will serve as my test dummy for—”

“Me please!”

The same voice piped up from the Mars contingent, the very same cadet responsible for the taunt. A boy with dark blue hair and an exceedingly punchable face strode confidently to the front.

“C’mon, Trix. My brother’s in your cohort, and he told me all about you,” he sneered. “Especially what you were like in bed—”

“Oh! I recognise you!” Instructor Trixie exclaimed. “You’re Nathan’s brother… Daniel, was it? Step right up.”

The cadet confidently vaulted over the railing, landing in the central area of the classroom. He sauntered over to Trixie.

“Now then, there’s nothing like a good demonstration to kick things off,” Trixie smiled.

“Hurry up and get on your knees, woman,” he smirked.

“I’ll do that in just a second,” Trixie smiled back. “Call your Nanoarmour.”

The cadet’s look of confidence wavered for a split second, before whatever glimmer of fear was eroded away by his gargantuan ego.

Ren’s eyes widened as Nathan called forth his Nanoarmour.

Interlocking armour plates flashed into existence around his body. Ren was beginning to realise that every Angel’s Nanoarmour was unique. In Nathan’s case, he sported a boxy helm, paired with oversized armour plating that resembled a medieval knight. Ren begrudgingly had to admit that it gave the arrogant cadet an air of gravitas.

“What are you going to do, Trix? Punch m—”

[Temporal shift]

Ren activated his Potential just as he saw Instructor Trixie shift her body. Even with his enhanced senses, paired with his Potential, Trixie’s hand blurred through the air, slamming into the armour plating protecting the right side of Daniel’s ribcage.

Ren watched as his Nanoarmour crumpled, but Trixie wasn’t done yet.

When Nathan doubled over, Trixie followed up her strike with a high kick to his skull. The moment that it made contact, Daniel’s helmet shattered into pieces, before the Nanoarmour around the rest of his body winked out of existence.

He crumpled to the ground, his body twitching as he convulsed.

Did she just… shatter Nanoarmour with hand-to-hand combat?

Instructor Trixie calmly turned to the cadets from the colonies.

“It seems like Cadet Daniel is feeling a little under the weather. Would anyone care to escort him to the doctor’s office?”
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Ren watched as Daniel was carried out of the classroom. His jaw had dropped open, staring as the cadet continued to convulse on the stretcher. The reason for his shock was twofold. He was taken aback at the wanton level of violence that Instructor Trixie had inflicted. Beyond that, he was stunned at how so many of the cadets from the colonies took Daniel’s egregious injuries in stride.

I wouldn’t be surprised if she permanently crippled that kid.

He wasn’t the only one shocked by Instructor Trixie’s methods if the reactions of the cadets from the Pride were anything to go by.

“Ahem. Apologies for the interruption. You need not be concerned for Cadet Daniel’s wellbeing – our medical staff will make him as right as rain. Regrettably, they won’t be able to fix that atrocious personality of his. Now, as I was saying,” Instructor Trixie cleared her throat.

“The higher you climb, the more of a difference in strength you will observe between Blade Angels of the same Tier. Take, for example, Cadet Daniel. His arrogance no doubt stems from his core of a Swarm Commander—”

His WHAT?

Ren stared at Instructor Trixie, not believing his ears.

Iria is an exception… but a cadet with the core of a Swarm Commander?

“—but as you will come to realise, there is a whole world of difference between a cadet with a well-refined Swarm Commander core, and one that has neglected their cultivation.”

“Am I hearing her right? That second-year cadet is in the sixth Ascension Tier?” Ren whispered to Iria beside him. She nodded with wide eyes.

“For example,” Instructor Trixie said, her HALO blinking into existence.

Her HALO of a single ring.

At best, Instructor Trixie was at the very same Ascension Tier as Daniel.

“From Tier 4, when you integrate the core of a Type-2 Derelict, you will begin to observe depth in the cores that you encounter. This depth is reflected in ‘Techniques’ that can be derived from your Potential. Think of your Potential as clay that can be moulded in various ways.”

Instructor Trixie paused in her pacing.

“Unlocking Techniques is a multifaceted process. It all begins with Derelict energy. Until now, it has been the fuel for your Ascension… but it is so much more,” Trixie said, her eyes glinting. “There is memory in energy. Killing Derelict units with similar or tangential abilities can lead you to gain Insights. Think of those Insights as seeds. Seeds that can be nurtured in a variety of different ways. After gaining an Insight, that seed within you can be nurtured by learning from Blade Angels with similar abilities, studying the writings of those that came before, nurturing your Domains, placing yourself up against challenging foes…”

Instructor Trixie turned to face the cadets from Mars.

“Luxuries you have not been able to enjoy until now. The Path to power requires investment. For that reason, I implore you to be grateful for the arrival of your new comrades.”

Instructor Trixie turned to them with a beaming smile.

“And that is where this class will assist you. Most cores before the Command Tiers are not entirely unique. And if one Blade Angel has paved the way with a given core, it means that someone before you almost certainly has as well. Your objective in this class will be twofold – firstly, to ascend to Ascension Tier 4 and integrate the core of a Type-2 Derelict, for those who currently occupy a lower Tier.”

Instructor Trixie folded her arms.

“In the upper Tiers preceding the Command Tiers… namely Tiers 4 and 5… that is the name of the game. Your ability to unlock different Techniques of a given core and to utilise them in synergistic ways can allow you to fight Tiers above your current level. Not all of us have parents who are Archangels who can drop a core of a Lord into our laps,” Instructor Trixie grinned. “To assist you in this endeavour, you will be able to form squads to embark on missions to amass ascension materials.”

The whispers immediately broke out on the opposite side of the room. Ren saw a shift in the energy amongst the cadets from the colonies. Many of the cadets wore expressions of fear or resignation. Instructor Trixie immediately sensed their discomfort.

“There will be no compulsory assignments,” she said gently. “And missions above a certain difficulty level will require your mentor’s supervision. Use this time in the way that will best serve you.”

The colony cadets seemed to settle down after Instructor Trixie’s reassurance. Ren exchanged a glance with Selphira, who was looking similarly confused at the cadets’ reaction.

“Instructor Trixie?”

To his surprise, Iria at his side raised her hand.

“What about the cores of Derelict commanders? Cores above Tier 5? Do they operate in the same way?”

“Excellent question! They do not.”

Ren blinked in surprise, straightening his back. The cadets who had been muttering around them slowly fell silent. The room was filled with anticipation as they waited for Instructor Trixie to proceed.

“That is the subject of Advanced Machine Cultivation… but I suppose I could leave you with a teaser. Especially given your particular circumstances, Cadet Bladesworn. The cores of Derelict commanders go beyond Techniques… to something more.”

Instructor Trixie halted, her voice falling, twisting, into something almost like…

Reverence.

“Concepts. Ideas. Ideals. Their power goes beyond the tangible, entering the intangible. And to develop the core of a Machine Lord, you must resonate with what it demands of you. To embody the ideal that it exemplifies… all without losing yourself in the process,” Instructor Trixie said softly.

I guess it’s no surprise that the Archangels are as eccentric as they are.

I wonder what ideals they exemplify.

“As you progress towards the higher Tiers, you will observe greater abstraction in the Potential offered by machine cores that you integrate. Compatibility with a given core becomes far more important.”

Compatibility with machine cores?

To his surprise, Iria seemed utterly entranced by Instructor Trixie’s lecture. While her mother had seen fit to train her, she had equally held back crucial information that would have empowered her daughter in a way that inconvenienced Archeia.

Instructor Trixie clapped her hands together.

“Now then! To the Pride cadets, your Tier-2 core and ascension materials will be available for pickup from East Dome’s medical centre. Next class, once you have finished integrating your cores, we will explore Techniques in greater detail. Class dismissed.”

***

Ren could vaguely hear Iria and Selphira’s voices as they strode through the corridor. Instructor Trixie’s class had been fascinating. Learning that they had the ability to learn Techniques upon breaking into the upper-Tiers filled him with anticipation.

After the battle in defence of the colonies, he had amassed a fair amount of Derelict energy within his core, but he could still feel that he needed more before he approached the point where a breakthrough was possible.

Even so, he was glad that he hadn’t dedicated energy towards refining his Strength and Agility Domains. Despite his efforts, he still hadn’t awakened his Potential in his current core. It was difficult to deliberately awaken Potential, given that the awakening conditions could vary wildly between cores. It wasn’t uncommon that a cadet progressed to the next Tier without awakening their Potential in a given core.

He was drawn out of his thoughts as he watched Astrid discreetly break away from Anri and Rostropovich, who were caught up in their own conversation. The pair didn’t notice her break away from them, melding into the crowd.

Ren’s eyes narrowed.

Ren knew that Archangel Lilith had taken precautions after Shade’s stunt. Blade Angels had been stationed in the Gardens, keeping an eye on Astrid’s whereabouts. But he also knew that the Archangels were limited in the countermeasures that they could adopt against him. It was the whole reason he had been so successful in sneaking aboard the Pride in the first place.

With a brief glance back towards the girls, Ren headed in the direction that he saw Astrid depart. His eyes darted to the small, trusty bot at his side.

“Pod, can you get a read on her?”

“At once, Mister Soros,” PodBot chimed.

He watched as the bot disappeared over the sea of cadets, evading the other PodBots flitting through the air above their heads. Finally, Ren watched as PodBot ground to a stop, its small pair of claws directing Ren down another corridor.

This leads to the exit…

Just where is she going?
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After exiting the academy, Astrid’s trail led him to the very edge of East Dome. Ren’s heart was thumping heavily in his chest. From the brief glimpses that he caught of her…

He didn’t think Shade had taken Astrid’s place.

Her eyes were downcast, her fists regularly clenching and relaxing in a perpetual cycle. Her eyes were blank, and she continued on her path as if she was on autopilot, her thoughts elsewhere. Ren felt a sharp pang of sadness in his chest, gritting his teeth.

Of course it would have taken a toll on her. Seeing yourself replaced… by an Android, no less. Realising that it had almost gone undetected. I can’t imagine what she must be feeling.

But…

Where is she going?

Ren soon got his answer as she reached her destination.

He watched as Astrid walked straight towards East Dome’s main deployment base. Vehicles trundled into and out of the base, shuttling groups of Blade Angels to and from their destination. Many of them had just returned from their assignments, their suits marred by Mars’s red dust.

“Halt,” he heard the guard call out to Astrid. She drew to a halt, and Ren watched the guard administer a few taps into his datapad.

“Astrid Rainford? A restriction has been placed on your ability to embark on missions—”

“Check again,” she said with a soft but firm voice.

The guard must have recognised something in her expression, because he reluctantly acquiesced. He frowned and slowly nodded his head.

“It was removed on Doctor Rainford’s authority…” he muttered. “Your Mother?”

Astrid nodded.

“She’s been a huge boon to us over at the medical centre. She’s been here a couple of days, and she’s saved countless lives. No wonder they accepted her request. Alright, proceed to the briefing area to receive your assignment. Our rest in death,” he said, giving her a curt nod.

Ren felt a sinking feeling in his stomach as he watched the girl pass through the checkpoint. During his time aboard the Pride, they had only been starting out with their friendship. He knew that Astrid was a bit of a battle nut. But there was a softer side to her. One that he had caught a glimpse of from her reaction to the Duels, when she had grieved the loss of her classmate.

She’s looking for a distraction.

“Damnit,” he cursed, hurrying towards the checkpoint.

***

“Ren Soros? You have been assigned to squad E5 – a pair assignment—”

“I was actually hoping to pair up with a friend,” Ren interrupted, to the base attendant’s mild chagrin. “Astrid Rainford. I just missed her—”

“That is who you’ve been paired with,” the attendant glared at him. “Your mission will be to provide supplies to a squad of Blade Angels hunting a Type-1 scavenger unit. Size classification – ‘Giant’. Derelict supply their Superfactories with materials that they use to propagate. The squad was sent to hunt those scavengers to cripple Derelict supply lines. The scope of your mission is precisely confined to the provision of supplies, not firepower. Do not, I repeat, do not engage in any sort of combat. Is that understood?”

Ren nodded.

The base attendant paused, adjusting their glasses.

“Because this is your first deployment, I’ll give you the spiel. If at any time, a mission exceeds its parameters, retreat immediately. Attempting to clear missions above the threat level that you are cleared for will only wind up with you dead. Is that understood? You retreat to the LZ and call for your dropship. We will assign another squad to deal with the assignment.”

“Right,” he nodded hesitantly.

“Good. Proceed to hangar bay 12 for deployment. Your squadmate is waiting for you. If you require any supplies, we have set up a provisional armoury for your convenience.”

Ren was already walking away from the attendant, hurrying in the direction of the provisional armoury. He snatched up a helmet and suit that would allow him to traverse out of the dome.

Until he awakened his Nanoarmour, the bulky alternative would have to suffice. He hesitated, his eyes landing on some familiar grey blades that brought him a hint of nostalgia.

Ren grabbed one of the waveblades. His visor was reflective, and Astrid was unlikely to be able to tell that it was him.

From how she had silently slipped away from the rest of them, he was certain that the last thing that she would have wanted would be to deal with social interaction.

He was content with just keeping an eye out for her. He knew how desperation felt, and how easily he had been compelled to do stupid things when he was adrift.

If he could give her this small kindness, then he would.

***

The deployment centre was situated at the very edge of East Dome, where vast, circular metal doors had been built into the protective shell. Dropships were landing and taking off, Blade Angels jogging to their designated assignments.

Finally, he reached hangar bay 12. A base attendant was standing in front of a small dropship. They had a datapad in hand and spared him a glance before returning their attention to their device.

“Cadet. Your squadmate is in the transport. Evidently,” the base attendant scoffed, “she wasn’t in the mood to talk.”

Good… so she won’t know that I was assigned to the mission.

“The reward for this assignment will be a dispensation of contribution points. You will gain access to a range of rewards with those points.”

While Ren itched to head straight for the dropship, he couldn’t help but admit that he was curious about what the colonies were offering Blade Angels to entice them into going on assignments.

“What do you offer?”

“You’re currently at ascension Tier 3. You have a Type-3 core integrated. Excellent,” the attendant nodded. “One of the most valuable boons once you ascend to Tier 4 and enter the upper tiers is obtaining intel around Derelict units that might offer you Insight. You can use that Insight to nurture various Techniques,” the attendant said. “Our scouts diligently keep track of Derelict irregulars for that purpose. Of course, with enough contribution points, you can also obtain higher-tier machine cores and access various simulations.”

“Simulations?” Ren frowned.

“To assist with the development of your Insight. The simulations will allow you to observe how Blade Angels utilise their Potential, which can help you awaken new Techniques. Of course, you may opt for the other line of simulation tablets. The ‘memoirs of peace’ collection.”

“Memoirs of peace?”

“You may use your reward entitlement to obtain simulations of Planet Earth during peacetime.”

Ren felt his mouth go dry as he stared at the attendant.

That’s... bleak.

“Good luck on your assignment, cadet.”

Ren gave the attendant a nod before heading to the rear of the dropship.

Astrid was already strapped into her seat. Her eyes were closed, and her head was leaning back against her headrest. She didn’t acknowledge him as he took a seat opposite her in the transport. Ren felt his heart throb as he made out the dark circles under her eyes and slightly sallow cheeks.

“Initiating take-off,” the pilot’s voice echoed through the ship's comms.

Ren closed his eyes as the whine of the ship’s engines intensified, carrying them out of the dome.

***

“We’re coming in for our landing. The area up ahead is swarming with drones. Get the supplies to the squad and come right back to the landing zone. Don’t get brave, you two,” the pilot’s voice crackled over the speakers.

The rear ramp of the dropship opened with a gradual hiss. Astrid took the lead, heading down the ramp and onto the Martian sands. Ren silently followed in her wake. Even if she was distracted, he noticed that she would regularly cast a glance back towards him, ensuring that he hadn’t fallen behind. With the waveblade he was sporting at his side, he supposed that he appeared to her as a rookie.

“Stay alert. I’ll take the lead,” Astrid called out to him.

The ground around the narrow chasm was littered with the remains of Derelict units. It was a good sign, because it meant that they were headed in the right direction.

The high walls of the rock formation around them guarded them from the worst of the winds. The howl of the wind masked any potential sounds that Ren could discern from the battle.

It’s oddly quiet.

“Wait,” Astrid whispered, holding an arm out to him.

Ren’s grip on his waveblade tightened as Astrid crept out of the passage into a small clearing.

They came upon the first member of the squad.

The cadet’s helmet was cracked. A strand of long, fizzy red hair trailed from within the helmet, tugged outwards by the Martian winds. Astrid stared down at the corpse at her feet in silence. Ren slowly approached her side, finally getting a good view of the cadet’s face.

Ren felt a wave of dread when he realised that he recognised the dead cadet...

Along with the girl buried underneath her.

The bodies of Natasha Everam’s friends partially protruded from the Martian sands. The very same girls they had encountered briefly out front of the academy on the day of Archangel Lucia’s welcome. Glassy eyes stared back at them.

Astrid called her Weapons into her hands. A pair of familiar, long purple spears materialised in her grip, purple arcs of electricity dancing along their length. Her face twisted into an expression of rage, and she sprinted further down the path.

Natasha.

“Head back to the LZ,” she called back to him. “Call for the dropship. It’s too dangerous for you to stay; I’m going to check on the rest of the squad!”

Before Ren could reply, Astrid called her Wings, surging forwards. Purple arcs of electricity surfaced across her suit. Her Potential gave her a boost of speed, allowing her to shoot through the narrow gorge.

Ren cursed, calling forth his Wings, rushing to keep pace with her. But try as he did, Astrid was faster.

They burst free from the passage, which opened out into a final, wide clearing. At the very heart of it was a translucent silver bubble. The howling Martian wind sent specs of reddish dust hurtling across the circumference of the protective dome.

The ground around them was still and undisturbed.

“Natasha!” Astrid shouted. “We’re here to—

The ground beneath Astrid shifted.

The scavenger burst forth. The Driller’s looming maw revealed razor-sharp internals. They were comprised of multiple jagged, rotating circular sections twisting within. An orange glow reflected off the jagged edges of the rotating sections, emanating from deeper within the Derelict.

Astrid’s body locked up as the Giant-class bore down upon her. She stared transfixed at the oncoming Derelict, utterly unable to move.

[Temporal shift]

Ren diverted his energy to his Wings, surging through the air and burning Derelict energy. He slammed into Astrid at speed, shoving her out of the path of the oncoming scavenger right in the nick of time.

Astrid stared at him in shock, her gaze drifting to the Wings connected to his back.

“Ren? We have to help her—”

Natasha was screaming, but her voice was muted by her protective dome.

Something’s off. Even a Type-1 Derelict wouldn’t have been able to put them on the ropes like th—

“RETREAT!” Natasha screamed. The rest of the words that she yelled were garbled and muffled by the howling winds.

“Hell no! We’re coming to get you!” Astrid shouted back.

Ren exchanged a nod with Astrid, and the pair cautiously drew closer to Natasha’s protective bubble. Ren’s eyes widened as he noticed the pair of injured Blade Angels lying prone on the ground beside Natasha. Her blade was driven into the ground, with her shield lying on the sands. The bubble around her was flickering, barely maintaining its integrity.

Just how long has she been like this?

“BENEATH YOU!”

Natasha’s cry reached them right in the nick of time. Ren grabbed onto Astrid, shooting upwards into the sky. A second Giant-class driller emerged from the sands, leaping to intercept them. Ren felt a slow and intense wave of dread well up in him when he watched the sands around Natasha’s dome begin to ripple.

It was almost as if…

It’s a trap.

They were using Natasha as bait.

There was never only a single scavenger.

“There are too many of them, Astrid,” Ren gritted out. He had summoned his twin longswords. The pair of them were suspended in the air, out of the scavengers’ reach. If they ascended any further, they would only risk drawing the attention of Derelict swarms patrolling the area.

This… is all wrong.

Astrid stared at the writhing Giant-class Drillers encircling Natasha like sharks that had caught a whiff of blood in the water. There were far too many of them, and Natasha’s protective dome was about to crumble at any moment.

I don’t have enough firepower, I—

“Withdraw.”

A mature, feminine voice called out to them from above. Ren yanked Astrid by the arm, pulling her backwards through the air. A moment later, a spiral of flame shot down towards the ground from above them. The moment the spiral touched the sands, an inferno blossomed into existence. Columns of flame burst forth, washing over the Derelict scavenger units. A high-pitched screeching filled the air, making her wince.

The Derelict units were screaming.

Ren raised a hand to his visor, the screams piercing into his skull.

The chaotic inferno gained form, organising itself into a twisting vortex of flame that incinerated the units diving into and out of the sands around Natasha’s protective dome. The fire burned through the thick armour plating of the Drillers. The units began to melt, a feat that no mundane flame was capable of.

Ren stared up at a woman in a flowing red dress. Wings of flame sprouted from her back, and a pair of fiery orange rings hovered over her head, forming her HALO and marking her as a Blade Angel with the core of a Lord. She had long, orange hair that matched her HALO, and her lips were painted a deep crimson and twisted into a wry smile.

“My, my? What have we here? Drawing me away from my gala… the audacity.”
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“It’s a good thing that your distress call came through,” the medical officer said, shining a flashlight into Ren’s eyes. “Any later, and Archangel Narain wouldn’t have made it to you.”

The image of the dead cadets half-buried in the sands was burned into his mind.

Astrid was staring at her palms, seated on a ward bed next to his. Her eyes were blank, and he did not doubt that the thoughts that were running through his head were reflected in hers.

“Discharge me,” a stern voice commanded.

Turning to his left, Ren saw Natasha wobble to her feet, baring her teeth as she stared down a base orderly who was trying to force her back down to her bed.

“Lady Everam, you are in no condition—”

“Discharge me. If you hold me any longer, I’m going to miss class.”

“You’re going to miss class?” Ren said incredulously, the words escaping his mouth before his brain could filter them out. “Those cadets... weren’t they your friends? Two died, and the two that remain might be crippled, and you’re concerned about class—”

Natasha’s silver gaze sharpened into a glare. She shoved the medical orderly aside, pacing towards Ren. She gripped the front of his suit, drawing him towards her.

“And what do you propose I do about it?”

Ren detected an undertone of raw emotion in her voice. He could sense her frustration, and it was reflected in her silver eyes. It didn’t escape his notice that they were slightly glassy, hinting at the emotions boiling beneath the surface.

Oh.

“While you played Blade Angel up on that invisible paradise of yours, I’ve watched friends and loved ones die in front of me,” she snapped, her voice cracking. “Do you think this is a fucking game? What do you expect me to do? Lay down and cry?”

Ren stared at her, at a loss for words.

“I—”

“Lady Everam—” the base orderly protested, before she cut him off by shoving him in the chest.

“YOU!” she shouted at the orderly. The poor officer paled, quaking as she advanced on them, still unsteady on her feet. “Why did you call her? Archangel Narain? There were others more in need of her assistance, you halfwit!” she yelled.

“But Lady—”

“Next time, let me die out there like the rest of them.” Natasha shoved the orderly aside, stalking out of the tent.

***

Ren and Astrid left the deployment centre, slowly making their way back towards the academy. Their next class was scheduled in an hour. Ren wanted nothing more than to return to the Gardens and to slip under the covers.

But Natasha’s words rang on in his mind.

I get it now.

No wonder the cadets looked so pleased at Instructor Trixie’s announcement. They get sent on mandatory missions. If the waveblades are anything to go by… they must send out cadets as soon as they integrate a machine core… even before awakening their Weapon.

Because we arrived to relieve them… they’ve had the luxury of relieving their cadets of that duty.

For the first time… they have the chance to just be cadets for once, and not soldiers.

“Ren?”

He blinked, glancing up at Astrid next to him. She had halted in her path, running a hand up and down her forearm. Her lips were drawn into a hard line, and the fatigue in her eyes had only worsened ever since their mission.

“Can we… speak in private for a minute?” she said softly.

Ren nodded.

They made their way into the academy, walking the corridors until they found a vacant classroom. Ren shut the door behind them, and the sounds of cadets roaming the corridors and talking with friends was reduced to a muffle. Sunlight filtered through the windows, illuminating dust particles floating through the room.

“You must be wondering why I went on that mission.”

“Astrid… if you don’t want to talk about it—” he began, before Astrid shook her head sharply.

“No. It was stupid of me to keep this from you in the first place,” she sighed, slowly raising her eyes to meet his. “Shade. He… planted some weird ideas in my head. I know that he was just trying to get under my skin. What kind of sicko tries to take your form and seduce your friend?”

The silence drew on between them, occasionally interrupted by cadets passing by the classroom.

“I saw him turn into the people I cared about. He adopted their forms, as easy as breathing,” she whispered, clenching her eyes shut. “He placed those explosive bots on me. If I made any move against him or attempted to summon my Weapons, he threatened to detonate them.”

“Astrid…” Ren said hoarsely.

She let out a hollow laugh, shaking her head.

“The worst part? He tried to turn me against you, Ren. He told me that you weren’t entirely what you seemed. Of course, when I asked him what he meant, he avoided my questions,” Astrid said, clenching her palms into fists. “But it was almost like he was leading me to the conclusion that you were a—”

“Derelict?” Ren said softly.

Astrid’s lavender eyes went wide.

“There’s something I wish I could have told you sooner, Astrid,” he replied softly. “But it only first occurred to me right after our trip to Event Horizon. I suppose the hints were there. There were moments when I heard Derelict commanders… speak to me. And there were other clues,” he said, letting out a slow, shaky breath.

She was the very first person, apart from Selphira and Iria, to whom he was admitting this. They had been understanding, in his opinion, far more than he deserved.

“You don’t have to say anything, Ren—”

“I want to,” he said.

Ren let out a slow sigh.

“When I first came aboard the Pride… even being in the proximity of Blade Angels made me nauseous. The feeling intensified when I spent more and more time with Iria. I learned I was able to retain the Potential of cores I previously integrated. I was able to speak to PodBot through my thoughts. And then, there’s the matter of Selphira and Iria’s cores mending far quicker than usual…” he shook his head with a wry smile. “I’m even beginning to think that the intensity of my Ascension Lust is connected to this.”

“You’re serious?”

Ren gave her a pained smile.

“I wish I wasn’t.”

“So, he was telling the truth,” Astrid whispered. She bit her lip, rapidly blinking as she processed his words.

“I feel this… calling. To kill. The voice is growing louder as I ascend. On the one hand, ascending gives me the power to make a difference in all of this. But on the other… I’m afraid that one day, I might not be able to drown it out.”

Ren gave Astrid a pained smile.

“I might be an Android just like him.”

Astrid’s lavender eyes hovered over him. She had mastered her expression, and Ren couldn’t identify just how she was feeling.

“Shade was right. I might be an enemy—”

In the blink of an eye, Astrid strode towards him. She halted right in front of him, her eyes narrowing.

Astrid punched him in the arm.

“Ow.”

“Don’t be stupid.”

“I’m serious!”

“You can’t know this for sure. You don’t know what might be causing this—”

“Your mother confirmed as much.”

Astrid froze. She stared at Ren, her body going rigid.

“Doctor Rainford knows something. I asked her if I was a Derelict… and she told me that I wasn’t entirely one. But she brushed off any more attempts—”

“I’m going to speak to her. And you’re coming with me,” she growled. “That infuriating… idiot,” she mumbled under her breath. “How could she—”

“She must have been acting under orders from Archangel Lilith. Selphira evolved her core, Astrid. From a Type-5 to a Type-4. From what Archangel Amira told us… there’s a connection between Iria, Selphira and I.”

“Shade said something similar as well,” Astrid’s eyes widened. “He said… that you needed an emotional and carnal connection to evolve their cores. That was why he took my form,” she trailed off.

“Hey, Ren?”

She turned back to him, a degree of steel in her gaze.

“We’re going to speak to her. My Mum. About you, and about Evie. I swear I’ll pull the truth out of her if I have to, Archangel Lilith and her bullshit ploys be damned,” Astrid gritted out, a fire burning in her lavender eyes.

Gradually, the intensity in her gaze dissipated. She sat at the edge of one of the tables in the classroom. Astrid chewed her lip as Ren watched on. Eventually, she rose to her feet and strode over to him.

“I’m not going to stop going on those missions,” she said. “You won’t be able to convince me otherwi—”

“Alright,” Ren replied.

She blinked thrice, her lips parted and poised to justify her words. She slowly closed them before placing a hand on her hip as she watched him.

“You’re really not going to fight me on this?”

“You’ve already made up your mind. What good would it do to protest? Besides,” Ren shrugged. “We aren’t going to get stronger sitting around in this dome.”

“You’ve made up your mind, then? To keep ascending despite the risks?”

“I would never be able to live with myself if one of you got hurt because I didn’t ascend,” Ren said, eying his palms. “It’s a risk that I’m willing to take.”

Astrid tapped a finger to her hip, slowly nodding her agreement.

“OK.”

“Let me come with you.”

Astrid halted in her path to the classroom doors. She angled her head back his way, and his eyes traced the barest hint of a smile on her lips before moving to her dark lavender eyes.

“Alright. On one condition,” Astrid said. “You don’t tell Rostro or Anri. Or Iria and Selphira.”

“I won’t lie to Iria and Selphira,” Ren shook his head.

Ren thought he saw the edges of Astrid’s lips tug upwards, before she spun on her heel.

“Even if that was the only way I would allow it?”

“Even so,” Ren nodded.

“Hmmm. Fine. But only if they promise not to tell Anri and Rostro. I’ll…” Astrid heaved a sigh. “I’ll tell them once I’m ready. They’ll worry about me if they find out,” Astrid whispered, her eyes softening.

“It’s a deal,” Ren smiled.

“Now let’s go,” she nodded. “We’re going to be late for class.”

***

Derelict History was held in the academy’s library.

In stark contrast to the classroom for Intermediate Machine Cultivation, the academy’s library was hi-tech. Their class was held in a large lecture hall on the ground floor. The upper floors were barred from access and contained different tablets containing simulations that were meant to record different Blade Angel Techniques.

To gain access to simulation tablets on the upper floors, Blade Angels were forced to complete missions and spend contribution points to secure the right to view them.

Ren still felt numb from his last mission. One moment, he had been fighting in the Martian sands, trapped between the drones above and the scavenger Giants below, watching as they closed in on Natasha and the injured cadets.

The next, he was back in an air-conditioned room, surrounded by his peers from the Pride who were chattering excitedly about the lesson to come. His gaze wandered, eventually falling on Natasha at the other end of the room. Many of the cadets from the colonies wore similar innocent expressions of excitement as the cadets from the Pride. Natasha, on the other hand, was stony-faced and silent, staring forwards with a blank expression.

Ren clenched his jaw, letting out a slow breath.

“Settle down, everyone. Welcome to Derelict History.”

Their Instructor swept into the room. She was a tall woman dressed in a white shirt tucked into a long skirt. She was wearing a beige cardigan over her shirt and was carrying a handful of hefty textbooks in one hand, which she set down on her desk.

A pair of black glasses was perched on her nose, flaring outwards at the edges and giving her a distinctly cat-like appearance. The topmost buttons of her white shirt were undone, exposing a lacy black bra that peeked through from beneath.

She looked like she had walked out of one of Old Man Reetrick’s steamy catalogues – the very picture of a sexy librarian.

There was only one minor issue.

She was casually holding up a bandage to the wound on the side of her head…

With a stream of blood flowing steadily down the side of her cheek.


Chapter 13 



“Instructor Shadi… forgive my curiosity, but... are you alright?” one of the colony cadets ventured cautiously, raising their hand.

“A Type-1 Razorkind, Cadet Baron. A minor annoyance. And I would never condemn you for your curiosity. The moment we begin to do so is the moment we fall into ignorance. Merely allow me to redirect that enthusiasm towards the topic of today’s conversation. The very place where I sustained this small graze – the Labyrinth.”

From the volume of blood trickling down the side of Instructor Shadi’s cheek, Ren got the distinct impression that it was anything but a small bruise. Even so, she casually strolled up to a digital board, extracting a stylus from her shirt pocket.

“As many of you know… the Labyrinth is a contentious topic,” she began, writing the words ‘LABYRINTH’ on the board. “If some whispers are to be believed, it holds weapons of untold power capable of wiping the Derelict from our galaxy for good. Miracles that our forefathers discovered in the final minutes before the base was evacuated and sealed in, becoming the death trap that we know today.”

Instructor Shadi smiled, striking through the word on the board in suitably dramatic fashion.

“Others believe these whispers to be insidious lies. A distraction that prevents us from focusing on the real threat before us. The Lord of Blades and its lieutenants. But there is one thing that is difficult to contest, despite these competing views. Can anyone tell me what that is?”

An eager cadet from the Mars contingent raised their hand.

“Yes, Lucy?”

“The Labyrinth is dangerous, Instructor Shadi. Derelict evolve from adversity. In creating the defence mechanisms that they did in the Labyrinth, our forefathers inadvertently created a training ground for the Derelict,” she said. “It’s why we’ve been ordered to report and collapse every passage into the base that we come across.”

Instructor Shadi beamed at Lucy, nodding emphatically.

“Wonderfully put, Lucy! That accounts for strength, but it doesn’t account for nature. Perhaps our peers from the Pride might enlighten us… the Derelict that you faced on Mars, were they any different from the foes you encountered on Earth?”

Cadets around him whispered under their breaths.

The answer was obvious.

So far, the Derelict they had encountered were notably more humanoid than those on Earth. The Type-3 Variant spider-bots and the Walkers had been pure nightmare fuel when he had encountered them during the Duels. However, recalling what Archangel Amira had shared with him during their last training session, she had encountered humanoid Derelict on Earth as well, although they were more rare.

“The Derelict are more… humanoid, Instructor,” a cadet called out.

“Excellent. There are many theories for this phenomenon. That a particularly dominant strand of Derelict Variant emerged on Mars, resulting in a widespread mutation that we observe today. Another explanation is that our forefathers, in the century following the long night of sorrow when the Hope Made Manifest fell, experimented on the Derelict, birthing these monstrosities.”

“Why would they have any cause to do that, Instructor Shadi?” Lucy called out once more.

Instructor Shadi’s eyes softened.

“Why, because humanity was desperate, Lucy. Far more than we are today. Blade Angels did not exist, and felling even a Type-3 Aerondight required significant firepower without our Weapons and Potential. It was only because of Archangel Lilith that we live in relative hope like we do today.”

Ren’s eyes drifted to Natasha. Her eyes were still downcast, staring into space, only partially present in the lecture.

Relative hope?

“But whatever the case is, one fact is for certain. The Labyrinth is a death trap and a distraction. Its exterior section, which we call the Outer Sanctum, is a maze of tunnels that have been penetrated by the Derelict. They hone themselves against the Labyrinth’s traps, using that adversity to evolve. It is no surprise that the Derelict have infiltrated the Outer Sanctum – especially with the Titan and Giant class scavengers that they have at their disposal. But there are rumours… that the Derelict have failed to penetrate the Inner Sanctum – where humanity’s base lies.”

“But how?” Lucy called out incredulously. “Wouldn’t the Derelict have made it through by now?”

“And that is precisely why Archangel Lucia is of the view that the Labyrinth will not serve us, Lucy. Because the likelihood that the Inner Sanctum has fallen to the Derelict is all too high. We are much better placed to turn our minds to other, more pressing threats… such as the Lord of Blades. And to that end, I hope our brief lesson on the Labyrinth was instructive, our friends from the Pride,” Instructor Shadi smiled.

Ren frowned as the Instructor went on to discuss the formation of the colonies on Mars. To his surprise, Natasha’s own brows were furrowed as she regarded the Instructor.

“Hey, Ren? Are you thinking what I’m thinking?” Iria’s voice echoed through his skull.

He silently met her eyes, giving her an imperceptible nod.

“It sounds an awful lot like the colonies are trying to convince us to abandon our efforts to enter the Labyrinth. They’re not exactly being subtle about it, either.”

***

The world around Ren was muted as he stared at a single point in the ceiling. He could vaguely hear the shower in the en suite running as Selphira got ready for the commencement party.

While he had been away trailing Astrid, the girls had learned that one of the Archangels was hosting a welcome party for cadets from the Pride. It was meant to provide them with an opportunity to interact with cadets from the Mars contingent.

Ren couldn’t find it in himself to care.

“Ren? Ren?”

Iria’s voice faded into focus, snapping him out of his stupor. She was wearing a long black dress with a sweeping neckline. Her cleavage was just barely visible, peaking out over the dress, which perfectly conformed to her figure.

“Hey... you’ve been out of it ever since you went to find Astrid. Is everything ok?” she said, her adorable ruby eyes wide.

Ren paused, hesitating as he looked at Iria. His thoughts returned to their brief mission, the bodies of the dead cadets sticking out of the sand. How they returned to the academy shortly afterwards, listening to a lecture on Derelict history. He didn’t want them to worry. But he had also learned the hard way that keeping things from Iria and Selphira hadn’t helped him in the slightest.

“Astrid went out on a mission.”

“She WHAT?” Iria exclaimed, blinking her large ruby eyes at him.

Ren winced, clearing his throat as he tentatively met her gaze.

“I might have snuck onto it.”

“You did WHAT?” Iria closed in on him, fixing him with a withering stare.

“Wait, wait!” Ren raised his hands. “I didn’t have a chance to tell you, and I couldn’t just let her go off on her own, could I? By the time I called you and Selphira, they would have assigned her another partner.”

Selphira strode out of the shower. She was towel-drying her blonde hair, with the bulk of her body obscured behind the wall.

“What’s with all the shouting?” she asked.

Iria gave him a flat stare, placing her hands on her hips.

“Ren went out on a mission with Astrid.”

“Oh,” Selphira’s eyes went round. “You are in deep shit,” she glared at him.

“But…” Iria interrupted, causing him to hold his breath in suspense. “He had a good reason for it. You think she went out on that mission to… distract herself?” Iria said, her eyes softening. She took a seat next to him on the bed.

“How would you feel? If you were kidnapped and almost replaced by a Derelict infiltrator, with your life almost stolen from you?”

Ren shuddered, clenching his fists.

“Shade was almost successful. The longer he spent in Astrid’s form, the better he got at replicating her mannerisms. Worse still, if we hadn’t figured it out, she might have…” Ren trailed off, leaving the rest unsaid. “But that wasn’t all. Shade planted some ideas in her head about me being a Derelict. Or… he hinted at what we now know. So, I filled Astrid in. About everything.”

“You did?” Iria blinked in surprise. “How did she react?”

“She offered to speak to Doctor Rainford tomorrow about it. And about Evie as well,” Ren smiled lightly. “She was fuming when she realised that her mother was in the know.”

Iria and Selphira exchanged a glance.

“I knew she was a good cookie,” Iria smiled, slipping her hand into his.

“You aren’t angry with me? For revealing it to her?” Ren said in surprise.

“Well… she was kidnapped as part of Shade’s ploy to get to you. And I’m sure she appreciates the honesty,” she said, gently tapping his nose with her finger. “I guess it depends. Do you think we can trust her?”

“I do.”

Iria glanced at Selphira and nodded.

“So, she wants to go on missions to get over her fear of the Derelict? When is your next mission?”

“Yeah—wait a minute, you’re not going to convince me out of it?” Ren stared at the girls in surprise.

“If I did, it would be pretty hypocritical of me,” Selphira snorted. “If you think it’ll help her… then I’m all for it.”

“So am I. On one condition,” Iria said, crossing her arms. “You don’t go alone, and you take us with you.”

“Seriously?” Ren said incredulously.

“Seriously,” Iria smiled back.

His thoughts drifted to the half-buried corpses of the cadets he had encountered at Natasha’s side on their very first day at the academy.

“The missions?” he said softly. “They aren’t… pretty. You remember those girls we encountered on our first day who were with Natasha? They were killed while hunting a Type-1 Derelict scavenger unit. They walked into a trap,” Ren shuddered. “Our mission was meant to be simple – to reinforce their squad by getting some supplies to them. Instead, we found Natasha with two fallen cadets under her protective bubble, and her friends dead. The Derelict she was hunting? They turned her into bait.”

“That’s strange,” Iria muttered with a frown. “Scavenger units don’t have hunting instincts like their combat counterparts. They aren’t meant to be capable of strategy like that,” Iria whispered to herself.

“Why was Natasha on the mission?” Selphira frowned. “I thought colony cadets were relieved from mandatory missions?”

“I’m doubly surprised that she went,” Iria said. “I’ve spoken with a couple of cadets from the colonies… at least those willing to speak to me. Before our arrival, they’ve been forced to go on assignments from the day they first integrate their very first core… but that rule doesn’t apply to the children of Archangels.”

Ren looked up at her in surprise.

“So, if Natasha went on that mission,” Iria said slowly. “She went on her own accord. No one forced her to be there.”

“I misjudged her.”

“Ren… you should know that being an asshole and a good person aren’t mutually exclusive. You’ve dated Iria for long enough to realise this,” Selphira teased lightly.

“Are you alright?” Iria said, drawing closer to him. Her frown was coloured with guilt and concern. “I didn’t even realise you went through something so…” Iria pressed her lips firmly together.

“If you want to sit the party out... we can stay with you,” Selphira added.

Iria laid her hand on his, giving it a gentle squeeze. Selphira was biting the edge of her lower lip, her brows drawn together in a frown despite her previous attempts at levity.

Ren shot them both a smile, shaking his head.

“We can’t forget why we’re here. We aren’t going to find Evie by sitting around. But on the missions—”

“We’ll help. And we’ll do it together,” Iria said firmly.

***

East Dome was bustling at night, with many colonists out and about. Even if the odd machine swarm was visible from beyond the dome, it seemed like the colonists had gotten accustomed to their presence.

“We’ll split up. I’ll go talk to some of the Archangels’ kids. It won’t hurt to get a feel for who holds the power in the colonies,” Iria said, leaning over to him.

“I’ll go find Anri and Rostropovich. Anri told me she would be coming, although she mentioned that Astrid was feeling under the weather,” Selphira added, giving Ren a deliberate glance.

Of course she’s feeling out of sorts.

“Some of them might try to taunt you. Try not to get into any fights. You have a bit of a... reputation.”

“What?” Ren said in surprise. “Why?”

“You’re dating us, you doofus,” Selphira smirked, rolling her eyes. “Don’t you think they’d want to know just who was dating the two daughters of the Pride’s most powerful Archangels?”

“Ugh, politics,” he groaned.

“More than politics... you might find yourself running into your fair share of jealousy,” Iria added.

“Jealousy, I can understand,” taking an appreciative glance at both Iria and Selphira, who smirked back at him.

The low drone of the bass of the music rattled the furniture in Archangel Lucia’s mansion. Cadets from the Pride and the colonies alike were scattered around the house. Small cliques had formed, with cadets from either faction gravitating to their own.

Ren found it all a bit stupid, especially considering that everyone present knew exactly what they were getting into by coming to this party. But he had no doubt that the buzz of alcohol would do its job, and that the cadets would loosen up sooner or later.

Ren, Iria and Selphira strode through the floor, attracting a few looks from cadets of both factions.

“It makes you wonder what all these Archangels get up to while their kids run wild,” Ren leaned over to Selphira, raising his voice over the loud music.

“The answer to your question is right there,” Selphira muttered back, pointing straight ahead of them.

Glass folding doors cordoned off the kitchen from the garden. Ren spotted Archangel Lucia, along with a couple of other older Blade Angels having drinks around a standing table. Her silver eyes found his, and he felt a chill wash over him. To his surprise, a woman with blonde hair and an open-backed dress turned around, only for Ren to realise that Archangel Lilith was present as well. She sent a wave in Selphira’s direction, which the girl promptly ignored.

“What are they doing here?” Selphira muttered under her breath.

“No doubt scheming and forming alliances…” Iria frowned. “With all these new Archangels around, I’m sure Mother and Archangel Lilith are both scrambling to find allies. If either of them can gain a strong enough backing here in the colonies, it might just disrupt the status quo back home.”

They split off in the crowded living room, heading off in different directions. He walked through the hall, ascending the stairs to the mansion’s second floor.

He paused, extracting his phone to text Astrid a message.

Ren: Hey, I heard you’re feeling under the weather. Was it the mission?

Astrid: I asked Iria how you were feeling, and she said you weren’t in the best shape. She told me what happened, by the way.

Ren: Sorry… they were insistent on coming along. Are you alright with it?

Astrid: Are you kidding? They’re ridiculously nice. They’d agree to put their lives on the line for some random girl?

Ren couldn’t help but grin as he read Astrid’s text.

Ren: You aren’t just some ‘random girl’, Astrid.

Astrid: Oh? What am I, then?

Ren swallowed, staring at Astrid’s last text. It was beyond a doubt that Astrid knew that the reason Shade had taken her form was because Ren cared for her. Before he could embarrass himself further, his phone vibrated in his hands, signalling the receipt of another text.

Astrid: I’m messing with you. But they’re at the party? Give me a second, I’ll meet you out there.

Ren: No, no. Just rest. Leave it to us. You do want to go on more missions, don’t you? I’ll keep you updated on anything I find.

Astrid: Thanks, Ren. Can I ask you for a favour?

Ren: Sure.

Astrid: Can you check on Natasha for me? I’ve been trying to get through to her… but she hasn’t replied to me.

Ren: That might not be the best idea... she hates my guts.

Astrid: She’s not so bad when you get to know her. It... might take you a while. But I’d still appreciate it if you checked in. She was close to the girls who died.

There was a pause as Ren considered Astrid’s request.

Ren: I’ll find her. Rest up. I’ll see you tomorrow.

With a sigh, Ren slipped his phone into his pocket.


Chapter 14



Ren didn’t have to search for very long before he found Natasha.

She was standing out on a balcony overlooking the front of the mansion. Her eyes were fixed on the dome’s heights. They were difficult to make out in the dark, but Ren knew that Derelict swarms were circling outside.

“Natasha?”

Long silver hair cascaded down her shoulders, and she was sporting a short silver dress that ended at her mid-thigh. Ren caught the barest scent of the girl’s citrus perfume. It was an oddly humanising quality that helped dull the sharpness of the glare that the pretty girl sent his way when she turned away from the edge of the balcony to face him.

Upon further scrutiny of her eyes, Ren detected that they were tinged with a slight red hue.

“You weren’t invited.”

Ren raised his hands in a placating gesture.

“I was just told it was a party for cadets—”

“Well, you were told wrong. It’s a party for the upper echelons,” she said, spitting out the final words with venom.

Ren blinked, staring at her in surprise.

He wondered if it was a figment of his imagination, but he thought that Natasha had uttered the words ‘upper echelons’ with more than a hint of distaste.

Although from the way she was bristling, he couldn’t tell if he was the subject of her disgust.

“Not a fan of the ‘upper echelons’?”

“No more than I’m a fan of you.” Natasha scoffed.

“At least I can understand why you hate me as much as you do,” Ren smiled. “I committed the unforgivable sin of daring to exist in your presence. But aren’t they your peers?”

She looked away from him, staring out at the lawn. “They’re partying in here while Blade Angels are dying out there as we speak. They’re cowards,” she said softly.

Ren paused, watching the girl’s hands tighten over the balustrade, her shoulders tensing up.

“I’m sorry for your loss. And for what I said back in the medical bay,” Ren said. “You aren’t forced to go on missions like the rest of the cadets from the colonies, are you?” Ren said softly. “Yet you do so anyway.”

Natasha glared at him again, and Ren had a feeling that it was just the first of many more glares she would be shooting in his direction.

“For what it’s worth... I get it. Why you resent us. We haven’t had to face war as you have. It’s insane, fighting like that out there and going right back to your classes. It all just seems so... artificial.”

“If you think I’m going to melt like your other girlfriends after you spout some bullshit, you’re sorely mistaken.” Natasha’s voice fell, still faced away from him. “I don’t want your pity.”

She turned on her heel, rapidly brushing past him.

“Astrid was wondering how you were. That’s why I came looking for you.”

Natasha paused, her eyes softening at the mention of Astrid. Without saying a word, she stormed off, leaving him alone on the balcony. He rested his hands on the balustrade, letting out a sigh.

“Great job, Ren. Antagonise her further,” he muttered to himself.

“Don’t pay her any mind. She’s got it in her head that she’s some great paragon of justice. Truth be told, she’s a bit of a pariah. The others can tell that she looks down on the rest of us.”

A tall young man with red hair with orange streaks walked forwards. He was taller than Ren by at least a head or two and had fiery orange irises that had a slight glow to them. But what drew Ren’s attention the most were the twin orange rings above his head, marking him as a Blade Angel with the core of a Machine Lord. He had angular features and sharp eyebrows that gave him a natural air of arrogance.

Ren stared at the hand extended outwards to him. He looked back at the cadet in surprise, before cautiously extending his own hand to shake the newcomer’s.

“Ren, is it? I’m Lionel. Nice to meet you. I’m Archangel Narain’s son. I believe you met her recently?”

Narain...

She was the Archangel who saved us from those Giant-class scavengers.

“I hear that you’ve been building a speed speciality. Let me know if you’d like me to introduce you to some speed specialists. If you upgrade to a Type-2 core with similar Potential, they might be able to help you awaken some Techniques.”

Lionel smiled.

“Hopefully, we’ll get to work together on a mission one day.”

“Speaking of…” Ren quickly jumped at the opportunity. “What sorts of assignments do they assign Angels with the core of a Lord? Have you ever ventured into the Labyrinth to deal with deadly Derelict?”

Lionel’s orange eyes lingered on his before his lips drew into a slow smile.

“Ah… they warned us about your curiosity,” he grinned. “After an entrance to the Labyrinth, are you?”

Ren laughed weakly, waving off Lionel’s question, but he had the impression that the other man saw right through him.

Damn.

Ren contemplated asking him about Evie, but thought otherwise. As casual as Lionel acted around him, Ren was keenly aware that he had been briefed about their interest in the Labyrinth. If that was the case, he might not be the calm, easy-going guy that he was presenting himself as.

A couple of older Blade Angels spotted Lionel on the balcony. They entered in a rush, chattering amongst themselves and tugging Lionel along with them. He gave Ren a brief wave goodbye before disappearing down the corridor.

Another dead end.

***

The next day, Ren, Iria and Selphira made their way down to the deployment centre the first thing in the morning.

“Astrid!”

Iria called out to the girl waiting for them on one of the benches in the briefing area. To Ren’s surprise, she was joined by a familiar girl with long silver hair, who was covered in familiar silver Nanoarmour that gave her a regal bearing.

Natasha Everam scowled the moment that her eyes landed on him.

Bringing up her friends again isn’t going to help her.

“What a coincidence,” he grinned at Natasha. “Fancy seeing you here.”

“Astrid, please remove that shitstain from my view,” Natasha muttered.

“Iria, Selphira,” Astrid waved to the approaching girls. “You… really didn’t have to—”

“Nonsense,” Iria said, interlinking her hands with Astrid’s. “This was the least we could do. And before you mention it, we know what we’re getting into. Hi, Natasha,” Iria said, turning to the girl beside him.

Natasha glanced up in surprise but quickly averted her gaze.

“Hi,” she replied.

From what Ren could tell, she had been taken aback by Iria and Selphira’s appearance. Ren’s gaze hovered over her inscrutable expression. When she realised that he was staring at her face, Natasha simply flicked him off. Even so, as he continued to regard her, his thoughts wandered back to their brief exchange at the party.

Pod… what are the chances that she thinks that Iria is all talk, and that her mother is the only reason she has the powers she does?

“Just as certain as the sky is blue, Mister Soros.”

Ren gave the feisty bot a glare.

Pod… the last I checked, the sky is red.

“A figure of speech, Mister Soros. I assess it at a 90% likelihood that Miss Everam believes Miss Iria to be undeserving of her machine core. From my cursory observations of the colonies, the children of Archangels possess considerable advantages over their peers.”

“Hmm…” he hummed, tapping his cheek.

“Interesting.”

***

The dropship rose, carrying them to their mission destination. Natasha had fallen silent and was doing everything in her power to avoid meeting Ren or Iria’s gaze. It was proving to be quite difficult. Given that the craft that they were flying in was compact, they were seated leg to leg with one another.

A fact that infuriated Natasha even further was that Ren had snatched up the seat beside her. Before she could attempt to shift seats, the dropship had taken off, and the pilot had warned them that anyone who broke the rules would be forcibly ejected.

“Natasha,” Ren said, leaning over to her as Astrid, Iria and Selphira watched on with barely concealed amusement. “Did I ever tell you the story of how Iria integrated her core?”

For a split-second, Ren noticed a glimmer of curiosity in Natasha’s gaze. But just as quickly as it appeared, it was gone when she realised just who was speaking to her. She chose not to dignify his question with a response, which only made Ren’s smile widen.

“You see, we’re on Mars for one reason. Well… two,” he continued as the dropship shook in its passage. “We’re looking for a friend of ours from our childhood.”

“A friend?” Natasha blinked in surprise. Her face fell into a scowl as her subconscious reply caught up to her conscious opinion of him.

“That’s right,” Iria nodded with a warm smile. “Evie Leyfa. Can you give me your details? I’ll send you a picture of her.”

Ren watched in satisfaction as Natasha reluctantly extracted her datapad, exchanging her details with Iria. She promptly sent through a picture of Evie to Natasha. Her look of mild distaste melted away and her eyes softened as they fell on the little girl in the picture with hair worn in a green bob sporting a bright smile.

“It’s a bit of a long story,” Iria said with a self-conscious laugh. “But—”

“Tell me,” Natasha said softly.

The girls met each other's eyes, and Iria’s worry melted away.

She launched into their history with Evie. How she had been evicted from the Pride as part of Iria’s mother’s attempt to undermine Archangel Lilith’s authority. They told her what they knew about Evie’s condition and that she had ventured to Mars in search of the Labyrinth to find a cure for her illness.

Natasha watched on in silence, but Ren quickly realised that the stoic girl wore her emotions on her face.

“—and in the process, we stumbled onto a Machine Lord. We fought it—yes?”

Natasha frowned, holding up a hand to interrupt Iria.

“You fought the Machine Lord? As cadets with Type-4 cores?”

Selphira smiled, her golden eyes falling on Ren.

“They sure did.”

“You’re insane,” Natasha whispered. A blush rose to her cheeks when she recalled that her words weren’t only being received by Ren. “In the best way possible,” she hurried to clarify.

She eyed Selphira and Iria, who were watching her with interest, before letting out a sigh.

“Look. I’m sorry. I think we got off on the wrong foot. A lot of the kids of Archangels around here take their privileges for granted. From what I heard about the Pride… it sounded like a paradise,” she said, with a hint of envy in her voice. “A place where you could be free from the Derelict. Where you can live your lives out in peace like our predecessors did. I suppose… I just assumed that you were like the others.”

“Oh, it was nothing that noble,” Selphira said with a grin. She pointed straight at Ren, making him blanch. “This one was accused of treason, and the pair of us went down there to save his ass.”

“Why am I not surprised?” Natasha said dryly, causing the girls to burst into laughter.

They were interrupted by the crackling of the dropship’s announcement systems.

“Cadets, ready up. We will be approaching the LZ imminently.”

The girls straightened, their smiles fading away as the ship drew in for a landing.

Ren caught Astrid’s eye, giving her a nod.

***

It was no surprise that Astrid and Natasha had opted for the mission that they had.

A mission to kill a Giant-class scavenger.

The mission location was a short distance away from their previous one, and it was clear as day what Natasha and Astrid’s intentions were in selecting it. The intel they had received indicated that the Type-1 units that had attacked them had split apart shortly after their failed mission. One of the scavengers had retreated to the cave system, and other squads had been deployed to hunt the remaining Derelict.

“Follow my lead,” Natasha announced.

They followed her into the cave system. All of them were wearing the standard-issue suits that shielded them from Mars’ low atmospheric pressure, which would have boiled their blood if they were directly exposed to the elements.

“I can help,” Selphira called out.

The armoured plating covering Natasha’s helm retracted to display her expression of surprise behind the inner glass layer of her helm.

Selphira shut her eyes, sending her Potential outwards.

“I’m sensing a single Type-1 core beneath us. The Derelict is motionless. It might be powered down to heal the wounds that you inflicted in the previous battle.”

Perfect.

Ren stepped forwards, halting before Natasha.

“My Potential allows me to disrupt Derelict signals. If I interrupt its healing signal, it should stun the unit, allowing the rest of you to pile into it. Does that approach sound suitable?”

“It does,” Natasha nodded.

“Alright,” Ren nodded. “Ready?”

The other girls nodded their agreement. Together, they advanced to the small gap in the centre of the cavern that was currently lit up by PodBot overhead. Sand shifted steadily through the hole, pouring into the cavern beneath where the Derelict was situated. Ren called forth his Wings, hovering slowly over to the edge of the hole. He slipped through, his eyes falling on the Derelict scavenger, its head visible from above the sand. It was motionless, and as Ren approached, he did not detect any indication that the Derelict was aware of his presence. Just as he suspected, he watched as steady waves of Derelict energy pulsed over its form. The scars across its body from its encounter with Natasha’s team were already partially healed.

“Ready.”

“So are we,” Iria transmitted back to him. “Go for it.”

Ren dove towards the scavenger, diverting the Derelict energy in his core towards his Wings. He gained a burst of speed, and he activated his Potential right as he landed.

[Signal disruption]

The Derelict unit locked up, and a metallic screech filled the air, making Ren flinch, disorienting him. The girls were not similarly affected because the instant Ren’s blow landed, they dove down from the cavern above.

Iria summoned forth her blood shards, sending them hurtling towards the scavenger’s skull. She cursed as they splintered ineffectively against its thick armoured plating. She abandoned her barrage, summoning her Weapon forth and diving in pursuit of Astrid and Natasha.

Natasha descended like a comet.

Her silver Nanoarmour was aglow from the silver light emanating from brilliant Wings spanning outwards behind her. Her Weapons, her sword and shield, were tight in her grip as she descended on its skull. Astrid landed dextrously behind her, the spears in her hands wreathed in electricity.

She plunged them into the Derelict’s skull, causing the unit to writhe in pain. The Driller made a desperate attempt to dive beneath the sands, but when it dove, its head impacted against the force wall that Natasha had moulded with her Potential, covering the ground beneath it and depriving it of an escape route.

To Ren’s astonishment, he watched as Natasha’s force wall gradually moulded itself into a vast sphere, surrounding the unit.

“GET OUT!” Natasha yelled at Ren and Astrid.

Exchanging a nod, they surged upwards and out of the enclosing sphere, narrowly breaking free just as it sealed around the Derelict unit.

Natasha screamed.

It was a forlorn scream, filled with regret and pain. Tears were running down her cheeks as she clenched her outstretched hands into fists, having dismissed her Weapons. The translucent sphere flashed intermittently before its shape shifted.

Ren watched in awe as the force sphere began to constrict around the Derelict unit. Its sinuous body began to bunch up in the rapidly tightening sphere, and the groan of armour plates bending filled the cavern. The high-pitched metallic screech echoed across the cavern walls, almost causing Ren to lose focus, which would have sent him plummeting to the ground.

The Derelict’s screeching abruptly stopped when a loud crack echoed through the cavern like a gunshot. The silver bubble blinked out of existence, and Ren realised that Natasha had snapped the Driller’s head from its body.

“Natasha, you did it—”

His eyes widened as they passed over the girl’s face.

Blood was trailing from every orifice. The streaks of tears running down her cheeks provided a well-worn path for her blood to travel down. Blood dripped from her nostrils from the strain she had subjected herself to. Her body was trembling, and her eyes were fluttering as she fought to maintain her consciousness. A sob wracked her body, and she ascended past Ren towards the cavern above.

***

The flight back to the colonies was subdued.

Natasha was leaning her head on Astrid’s shoulder, in a rare show of vulnerability. She had called forth the armour plating of her helm, obscuring her face from view. Astrid herself greeted him with a slight smile, giving him a nod before she closed her own eyes, leaning her head against Natasha’s.

She had obtained her revenge… in part. But from the looks of things, it was hollow.

Nothing that Natasha did would bring back the friends she had lost on that mission. No matter how hard she fought, their lives had been extinguished by the Derelict, amongst countless others.

They landed at the base, registering their contribution points.

Astrid guided Natasha back to her home, leaving them with a brief goodbye. Iria and Selphira returned to the accommodation, their expressions sombre.

Ren sat on the bed, staring at the wall.

He was interrupted by the brief buzz of his phone.

Astrid: Hey. Natasha’s back home, safe and sound. Can we talk?

Ren: Of course. I’ll come over.

***

Ren met Astrid outside of her accommodation. He could hear Anri’s animated high-pitched voice from within, along with the occasional baritone of Rostropovich. Astrid was smiling wistfully as she eyed the door, no doubt thinking about her friends, but Ren could detect a sadness in her eyes.

“Shall we go for a walk?” she offered.

Ren nodded, and the pair departed down the street. There were a couple of cadets out and about in civilian attire. Ren’s attention inevitably drifted to the drone swarms intermittently illuminated by the floodlights surrounding the domes, pointed outwards into the Martian skies.

“I’m starting to see how you had all of those girls falling for you,” Astrid teased, her lavender eyes dancing as she clasped her hands behind her back, walking ahead of him. Gradually, the smile fell and she turned to face him, coming to a halt.

“What you did for Natasha was kind. What all of you did for her.”

“I really do owe her an apology,” Ren replied with a soft smile. “I seriously misjudged her.”

“You know, I’ve fantasised about it myself. Killing Shade,” Astrid said.

Ren felt his skin prickle as her words reached him.

“Astrid—”

“I know, I know,” she smiled. “It won’t serve me. I need to confront this fear… more directly.”

“You were amazing during the mission. If you were afraid? I couldn’t tell at all.”

“I was,” she sighed. “Terrified. It was like Derelict Duels all over again… when we started seeing our classmates die. Just a million times worse.”

Astrid resumed her path, and Ren trailed behind her. They rounded the corner of the street, taking them towards the temple. The last time he had walked this path with her, he had been accompanied by Shade.

“We really were shielded on the Pride,” she said softly. “Our reality was no different from those in the colonies, but down here, you really start to realise that not a single day is guaranteed to us. But it hasn’t been all bad,” Astrid said, halting in her path.

She turned to face him, taking a step towards him.

“It’s made me realise that my insecurities in other areas are… a little silly,” she smiled.

Ren nodded with a reassuring smile. Astrid’s lavender eyes lingered on his.

“I’ve always had trouble making friends.”

Ren stared at her in surprise.

From the moment that he had met her, Astrid had been nothing but a wonderful friend to him. She had never judged him for a moment throughout his saga with his Ascension Lust and had offered to help him with his dual-wielding lessons for practically nothing in return.

“You have? That’s… hard to believe.”

“I think it started when I was young. You know how kids are,” she shrugged. “Sometimes, it’s always a competition. Seeing whether your friends like you the most. I’ll let you in on a secret. But you aren’t allowed to tell anyone,” she said softly. “Not even Iria and Selphira.”

“Astrid—”

“Evie was my friend as well.”

Ren’s eyes widened in surprise.

“That was… until she met them. Selphira and Iria.”

“Oh,” he said softly.

“I’m making this far more dramatic than it sounds,” she laughed softly. Astrid smiled, but Ren could detect the slightest hint of tension in her lips. He remained silent, allowing her to continue.

“My mother was treating her for her… condition. Her visits to my place weren’t always… happy. But to me, they meant the world. I understand now that she must have had a complicated relationship with Mum… and with me. Every visit would have reminded her of her illness. Maybe by befriending Selphira and Iria, she was hoping to get away from it all. I saw them, you know? Hanging out with one another in that forest habitat. Part of me really wanted to join them… but I couldn’t.”

Because to do so would be to deny Evie that brief relief she felt from her illness.

When she was with Iria and Selphira.

Ren felt a pang of sadness.

“Astrid…”

She reached out to squeeze his arm, halting him in her tracks. Astrid looked nervous, visibly so, telling him about her past. He fell silent, simply nodding for her to continue.

“Since the time I was young, if another girl expressed interest in a guy I had a crush on… I found it easier to deal with my feelings myself than to stress over whether he would pick me over her. Somewhere along the line, my angst-fuelled teenage self must have concluded that it would be easier not to form bonds with others at all than to deal with the hurt and jealousy that came from friendships and relationships,” she said softly.

To his surprise, Astrid squeezed her temples, muttering rapidly under her breath.

“Ugh, I am never living this down,” she whispered.

Her gaze rose, and her lavender eyes bore into him.

“Natasha wasn’t the only one who disliked Selphira and Iria, Ren. When I got to know you and realised what kind of person you were, I felt… angry. That the girls that took my first friend away had found a diamond in the shithole that is that Academy,” she muttered.

Ren watched as Astrid’s cheeks coloured, and he could feel his own prickle as he blushed.

“I feel like such a scumbag for admitting it. I hate girls and guys who covet other people’s partners. At first, I thought you were exclusive with Iria. And then I realised that you had progressed things with Selphira as well. The last I heard from Anri was that you were free to see other people. And…”

Astrid looked like she would almost rather fling herself beyond the dome than endure another second of this conversation within it.

“I wanted to ask you on a date,” she whispered.

Ren blinked at her in surprise.

“But… what about—”

“The jealousy?” Astrid offered. “Well, Anri has jumped on my ass plenty for letting it get in the way. Frankly, I never imagined I would be open to pursuing someone who was part of a harem. Let alone, a harem with the two girls from my childhood that I definitely don’t have any emotional baggage with,” she muttered.

“Pfft,” Ren snorted, the chuckle escaping despite his best efforts.

“Did you just laugh at me?” Astrid stared at him, her cheeks flaring a bright red.

“NO! No!” Ren hurriedly backed away as Astrid advanced. “It… allergies. The allergies are getting to me—”

“You ASSHOLE!” she exclaimed, her lips twitching upwards into an involuntary grin that she was doing everything to keep down. “Here I was, pouring my heart out to you and you’re snorting? That’s some bullshit. You know what? Never mind, I think that just cured my illness, because it is an illness having feelings for you—”

“I would love to go on a date with you,” Ren smiled.

Astrid fell silent. She shifted from one foot to another, her facial expressions not quite committing to any particular emotion.

“I… am not going to hold a candle to them—”

“You don’t have to hold a candle to them, you idiot,” Ren laughed, interrupting Astrid. “Or are you already forgetting why Shade chose to take your form?”

Astrid swallowed, and Ren gathered himself, even as his heart was beating like a jackhammer.

“I really appreciated your friendship. You were the first friend I made at the Academy, barring Iria and Selphira. You never judged me for my Ascension Lust, heck, you even told me to visit your mother for a handjob—”

“I still maintain that position,” Astrid said, putting a hand on her hip, without even the slightest hint of a teasing smile.

Ren resisted the urge to gape at her and shook his head.

“Astrid. You did mean a lot to me. And I’m not going to pretend that you aren’t beautiful. I’m pretty sure you’re well aware of that by now, after all of those training sessions we had with my unchecked boners,” Ren winced.

“There were a lot of them,” Astrid muttered, causing Ren’s cheeks to darken further.

“I’m only just getting used to this new… arrangement. You weren’t the only one who never imagined themselves being a part of a harem… in any capacity. But here we are. I’ve spoken about it with them, Iria and Selphira. My Ascension Lust isn’t going away anytime soon. And neither are my urges. They’re open to me exploring things with other people, like you heard from Anri. We’ve agreed that I can have casual relationships to sate my Ascension Lust if I need to. But for anything more… serious, they would like to be involved.”

“Oh,” Astrid whispered, deflating.

“You do know that you are the only one to hold such a low opinion of yourself,” Ren crossed his arms. “Every word that has come out of their mouths about you has been glowing. Hell, if I tell them that you’ve asked me on a date, I’d be concerned that they would be convincing you out of it,” he laughed.

Once his laughter died down, Ren abruptly cleared his throat. The pair of them shifted uneasily on their feet.

“If you’re still interested… let me run it by them—”

“I am still interested.”

“Right,” Ren said, his brain instantly malfunctioning.

A couple who had been watching the exchange from a distance away burst into giggles, walking further down the street.

“Thank you for today. For helping Natasha, and… for helping me. I’ll… I’ll see you tomorrow. My Mum’s agreed to speak to us.”

“Bye, Astrid.”

Ren eyed Astrid uncertainly, debating whether to go in for a hug. He stepped forward at the precise moment she turned on her heel. When he stepped back, Astrid whirled around, looking back at him expectantly. The blushes deepened across their cheeks.

“I’ll… I’ll go now,” Astrid muttered, before calling her Wings and surging down the path away from him.

“You idiot,” Ren muttered to himself.


Chapter 15



The next day, Ren made his way to meet Astrid outside of East Dome’s medical centre. It was situated right next to the deployment base, allowing any cadets in critical condition to be transported straight to medical personnel. Ren smiled when he saw Astrid waiting beside the main entrance.

She was stunning.

Ren could tell that she had put some very deliberate attention into her appearance. Her purple hair fell in familiar twin pigtails to the small of her back. She was sporting a new white bodysuit with a generous cutout that teased her pair of perky breasts. It clung to her body, giving him a perfect view of the creases where her pelvis met her thighs. Ren squeezed his eyes shut when he felt a familiar twinge in his crotch.

The successive battles during the initial defence of the colonies and his missions had resulted in the absorption of a substantial amount of Derelict energy. Despite Selphira and Iria’s best efforts, the Ascension Lust was slowly and steadily rearing its ugly head.

“Hey, Astrid?”

Astrid blinked, as if surprised at his question.

“Mmhm?”

“Thanks for agreeing to do this.”

“It’s the least that I could do.”

The girl’s expression hardened, and she stepped up to him.

“You deserve answers.”

After enquiring with reception and waiting in silence with a couple of awkward glances exchanged, they finally reached Doctor Rainford’s door. Astrid rapped her knuckles on the door, pausing for a response.

“Come in!”

Doctor Rainford was dressed in her typical long, white lab coat. Her hair was a deep purple shade and slightly wavy, ending just beneath her shoulder blades. Her blouse was not unbuttoned as per usual. Even so, her lab coat did little to conceal the contours of her full bust and her wide hips.

Astrid’s presence with him was likely saving him from a whole lot of teasing. Her eyes were lined with the slightest hint of mascara, and the warm smile she greeted them with was a far cry from the look of cold rage she had fixed Shade with when confronting her daughter’s kidnapper.

At the sight of her daughter, she immediately shot to her feet, rushing forwards to draw Astrid into a hug.

“I was so worried when I heard you went out on a mission,” Doctor Rainford whispered, her arms tightening around Astrid. “You weren’t there when I dropped by your apartment either. Are you sure you’re alright?”

“I’m fine, Mum,” Astrid said, squirming in her grip before eventually succeeding in her attempt to wiggle out.

“Ren!”

Ren barely had a chance to react before Doctor Rainford drew him into a tight hug. After the extended and heavily cushioned embrace, she finally drew away, her eyes flicking down to Ren’s trousers for a brief second before returning to meet his gaze.

“Now then, how can I help you?”

“We deserve answers, wouldn’t you say?” Astrid said, placing a hand on her hip. “Or is getting kidnapped by a sentient Derelict still not enough?”

“Archangel Lilith—” Doctor Rainford began, before Astrid silenced her with a dismissive wave of her hand.

“Can go fuck herself,” Astrid interrupted. “I understand if you need to keep things from us for the safety of the Pride. Like the existence of Androids. But now we know. You also know something about Ren, don’t you? Tell us everything you know.”

Doctor Rainford’s lips pressed into a firm line. She looked between the two of them, and it seemed like she was warring with herself. She heaved a heavy sigh before finally straightening her back.

“Do you know how a machine core is integrated?” she said softly.

Ren recalled the weird metal device the doctor had fixed to his chest, which had driven his very first Type-5 core into his body. The imposing seat in the middle of the operating theatre aboard the Pride, with a ring of black robotic arms hanging overhead. It wasn’t a sight that was easily forgotten.

Ren felt his skin crawl as Doctor Rainford rose, pulling open the door to an industrial fridge situated in the corner of the room. Condensed water vapour in the form of a thin mist fled from the compartment until she shut the door.

In her hands was a large syringe. The very same syringe that one of those robotic arms plunged into him during the initial integration process.

“What we say is an anaesthetic, is actually anaesthetic containing a particular type of Derelict unit – nanites.”

Ren and Astrid stared at Doctor Rainford in disbelief.

“But in your case, Ren. I did tell you the truth. It was only an anaesthetic that was administered.”

Ren swallowed down a lump that had formed in his throat.

“The reason we inject these nanites isn’t malicious. It’s simply because our immune systems would reject the cores otherwise.”

“Where do these nanites come from?” Astrid pressed.

At that, Doctor Rainford paused, a look of concern blossoming across her expression. From the way that Astrid was bristling, he got the impression that another impasse was on the horizon if they pursued that line of questioning. The mystery of the nanites’ origin would just have to wait.

“That’s ok, Astrid. So... I didn’t need the nanites. How could you tell?”

“Because you already had a core inside you.”

Ren’s blood ran cold. The low hum of the industrial refrigerators in the room was the only audible sound, gradually drowned out by the heavy thumps of his heart.

Ren snapped out of his stupor when he felt Astrid’s warm hand slip into his, giving it a light squeeze.

“Ren already integrated a machine core? Then why did you give him another to integrate? To conceal that fact from him?” she pressed.

“No,” Doctor Rainford shook her head. “At least... Not entirely. His core wasn’t like any machine core I’d ever encountered before. It was... a hollow core.”

A hollow core?

“None of our instruments were capable of classifying it. Archangel Lilith advised that we should treat you no differently from any other cadet. That you had the capabilities of integrating machine cores just like the rest. That... is the extent of what I know.”

“Why did you say that I wasn’t ‘entirely’ Derelict?”

“Because the Derelict aren’t purely machines, Ren. They are an alien race. An alien race with their own genetic material... traces of which we detected in your DNA. You see...” Doctor Rainford paused, adjusting her lab coat. “While Blade Angels might integrate cores, it doesn’t alter their genetic signature. The cores change us, yes. And influence us in ways that might bring us further away from our humanity. Ascension Lust is one such symptom. Integrating cores of Derelict in the Command Tiers presents other such issues. But it doesn’t alter our genetic makeup.”

Doctor Rainford let out a soft sigh.

“You’re part human, and part Derelict, Ren.”

Doctor Rainford’s words echoed in his mind.

Those weird instincts...

Being repulsed by Blade Angels.

Feeling this urge to... kill.

Was I really...

“Shade told me that I was born in the Labyrinth. It’s sounding more and more like he was telling me the truth,” Ren whispered.

“Besides what I’ve told you, I truly don’t know any more about your parents or core, Ren. Let me speak to Lilith. If there’s anyone who would know the truth, it would be her. But she left earlier this morning in a rush.”

Ren let out a long breath, giving Doctor Rainford a nod.

“Thank you for telling me, Doctor Rainford.”

“I’m sorry that I couldn’t sooner, Ren,” Doctor Rainford said with a strained smile. “Archangel Lilith persuaded me that this was the best course of action, especially if you wanted an ordinary life… though your rise has been anything but.”

Doctor Rainford fell silent, and the only noise that greeted them was the low drone of the industrial refrigerators in the room.

“We have some final questions for you…” Ren said, finally breaking the silence. “Evie Leyfa. You treated her for her illness. We know that she departed for Mars in the hopes of treating it. Do you know if she’s in the colonies?”

Doctor Rainford slowly shook her head. Her beige skin had gone pale, and it looked like she had seen a ghost.

“What were you treating her for?” Astrid asked.

Doctor Rainford went rigid.

Ren didn’t think he had ever seen the doctor in a state when she hadn’t been in control. But upon delivering her question, Astrid had instantly put her mother on the back foot. Even so, she did not relent.

“You kept Ren in the dark. You kept Iria and Selphira in the dark. You kept me in the dark, and I was almost kidnapped and replaced. If it wasn’t for Ren, none of you would have been able to tell the difference,” Astrid whispered, causing her mother to flinch back.

Doctor Rainford’s eyes widened, assuming a glassy sheen.

“Astrid,” she whispered.

Ren saw Doctor Rainford’s shoulders tremble, and she instinctively raised a hand towards her daughter before drawing it back.

“I love you, Mum. And I appreciate everything you’ve done for us. I can even understand why you did it. But I won’t stand for any more lies or secrets—”

“A parasite,” Doctor Rainford said hoarsely.

The room fell silent.

“We were treating Evie for… a parasite. Beyond that… there wasn’t much that I was privy to. Any scans that we took of her didn’t reveal the creature – it was Archangel Viltrick who made the diagnosis. I was responsible for the management of her symptoms. Viltrick was responsible for the primary condition itself. All I can tell you… is that it was unlike any parasite that I’ve ever heard of,” Doctor Rainford whispered, a tear trailing down her cheek.

Astrid’s eyes were tinged red, and it looked like there was so much more that she wanted to say to her mother. Perhaps, to condemn her for not being able to tell that her own daughter had been replaced by an Android. Alternatively, the brief flashes of yearning might have hinted at a desire to forgive her mother and to succumb to a desire to rush into her arms.

Astrid did neither, giving her mother a nod.

“You asked for your rewards from the Duels? They are in the fridge,” Doctor Rainford said softly.

Astrid strode towards the industrial fridge in the corner of the room, which her mother had gestured to. She reached in, drawing out a large metal box.

“Thank you,” she said under her breath.

Astrid turned towards the door but hesitated, her hand hovering over the handle. She turned on her heel, walking back towards Ren and offering him the box.

“Can you hold this for a moment?”

Ren accepted it with a smile.

Astrid strode towards her mother, who slowly rose from her seat.

She pulled her mother into a hug.

Doctor Rainford’s eyes went wide. They began to turn glassy as she bit her lip, slowly accepting Astrid’s embrace.

***

The temple in the Gardens had a serene atmosphere. Strangely, the clash of their Weapons only seemed to enhance that serenity. Blade Angel cadets were sparring all across the vast hall in different sparring rooms. Just like the rest of the Gardens, the temple’s outer façade made it look ancient, while the rooms within had sleek, modern furnishing.

“It didn’t feel good, saying those things to her,” Astrid said. “I know that she loves me. She truly does try her best. But she also happens to be brilliant, and because of that, the Pride needs her,” Astrid said softly. “Still, she needed to hear it.”

“Where do we go from here?”

“Well… I suppose we continue attending our classes and figure out a way to find the Labyrinth.”

To Ren’s surprise, it seemed like a huge weight had been lifted off her shoulders. He got the impression that those words to her mother had been stirring within her for a long time. Now, even if she had said some hurtful words, they could move forward with a more honest relationship.

“Thanks for bearing with me back there,” she said. “I know it mustn’t have been easy to watch.”

“I don’t think you would want to see the way I’d react to my mother if we ever reunite,” Ren muttered.

They circled each other on the sparring mat before Astrid came to a halt. Ren watched as her eyes dropped to his crotch, fixing themselves on his erection that was pressing firmly up against his bodysuit. Astrid didn’t usually pay any attention to them when they reared their ugly heads, but this time, her stare carried with it some intent.

“Ren?”

“Sorry,” he said, hastily covering it from view. “After all of the battles we’ve been having, the Derelict energy has been piling up… and so has the Ascension Lust.”

In place of the innocent embarrassment and awkwardness on Astrid’s expression before their talk with Doctor Rainford, she was now regarding him with a look of concern.

“Do you want to fuck?”

“Astrid,” Ren yelped.

“Ren,” she said, placing a hand on her hip. “I’m a grown woman, and I know that Ascension Lust is no joke. If anything, sex is the easy part when it comes to relationships compared to all those bloody feelings,” she muttered with a haunted expression.

She raised her hand to her bodysuit’s zipper.

“If you want—”

“I don’t want my Ascension Lust to ever dictate the pace of our relationship,” Ren hurried to interject. “I want it to progress like it would… otherwise. ‘Bloody feelings’ included,” he muttered. He felt his cheeks heat up, and it was a minor consolation that Astrid had also turned as red as a tomato.

“Besides,” he cleared his throat. “Neither should you feel obligated to…”

“Fuck you?” Astrid gave him a roguish smile. “Oh, you don’t have to worry. There’s my mother for that.”

Ren baulked as Astrid giggled. She seemed to be gaining confidence by the second, having found a weakness to exploit and a convenient means to deflect her attention from her own feelings roiling within her.

“What?” she teased, walking up to him and poking him lightly in the chest. “You’re telling me you never considered it?”

It’s a trap.

Don’t say a word, Ren.

“Look, at some point, you’re going to have to learn about the bounds of that ‘linking’ thing that Shade was talking about…” Astrid trailed off, crossing her arms. “It’ll be a risk to have casual sex with someone when it could permanently link you with them… and also grant them the ability to evolve their cores. I don’t think we should be satisfied with what Shade told us. I’m proposing that one day… you should go see her to figure out how that ‘linking’ mechanism works. Besides, if you figure out a way to expedite the evolution of Selphira and Iria’s cores…”

Ren slowly nodded. Just the thought of Iria evolving the core of a Lord into that of a Sage broke his brain. She was already incredibly powerful, barely scratching the surface of her abilities. He couldn’t even begin to imagine the feats she would be able to pull off if her core of blood was capable of evolving further.

“Yeah… you might be right,’ he mumbled.

“AHA! Got you.”

Ren stared flabbergasted as Astrid advanced on him, her lips curled into a devious grin. Her lavender eyes were bright, and she seemed to have forgotten about the nerves that she had previously been contending with.

“So, you do want to bang my mum.”

“Hey—”

Astrid giggled, clearly enjoying the distraught look of horror on his face.

“Oh, fine. I suppose I shouldn’t torture you any further. My Mum studies Ascension Lust, Ren. You didn’t think she gave handjobs to cadets because she enjoyed it, do you?”

“No, no,” Ren shook his head, utterly appalled. “She’s a medical professional, she wouldn’t—”

“Yeah, I’m messing with you. She totally does,” Astrid sighed.

“Astrid…” Ren trailed off, feeling whiplash at the girl’s words.

“She has Ascension Lust herself. But don’t get me wrong, even if she didn’t, she would be a total nympho,” she snorted. “I understand the necessity of it. Tell me truthfully. Did you have anyone else in mind that you don’t have feelings for who you would still risk linking yourself to? Let alone someone who might be able to assess the limits of your abilities?”

Another trap, Soros.

But… she does have a point.

“You really don’t have a problem with it? Seriously?” Ren repeated.

“I suppose it might be a little weird… but of all the things that give me a headache with relationships, sex is the last on the list,” Astrid winced, a light blush reaching her face. “If you do need to study it, I’d rather it be with someone that I know, love and trust than with someone that could take advantage of you. And I know that my mother cares a great deal about you, Selphira and Iria.”

“I’ll…” Ren sighed, already feeling nauseous at the prospect of raising this with the girls. “I’ll consider it.”

“Only if you want to,” Astrid rushed to reassure him. “But… maybe you could afford to wait a little.”

Astrid turned away from him, dismissing the spears in her hands. Ren noticed that the very tips of her ears were tinged with a slight red hue.

“Astrid—”

“Have you considered that I might want your Ascension Lust to dictate the pace of our relationship?” she whispered.

Ren gaped at her as she left him behind all alone in the sparring room.


Chapter 16



Iria’s face was an inch away from his.

Ren admired her beautiful brown-black hair, tinged red by her HALO. Her large, innocent eyes, which were so often full of love and affection, stared deeply into his. Smooth, pale skin that seemed resistant to the Martian sun, unlike Selphira’s. He drew in her sweet scent with every breath.

In other circumstances, Ren would have been over the moon just existing in that state.

“I’ve got his arms,” Selphira dutifully reported from behind him. The other girl had firmly wrapped her hands around him, her breasts pressing up against his back. He could feel the light touch of Selphira’s breath on his neck. Once again, in other circumstances, it would have been a dream.

Right now, the only emotion that Ren was experiencing was fear.

“Now then… let’s try this again. For the third time. What did you want to tell us, hmm?”

“That you look stunning.”

“ALERT. Mister Soros is not employing lies that I can detect. He is making factual statements in an attempt to undermine my ability to identify duplicity. Do not fall for his gambit, Miss Iria.”

“Not to worry, PodBot. He’s not going anywhere, are you, Ren?” she smiled sweetly, tracing a finger gently down his lips. “Tell me… does it have to have anything to do with this?” she whispered, her finger tracing down his chest, ending at the point of his erection.

“Astrid asked me out on a date, and I was thinking of accepting. I wanted to run it past both of you.”

Iria blinked in surprise, suddenly at a loss for words.

“She said that she heard about our arrangement.”

“That might be my fault,” he heard Selphira mutter from behind him. “Anri can be… insistent when she’s curious about something.”

“So? When are you going on the date?” Iria said excitedly.

Ren eyed her warily, his eyes narrowing as he tried to discern every minor twitch of her facial muscles and curve of her lips and eyes to give them meaning.

“Oh, stop staring at me like I’m some alien,” Iria swatted him.

“But your ass is just out of this world,” Ren murmured back, grinning as Iria rolled her eyes “I wanted to ask for your permission before I went any further.”

“Is it something you want to explore?” Iria said, her teasing tone dropping away and her ruby eyes softening.

“I do care about her. I think I would,” Ren said a little more firmly.

“I agree,” Selphira proclaimed, to his surprise.

“You do?” Ren said, attempting to crane his head backwards to make eye contact with the other girl.

“I like Astrid. I’ve come to learn about a lot of girls at the Academy over the years. She’s no-nonsense, and she has integrity. She was a little reclusive when we were younger,” Selphira said with a glance towards Iria, who nodded her agreement, “but I’d like to get to know her better… if she’s open to it. Besides,” Selphira’s golden eyes flashed. “Both of us are going to need some backup real soon, the way you’re going,” she muttered. “You’re bloody insatiable. My back needs a break.”

“So do your boobs,” Iria offered helpfully, causing Ren to place his head in his palms.

“Ok, so when are we going on the date?” Iria said.

“Uh…” he cautiously eyed Iria. “We?”

“Well, what did you expect? If things do go all the way with her… she’s going to be spending an awful amount of time with us. She might even be moving in,” Iria muttered, tapping a finger to her cheek, deep in thought. “What do you think, Selphy?”

“Agreed. Maybe we should all wear our hair in pigtails. That way, we’ll match, and I think it might just be too much for him to handle,” she smirked, laying her chin on his shoulder.

“Don’t be mean—”

“Oh, we won’t be mean to her. Astrid is an angel. But that won’t stop us from being mean to you. Besides, I’m almost certain you have a thing for it. Are you eying Natasha as well? I swear you’ve got a thing for girls who put you down. Let’s see… one, two,” Selphira counted, pointing to Iria, then to herself. “Huh… the power of pigtails really does make up the difference,” she said.

“I also don’t really want Ascension Lust to dictate my relationships… with anyone,” he said with a sigh, resigned to his fate.

“Should I be offended?” Selphira smirked. Even though she had meant it as a joke, he could detect the slightest tremble in her voice, betraying her uncertainty.

To Selphira’s surprise, he advanced on her, grabbing her wrist and pulling her towards him, halting an inch away from her face. Her angular golden eyes widened in surprise, her lips parting as he drew closer still, until his were an inch away from hers.

“Ascension Lust has nothing to do with how much I care about you. Or are you going to correct me, Pod?”

PodBot slunk away in defeat as Ren grinned at Selphira in triumph, his point well and truly made.

“Oh, stop gloating,” Selphira glowered, pushing him away even as her cheeks turned a faint pink.

“But I guess you’re right,” Ren smiled to herself. “She is an angel.” Ren shook his head, incredulous at her suggestion. “Especially when she—”

He froze, his unfiltered thoughts putting him into a very precarious position.

Iria and Selphira drew closer to him, like sharks catching the scent of blood in the water.

“She?” Iria prompted sweetly.

“It’s nothing—”

“ALERT. ALERT. ALERT,” PodBot blared triumphantly, surging back into the room, waving its small claws dramatically through the air. “LIE DETECTED.”

“Spit it out, Renny boy,” Selphira muttered, pulling him closer by the collar.

“Ugh, me and my big mouth,” he muttered. “She told me that I should see her mother to learn more about my… ‘linking’ ability.”

“No way,” Iria whispered, leaning back. “She offered to let you BANG HER MUM?” she exclaimed.

Ren rushed to place a finger over her lips as Selphira doubled over in laughter, falling onto the sheets.

“That’s just the way to get to a girl’s heart… straight through her mother’s vagina,” Selphira wheezed, before devolving into laughter again.

“Selphira,” Ren choked, trying desperately to resort to anything that might help him muster a defence of his position.

“Oh no…” she whispered. “She’s a doctor and a MILF. Selphy, are we ever going to see him again? He might never return from that doctor’s appointment,” she muttered, her pretty ruby eyes going wide in comical horror.

“Oh, cut it out, you two,” Ren eventually gave up, breaking into a chuckle of his own. “Whatever the case is… that doctor’s appointment will have to wait. We have training with our mentors on the horizon… and that’s probably going to keep us tied up. So… we were considering going on the date today—”

“Shit—I need to do my hair,” Iria said, scrambling up from the bed and tearing towards the bathroom.

“Wait, Iri, you take forever! Let me go first!” Selphira called out afterwards, following in her friend’s wake.

Ren laughed as he watched them scramble to get ready.

Ren: They said yes.

Astrid: Wait, they did?

Ren: Yep. And about my date idea…

Astrid: It’s a great idea. Let’s do it.

Ren: But…

Astrid: Ren, I’m only afraid of the living ones.

***

“Hi,” Astrid smiled.

Her hair was tied up in her signature high pigtails, her purple hair tumbling down to her shoulders on either side of her slender neck. She was wearing a familiar white tube top with her slender midriff exposed. A white skirt ended at her upper thigh, exposing smooth, hairless legs. She had applied a thin layer of clear gloss to her lips, and warm lavender eyes were outlined in some subtle eyeliner.

“Astrid!” Iria beamed back at her, drawing her into a hug. After she withdrew from her embrace, Selphira strode up to her, drawing her into one of her own.

“Thanks for…” Iria began, struggling to find the words.

To his relief, Astrid laughed, smiling back at Iria.

“I totally understand. You wouldn’t want Ren joined at the hip with some weirdo,” Astrid teased, her lavender eyes sparkling.

“Oh, it’s way too late for that,” Selphira smirked, her eyes falling on her best friend.

They turned towards the venue that Ren had selected for their date.

The Derelict Museum.

“You really know how to get a girl going, Ren,” Iria muttered, her eyes narrowing into a glare.

“What? It’s a perfectly good date pick,” Selphira protested, her eyes alight with curiosity.

Astrid just pressed her lips together, trying to bite down a laugh at the girls’ bickering. To his relief, she eventually relented. She approached him, her eyes dropping to the hand at his side. She hesitated, as if considering whether she should draw it into his.

“TAKE HER HAND!” Iria bellowed into his head.

Ren flinched, but stepped forward, drawing Astrid’s hand into his own.

“One of them told you to do that, didn’t they?”

Astrid narrowed her eyes, peering at him in suspicion.

“Y-yeah,” he scratched the back of his neck, his cheeks heating up.

“Hmm… who was it?”

“Iria… wait—”

Astrid gave him a teasing smile, walking past him and joining the girls up ahead. His jaw dropped as she slid her hand into Iria’s, pointing excitedly at the entrance and saying something that made the pair of girls laugh.

What have I gotten myself into?

***

“Whoa,” Iria breathed.

Upon entering the museum, the first thing they were greeted with was a Titan.

Or at least, the head of one. It was gigantic, rising at least ten times his height. Ren stared into the maw of a Driller that would have been a match for the monstrosity that they fought upon first landing on Mars. To their surprise, a group of schoolkids dressed in beige-brown uniforms were excitedly pointing up at the creature, chattering amongst themselves.

“Ok… I have to admit that this is a little more exciting than I expected,” Astrid muttered by his side.

I knew it was just a matter of time until the battle nut emerged.

“Oh? Are you going to take my hand now?”

“Not a chance,” Astrid said sweetly, folding her arms and walking towards Selphira. She was excitedly waving them over towards the very start of the experience, eager to get started.

“Clawrend bots… those are to be expected. Whoa…” Selphira’s eyes widened. “Are those what they looked like originally?”

The Clawrend bots that Ren was familiar with were crab-like creatures with four limbs. Each limb had a retractable blade, and if you weren’t careful, they could easily sneak up on you and sever the tendons in a Blade Angel’s foot, immobilising them for the more powerful Derelict to finish the job.

These Clawrend units looked nothing like the ones that Ren was familiar with. They were boxy, large, and almost twice the size of their more typical brethren. They had an unwieldy shape, but they also had a larger central torso that supported numerous hexagonal ‘containers’.

“Apparently,” Selphira continued, reading the information notice. “These were the earliest iterations of Clawrend units. Over the years, they evolved to the environment, becoming smaller and faster. They were originally scavengers, but they found a combat niche they were capable of fulfilling.”

“I wonder if their forms are driven on an evolutionary basis, or if there’s a Derelict Commander somewhere dictating what forms they take,” Iria muttered under her breath.

The girls were entirely lost in the exhibits, the purpose of the day forgotten. Ren glanced anxiously at Astrid, trying to discern how she was feeling. He felt a mixture of relief, excitement and anxiety when the girl finally met his eyes, walking over to join him.

“You picked something we would all enjoy, didn’t you?” she whispered to him.

“So, you admit it,” he smirked back. “You’re enjoying this.”

“Don’t push your luck, buddy,” she squinted back.

As they walked on, Ren’s jaw dropped as the next room featured Hailswarm drones suspended in the air above them, organised into a makeshift swarm. But to his surprise, there had been a gradual transition away from the desert environment, with this one resembling…

“What is this…” Astrid said, her eyes going wide.

In contrast to the bright desert environment the exhibits had replicated, the next section looked to be set…

Underwater.

Ren stared at a vast Type-1 Derelict monstrosity that had evolved to hunt in the Earth’s oceans. It spanned the entire length of the room. It had a vast, circular maw, and lights adorned the entire length of its steel form of burnished grey. It resembled a vast whale but far surpassed any living creature in size and scale.

“That thing is huge,” Astrid muttered. “What sort of an attack would you even need to bring it down?”

“Underwater as well!” Iria piped up, standing next to Astrid. “Kinetic attacks would be much less effective—”

“Blade Angels with tidal powers like Anri’s?” Astrid offered. “With a body that big… what if a Blade Angel like your mother with gravitational abilities just let its own weight do the work. Or if they got rid of the water, its own mass would crush its internals, just like what happens to stranded whales.”

Ren bit down a laugh as Iria and Astrid continued to enthusiastically brainstorm just how they would go about taking down the unit.

How did it even end up here? On Mars?

Leaving the girls behind, Ren drifted over to an information notice.

“Extracted from a Derelict Superfactory. Believed to be an anomaly in production given Mars’s lack of naturally occurring water bodies,” Ren muttered. “Huh.”

He glanced back at the girls, who were all crowded around another exhibit, chattering excitedly with one another.

Ren smiled.

All in a day’s work.

***

Astrid

The next exhibit depicted the ruins of a space station. The walls were painted black, and the designers had perfectly replicated the band of stars comprising the Milky Way. They walked along a narrow pathway, and Astrid occasionally leaned over the walkway to take in the ‘space station’ below their feet.

Another large Derelict scavenger had been placed beneath them. But instead of the Drillers they encountered on Mars, this one had a circular maw and had fins and engines designed to navigate the void of space.

With a glance behind her, Astrid noticed that Ren was preoccupied with the previous exhibit. Iria and Selphira had gone ahead with her, the three of them tempted by the lure of the space exhibit.

“Can you imagine fighting one of these things in space?” Iria stared wide-eyed at the creature. “I don’t even know how you’d begin to take down a Derelict like this one,” she whispered to herself.

“You do remember that you have the core of a Lord?”

“Oh... right.”

Iria and Astrid laughed. Selphira was a distance away, peering closely at the mock-up of the space station. It seemed like she was far more interested in the architecture than the Derelict units on display.

“Hey, Iria? Can I... speak to you about something?”

“Sure!”

“Are you really alright with Ren seeing other people?”

Iria blinked in surprise, but she seemed to detect Astrid’s concern and drifted closer to her.

“Well... to tell you the truth, I wasn’t initially. I tend to get a little... jealous,” she muttered, looking out over the exhibit.

“Tell me about it,” Astrid muttered right back. She realised what she said a second later and blushed. “Uh... sorry that’s kind of hypocritical of me. Asking to go on a date with... your boyfriend,” she winced.

“You get jealous as well?” Iria said in surprise.

“Jealousy, envy... the whole gamut.”

Astrid averted her eyes, feeling her cheeks prickle.

Iria stared at her in shock.

“Envy? You? But you’re amazing!”

“Well—”

“Hardly anyone makes the cut to Class A. There might be some that get in there through family connections, but you’re an incredible fighter. Frankly, I think you’re better than a good number of fully qualified Blade Angels. And you’re stunning.”

“I... I am?”

“Duh,” Iria rolled her eyes. “I knew it was just a matter of time before he fell head over heels.”

“And, you were alright with it?” Astrid said softly.

“Well... it was hard at first. But I realised that I enjoyed having others that I could share that love with. I suppose it really helped that Selphira of all people was the other one involved when we first started this… arrangement.”

“I don’t really feel like it’s my place to butt in.”

“Well,” Iria shrugged. “For the record, both Selphira and I really liked you. You don’t have to try to be best friends with us... but the option is always there if you want it.”

Astrid’s lips trembled before she pressed them into a hard line. She could feel tears welling in her eyes.

“Then you’re a much better person than I am, Iria. There’s something I’ve been meaning to tell you both. Is it alright if I share?”

“Of course!”

Iria looked at her, reaching out to lay a hand on her arm, her face coloured by worry

“When Evie befriended you and Selphira, I was jealous of you. I don’t think I handled it with as much grace as you and Selphira are handling this.”

Iria’s eyes widened in surprise.

“I understand why Evie distanced herself. My Mum and I were a reminder of her condition. There were so many times when I wanted to approach you to try to befriend you, but—”

“I think she knew, Astrid.”

Astrid looked at Iria in surprise.

“Evie had nothing but good things to say about you.”

Astrid raised a hand to dash off a tear that had escaped down her cheeks.

“Did she talk to you about her condition?”

“She... did,” Astrid nodded slowly.

“She never talked to us about it,” Iria nodded over to Selphira, who was still engrossed in the exhibit. “But she trusted you enough to talk about it. I don’t think any of us were mature enough to realise that what she did in distancing herself from you wasn’t right. You’re more than just a reminder of her illness.”

“No...” Astrid shook her head. “I was never entitled to her friendship in any case. But...”

Astrid let out a shaky breath.

“If we do find her, I feel like I would be doing a selfish thing by befriending—”

“Nah uh.”

Iria folded her arms.

“We’re all grown and semi-mature adults here,” she smiled. “I don’t want you to let your concern for Evie hold you back from befriending us, or from exploring things with Ren. If Evie has an issue with it, she’ll just have to stop running and talk to you.”

She smiled fondly over at Selphira.

“That was how we worked things out amongst ourselves.”

Iria drew closer to her.

“I guess the real question is whether you’d like to be friends with us with everything that’s happened in the past. We would like to get to know you better.”

Astrid felt like a weight had been lifted off her shoulders. The temptation to run slowly ebbed away, and she nodded emphatically.

“I would. Thanks for giving me this... chance.”

“Hey! Are you guys alright?”

Astrid dashed away her tears as Ren called out from behind them. Iria smoothly stepped forwards to obscure his view, giving her a brief, discreet wink.

“Mmhm. Nice of you to join us,” Iria said.

“I got a little distracted,” Ren winced.

“Well, that’s too bad,” Iria said, linking arms with Astrid. “We’ve been having a great time without you, and we’re going to continue doing that. Aren’t we, Astrid?”

“Mmhm,” she managed to get out.

Iria swiftly pulled her along, her body pressed up against her arm. She felt light, like a weight had been lifted off her shoulders.

“Thanks,” she whispered.

Iria gave her a squeeze.

***

Ren

By the time they finished perusing the museum’s exhibits, the sun had set. If Astrid had any nerves before, there were none to be seen now. It might have just been his imagination, but Ren thought he noticed a shift in how at ease Astrid was with Iria and Selphira. They chatted excitedly about how they’d approach fighting the various units, drinking in the exhibits.

To Iria and Selphira’s credit, Ren noticed that they were making every effort to include the girl in their conversations.

If anything, Ren himself hung back, allowing them to talk and interact without his interruption.

Finally, they reached the end of the experience. They gravitated over towards the exit.

“Well… I guess this is where we leave you,” Iria said, as they strode out of the museum. Astrid blinked in surprise as Iria walked up to her, wrapping her in another tight hug.

“What?” Ren raised an eyebrow.

“Well… we did want to get to know you, but we wouldn’t be so mean as to hijack your entire date,” Selphira smiled. “This was really fun. Thanks for organising it, Ren. Now go on, we’ll catch you back at the apartment,” she said, drawing Astrid into a parting hug as well.

Astrid and Ren exchanged an uncertain glance as the girls waved them goodbye, heading back towards the Gardens.

“I… didn’t plan this far,” he cleared his throat. “Do you—”

“Then I guess it works out, because I planned the next part of it,” Astrid said.

“Come with me,” she whispered into his ear.

***

By the time they had grabbed a bite to eat and eventually returned to the temple, night had fallen. The cadets sparring within had retreated to their accommodation. Only a few still lingered around the training grounds, continuing to spar with their companions.

To his surprise, Astrid led him to a section of the temple that they hadn’t explored before. After walking past the training grounds and up the temple steps, they eventually reached a reception area. A single, bored-looking attendant manning the desk.

“Hi, I’ve got an upper-Tier ascension room booked tonight for two. Under the name Astrid?”

“Let me see… there you are. You’ve got ascension room 3B. You’re ascending to Tier… four. In that case, please undergo your ascension in the water,” the bored attendant droned. “There have been far too many cadets who have made a mess of themselves trying to ascend on the mats. Congratulations on your ascension.”

The attendant rose, heading over to a wall of nearby lockers. To his surprise, he extracted a familiar metal box from within, which was still cold to the touch as he handed it over to Ren.

As they made their way towards the ascension room, Ren’s heart pounded in his chest. His eyes were fixed on Astrid in front of him, dropping to her slender calves, and resting at the gentle arch of her lower back, exposed by her tube top.

I guess this means…

Astrid pushed the door to the ascension room open. A section of the room was covered in a soft mat which resembled the meditation rooms aboard the Pride. To his surprise, a strong, floral scent washed over him, overpowering his senses. There was a pool that lapped up against a solid glass wall. Ren took a moment to realise that it wasn’t in fact a window displaying the temple’s exterior, but a digital screen that depicted an Earthen horizon filled with an orange sunset.

Ren swallowed when he watched Astrid fiddle with her skirt, unhooking it before drawing it down to her ankles. His eyes drifted to her perky ass and a pair of sleek white panties that obscured her sex from his view. She straightened, tilting her head and raising an eyebrow when she caught him looking.

“All those Derelict corpses back at the museum really didn’t turn you off?”

In answer, Ren removed his shirt, exposing his bare, muscled chest. All his training for Derelict Duels and in the recent days had allowed him to pack on a lean layer of muscle mass. Astrid’s eyes admiringly wandered across his chest.

Ren squinted at Astrid, peering closely at her.

“What? What’s that look?”

“I’m just… surprised,” Ren chuckled. “I guess I was expecting you to be a little bit more shy about nudity. But…”

“Aw, disappointed I haven’t devolved into a hopeless, blushing damsel?” Astrid grinned. As if to taunt him, she casually hooked her thumbs at the lower rim of her tube top, slowly drawing it over her head. Ren’s eyes drifted over a pair of round, perky tits that bounced free.

“I know they aren’t as big as theirs—”

“Boobs are boobs,” Ren muttered, itching to run his hands over them. “Small, large, middling… they’re all equally great.”

Astrid laughed, drawing down her panties to remove a smooth, pale pussy. She had an innie, and the lips of her labia were tucked away. Before Ren could catch a better glance, she turned on her heel, striding into the pool.

“You coming?”

Ren quickly pulled down his trousers. He was so eager that he almost forgot about the throbbing erection that was pulled free. Astrid’s eyes wandered over to his shaft, and he watched the girl subconsciously wet her lips before looking away.

“So… what’s the deal about wanting us to ascend in the pool anyway?”

“From how Mum explained it to me…” Astrid began, drawing closer to him. “Once your body has gotten accustomed to Derelict energy, and more of it is imbued in your body. To ascend, you draw energy not only from your core, but from the energy stored in your muscles, skin and bones itself, and in doing so, you’ll expel some… impurities.”

Astrid handed him one of the Type-2 cores in her grip.

“Are… you sure about ascending? If you want to keep a hold of your lightning abilities—”

“I want something more, Ren,” she said softly, her eyes drifting to the artificial sunset. “I saw how Selphira and Iria fight. I want the power to change things. I’m going to ascend.”

“Alright,” Ren nodded.

Here we go.

He fell into his familiar pattern of breathing, the Derelict energy within him pulling inwards towards his core with every inhale, and outwards into his muscles, bones and skin with every exhale. He placed the new core against his chest. The intangible membrane was right where he last felt it, only now, it felt like a solid brick wall. Ren closed his eyes, sending the Derelict energy forth, feeling the tendrils seep through the membrane to curl around the core.

With all of his mental fortitude, Ren pulled on the core, drawing it into him. The effort made his body flare with pain. Even so, he had learned to focus through the flares of pain in his successive ascents.

The Derelict energy in his core poured into the Type-2 core.

During his last ascent, he felt his Derelict energy become more tangible, as if it was liquid flowing through his veins. Now, the energy continued to grow in density, condensing in on itself before melding with his new core. Just as Doctor Rainford had warned him, he could feel Derelict energy deposits in his body itself gradually begin to draw towards the new core. It was as if the Type-2 core had a greater pull than the previous ones, drawing forth energy previously beyond his access. He could feel something surfacing across his skin, vaguely hearing the pop of bubbles as the byproduct seeped forth into the tub.

A foul smell filled the room, but mercifully, the heavily scented room combated the stench. It almost broke his concentration, but he felt the last of his energy surge into his new core, and he let out a sigh of relief as the old core crumbled into nothingness.

“System.”

Core Rank: Type-2

Ascension Tier: 4

Quality: A

Strength: A

Endurance: F

Agility: F

Processing: B (S)

Energy: A

Potential: [Locked]

To Ren’s mild disappointment, he noticed that his Agility Domain had dropped back down to an ‘F’ rank from the potential that his previous core offered, which was at rank ‘A’. But he felt his pulse begin to race as his eyes hovered over the new refinement potential offered to his Energy statistic.

Energy is probably the Domain that most greatly affects our Potential.

With what we’ve learned about Facets… I can’t wait to see what refining it will do.

Ren winced when he noticed that the colour in the tub had turned a murky black. But almost immediately, the pool’s filters kicked into action, drawing away the tainted water and circulating in a fresh alternative. Soon, the muck from their ascension disappeared, and the water regained its crystal-clear appearance.

Astrid’s chest was rising and falling, her eyes hovering over her own system screen, assessing the core she had integrated.

“Well? Are you happy with it?” Ren prompted gently.

“Very,” Astrid grinned, rushing towards him to draw him into a hug. “It’s got A-ranked domains in Endurance and Agility. I was dreading that it would be an Energy-focused core. You know how much I like my—”

Ren was keenly aware of how her perky breasts were pressed up against his chest. In her rush to embrace him, his erect member beneath the water was pressed up firmly against her navel, his waves of lust steadily building. Just as was the case with his previous ascent, the Ascension Lust gradually but steadily overwhelmed him. He almost inadvertently raised his hands, rubbing them up against Astrid’s soft breasts. But to his surprise, the girl only drew closer, instantly receptive to his touch. He felt her hands drift to his member underwater, cupping the base of his cock.

“Come on,” she whispered.

Together, they climbed out of the water, heading to the mats. Ren hastily dried himself off, and his eagerness must have shown because he heard a giggle erupt from Astrid beside him.

“You know, I’m not about to run off anywhere. Whoa. No wonder they were so open to getting some help,” she muttered, crouching in front of him. “I have no idea how you’ve been walking around with this thing with all that pent-up lust. How long are your erections these days?”

Astrid spat on his cock.

“Astrid,” Ren exclaimed in surprise.

“What? Just getting started.”

Ren shuddered as Astrid wrapped her fingers around the circumference of his shaft, her palm pressed up against the base of his head. She moved her hand in short, quick motions, centring her focus around the tip of his dick. Her lips were parted as she concentrated on the motions, her dark lavender eyes locked onto his cock as she massaged it. Ren watched her casually collect more spit in her mouth, letting it drip down onto his cock as she continued her relentless handjob.

“Well? Does it feel goo—”

Ren came.

Ropes of come spurted forth, landing on Astrid’s surprised face. She squeezed an eye shut, narrowly avoiding being hit squarely by another strong burst of his cum.

“I’m so sorry,” Ren rushed to apologise. “I’ve been so pent up—”

“I don’t know why you’re apologising,” Astrid smiled, casually shrugging away his awkward premature ejaculation. “This is sort of the whole point of this.”

She rose to her feet, walking over to the towels to wipe away any cum that had managed to make it past her eyelids. Ren immediately rose, settling onto his knees as she crouched over, wiping her face.

“Ah!”

Ren grabbed onto her slender thighs, drawing her perky ass closer towards him. His lips wandered over to her smooth pussy, running his tongue over her vulva.

“You can’t… surprise me… like that,” Astrid panted, dropping down onto all fours. As Ren continued to eat her out, she settled herself over his cock, drawing him into her lips. Ren heard Astrid spit on his cock, before feeling the wet sensation of her tongue spread the lubrication throughout his shaft. He was surprised at how she had taken to spitting on his dick to lubricate it. Something about the act was bold and dirty, and Ren was surprised to find that it turned him on.

“You look like you’re ready? Wanna fuck?”

Ren choked, coughing as Astrid rose to her feet.

“What? Did you think I would be shy about it? You know me better than that,” Astrid snorted.

She began rubbing his lubricated cock against the base of her ass cheeks. Ren gaped as Astrid casually went through the motions, not even a hint of a teasing smile across her face. She just stared at him innocently as he desperately attempted to prevent himself from cumming again.

“Ready?”

“Holy—”

“Ah, that’s better,” she sighed contentedly.

Astrid guided his dick into her. He could feel her all around him, wrapping him in a soft cushion of pleasure. Ren finally saw a break in her composure as she settled on his dick. But just as soon as he felt himself gain the edge over her…

Astrid began to bounce.

“Nngh, yeah, that’s it,” she moaned, her heavy breaths audible. She was not shy about expressing her pleasure, and Ren felt his eyes drift to her perky, jiggling tits. As Astrid continued to drive herself down into him, he could see her lashes flutter in pleasure as she threw her head back, her moans becoming more high-pitched. She braced her hands on his thighs, and a light blush had blossomed across her cheeks; her lips parted as she panted.

“Oh my god, I don’t think I’m ever going to get tired of this,” she muttered. “Fuck me harder.”

“Any harder, and I’m going to cum—”

“Then cum, and keep fucking me,” Astrid bit her lip, her lavender eyes finally finding his own.

Something inside him broke at the sultry look that she shot him. Astrid yelped as Ren rose upright, wrapping his hands around her back as he adjusted to the missionary position. He was on top of her, her legs high up in the air, with her ass and pussy exposed. He immediately guided his cock inside her, driving himself into her wet mound as her moans intensified. He let himself go, not bothering to hold back his orgasms. With every hard thrust, he steadily grew closer to his climax, until…

“I’m cumming, I’m cumming!” Astrid moaned, clenching her eyes tightly shut.

Ren came, feeling the shudders of pleasure suffuse his being. He felt himself filling Astrid up, the girl’s eyes lolling back. But even as he did, he could feel Astrid urging him to continue, her hands wandering to his thighs to pull him towards her.

Ren acquiesced.

He immediately began to pick up the pace, his Ascension Lust decimating his refractory period. He thrusted even faster, watching as Astrid bit her lip, running her hands over her perky breasts.

“Oh, my god, if you keep this up, I’m going to cum again—mmf”

Ren leaned forwards, locking his lips with hers as he continued to thrust with all his might. He felt himself building steadily to his next orgasm, even as Astrid’s body began to shudder, building up to her own.

“Cover me in it,” Astrid whispered, her dark lavender eyes fixed on his.

Ren pulled himself free, feeling the pleasure build to a crescendo. Angling his cock towards Astrid’s chest, he covered her perky tits in his cum, watching as her chest rose and fell from the exertion.

Ren collapsed on Astrid, closing his eyes as he attempted to catch his breath. To his surprise, Astrid wrapped her arms around him, planting a tender kiss on his cheek before burying her head into the nook of his neck.

“I thought you weren’t shy about this stuff?” Ren teased.

“Who said that I am?” Astrid smiled as she looked up at him.

She held him tighter.

“I’m just enjoying the moment.”


Chapter 17



Derelict Strategy was held in a bunker beneath the academy. Unlike the academy buildings above them, they were encased in a large room of dark grey steel. The air was brittle, and they were gathered around a long, low holographic projection table.

“Can anyone tell me what the biggest bottleneck in our Ascension is?”

Instructor Griffith was a man clad in dark red Nanoarmour. He was standing at the head of the table, his arms braced against its edge. He had a grizzled look, with a silver beard cropped close to his skin. A scar split his right eyebrow at an angle.

“The cores of Derelict Commanders, general—I mean, Instructor,” one of the colony cadets called out.

“Instructor will do for our purposes. Now then, why is that the case?”

“The Derelict only send out their most powerful units when they’re confident, Instructor. Better to send a wave of a thousand Walkers against a Blade Angel with the core of a commander, than to risk a core of a Swarm Commander or Lord falling into our hands.”

“Excellent. And with that, we have the reason for our stalemate with our persistent foe. Blade Angels in the Command Tiers are still mortal. Strong enough to shatter mountains and carve through thousands of Derelict, but still mortal. Drill this into your skulls,” Instructor Griffith continued. “The Derelict employ strategy, just the same as us. Commanders send their strongest units against us while sitting protected behind enemy lines.”

Ren perked up at Griffith’s words, drawing himself free from his wallowing.

“There is no way to tell for certain, but our research suggests that a Derelict’s existence is built in stages. During the first five Tiers, a Derelict lives in an instinctual state. Driven by a lust for blood and resources, they mindlessly seek out combat. It is rare that Derelict at these stages are capable of exercising control. Those that do are bound to be especially deadly once they ascend.”

Just like Old Harrow.

“The next stage in their development occurs at the Swarm Commander stage, where they gain intelligence. By gradually accumulating their swarms and commanding other, lower-level Derelict units, they refine and expand their mental faculties. They reach a critical juncture and begin to embody ideals. At which point... a Lord is born.”

Instructor Griffith’s eyes narrowed.

“Now,” he said, scanning the room.

His eyes fell on Iria.

“Cadet Bladesworn. Can you tell me what you would do with the information I shared during this class? What optimal strategy would you adopt in relation to hunting higher-Tier Derelict?”

Iria frowned, considering his question.

“I would hunt newly ascended Derelict Commanders,” Iria began slowly. “If we do defeat them, the successful Angel gains a core of their enemy’s tier while minimising the risk to themselves. I would also mark especially powerful Derelict units with notable abilities. Send strike teams to test them and facilitate their ascension without killing them but gaining intel on their strengths and weaknesses all the while. So that when they ascend...”

“You’re perfectly placed to swoop in and extract their core. Fattening livestock to be slaughtered,” Instructor Griffith nodded.

“And…” Iria continued. “If there were any lower-Tier Derelict Variants that could prove to be devastating enemies to humanity… if the risk of keeping them alive exceeds any benefit of ‘fattening them up’, so to speak… I would kill them before they had the opportunity to evolve.”

Instructor Griffith slowly nodded his approval.

“Not a novel strategy, but a good observation. Excellent. Now then, let us proceed to the wargame. There is no more instructive a hypothetical or lesson than the problems you encounter in the field. Your first challenge will be to analyse a mission undertaken by one of your very own peers, and to consider solutions to the dilemma.”

Ren’s eyes fell on the long holographic table as its surface rippled.

The table depicted strikingly familiar terrain. High canyon walls surrounded a single standing cadet, while two others lay prone and injured at her feet. The ground rippled from the passage of the Giant-class scavengers beneath, the Drillers prodding and poking at the barrier she had erected, which Ren now realised had cut into the ground, surrounding her in a complete bubble. It prevented the scavengers from encroaching on her from beneath.

Ren picked out Natasha from amongst the rest of the cadets around her.

Her expression was stony and her eyes distant as she watched a holographic depiction of the familiar terrain blink into existence.

This… is too much.

Ren clenched his jaw. Just as he started to raise his hand to grab the Instructor’s attention, he saw Natasha give him a sharp shake of her head. She glared at him as she usually did, but this time, it didn’t contain the force that he was used to.

He relented, lowering his hand and tuning in to the briefing.

“You embark on a mission where you encounter multiple Type-1 scavenger Derelict units. Drillers with the size designation ‘Giant’. Your squad is down two members, with two injured in your proximity. You are equipped with a versatile Potential that allows you to attack and defend yourself by moulding it into a physical shape of your choosing. Tell me, you,” he said, picking out a cadet from the Mars contingent. “What would you do in this scenario?”

“I would… fly upwards and retreat. Staying would be suicide. The others are too injured to—”

“DEAD.”

Instructor Griffith barked. Ren felt the cadets around him jolt as they were snapped out of their inattention by Griffith’s shout. His casual and relaxed bearing had disappeared. His glare intensified as it settled on the overconfident cadet relaying their strategy.

“If the scavengers don’t nip you out of the air on the way up, the swarms from above would fall on you and rip you to shreds.”

Instructor Griffith’s eyes instantly began searching the room, many cadets baulking in fear as his eyes passed over them.

“You,” he growled, picking out a lanky cadet from the Pride contingent.

“I would… use the unconscious cadets as bait,” the cadet scrambled, a bead of sweat tracing down his cheek. “It’s a doomed scenario, anyway. None of us are getting out alive if I fall—”

“DEAD,” he roared, causing the cadet to visibly flinch.

“You would drop your protective dome, and the scavengers lying in wait would consume you whole,” he growled.

Finally, his eyes swung towards Ren. But to his surprise, he pointed to the girl standing next to him.

“You.”

Iria paused, her ruby eyes lingering on the battlefield. As the seconds drew on, the cadets around them began to shift nervously from the force of Instructor Griffith’s glare.

“I would wait,” she said softly.

To the cadets’ surprise, Instructor Griffith did not lash out at her or ridicule her for offering an unviable tactic. He crossed his arms, waiting for Iria to continue.

“To do anything else would be suicide. If my PodBot is intact, I would open the top portion of my protective dome and send it to notify Command.”

Instructor Griffith gave her a slow nod of approval.

“To those who were wondering, the cadet in question stood her ground for three whole hours. Three hours, hearing the cries and screams of her comrades, defending them while forced to resort to drawing on the latent energy in her flesh. She never wavered once,” Instructor Griffith said, his eyes briefly coming to hover on Natasha, before he dismissed the holographic display.

***

After class, to his surprise, Iria pulled Ren and Selphira into one of the vacant classrooms. Her brows were drawn into a frown. Ren got the impression that her mind was working overtime on a problem she was trying to parse apart.

“I’ve been thinking…” Iria murmured. “Instructor Griffith’s wargame. There was something off about it.”

“What do you mean?” Selphira frowned.

“Well… there was an obvious oversight in his analysis. The mission that Natasha and her squad had been designated was to hunt a single Type-1 scavenger unit. Instead, they were ambushed by multiple of them. He omitted that detail from the briefing. It could have been because it wasn’t relevant to his test, but… don’t you find it strange?”

Ren nodded his agreement, but he still couldn’t discern what conclusion Iria was leading them to.

Iria folded her arms.

“I didn’t give Griffith my full answer to his scenario.”

“Oh?” Ren said.

“No. Here’s what I would have done differently. Depending on how much longer I estimated I could hold out… I would instruct the reinforcements to tackle the Derelict Commander handling the scavengers.”

Ren’s eyes widened.

That… makes sense. That would explain why they were working in tandem and going against their instincts.

“Scouts reported sighting a single Type-1 in the area. Unless someone on the inside was trying to deliberately sabotage their mission or the scouts got it wrong, I find it very hard to believe they would have sent Natasha’s squad up against the sheer number of ‘Giant’ class scavengers that were present. Which led me to another thought. Do you remember what I said to Instructor Griffith about hunting stronger Derelict units?”

“Yeah, it was smart,” Selphira nodded. “Killing Derelict units as soon as they ascend to obtain a core of a particular Tier while minimising the risk to yourself. And that if there were any especially dangerous Derelict Variants of a lower Tier, you would—”

“Strangle the baby in the cradle,” Ren whispered.

Shit.

“When I told Instructor Griffith my strategy for approaching the hunting of stronger Derelict units… he told me that it was a good idea but not a novel one.”

Iria let out a slow breath.

“What if the Derelict are doing the same to us?”

Ren knew that Iria was onto something. He was beginning to learn that Derelict had the capacity to be as strategic as they were. The existence of Shade only solidified that theory. If there were multiple such Androids like him, humanity was not only facing a threat that was superior in form and evolution to them… they were facing a foe with equal intellect.

Before he could continue, the academy’s public announcement system played an ascending jingle.

“Attention all cadets. Mission restrictions have been imposed on select cadets. Cadets who have received a mission restriction are only permitted to depart on missions with an approved supervisor. Supervisors and squads will be issued shortly.”

“They’ve clearly caught onto that fact too,” Iria muttered. “Natasha has incredible Potential. She’s got what… a Type-2 or Type-1 core? With the versatility with which she wields her Potential, I wouldn’t be surprised if she’s unlocked a few different Techniques for it. She’s Archangel Lucia’s sole daughter. The Derelict must have considered her a threat worth removing prematurely, before she has the chance to develop.”

“I suppose we should take it as a compliment then,” Selphira raised an eyebrow. She turned her datapad towards them. “Seeing as how we’ve all been restricted from going on missions. Oh, wait a minute?”

Ren heard Selphira’s datapad vibrate, which indicated the receipt of a notification. To his surprise, his own datapad vibrated, along with Iria’s.

“I’ve been assigned a mentor... her name is Shazzy. I’m meeting her... at her workshop?” Selphira muttered, her eyes going wide. She immediately brightened at the realisation that she had been assigned an artisan as a mentor.

Ren exchanged a smile with Iria. The past few days had been filled with classes at the academy, training, running missions, and fruitlessly searching for Evie’s whereabouts.

He was glad Selphira was getting a brief reprieve, provided this Shazzy was nice.

“I’ve been assigned...” Iria frowned, falling silent as she read her briefing.

“To an Archangel.”

They turned to her in surprise.

“An Archangel?” Selphira and Ren caroused.

To Ren’s surprise, he recognised the name listed on Iria’s datapad.

“Archangel Narain was the Archangel who saved Astrid and I when we went out on our very first mission. It checks out that they’d assign you a mentor who can guide you in refining your core,” Ren said with a hint of envy. Iria had barely begun to walk the path of a Lord, but he could already see the vast difference in power between them.

“What about you, Ren?”

“Oh, right.”

Ren extracted his datapad, tapping into his messages to review the mentor he had been assigned.

A man with slightly cracked and tanned skin and a full black beard stared back at him. The collar of a chequered, flannel shirt was visible in the frame.

“Wait a minute…” he muttered.

“His name is ‘George’, huh? Do you recognise him? It lists him as an ‘Instructor’?” Selphira ventured.

“Yeah… we ran into him during the defence of the colonies. But that’s strange; your rendezvous points are in East Dome, right?”

Iria and Selphira nodded their agreement.

“Apparently… I have to travel to Central Dome to meet him.”


Chapter 18



Stepping into Central Dome was like stepping into a different world.

Far from the clean streets and modern buildings that East Dome housed, Central Dome was a chaotic amalgamation of dirty streets, run-down buildings and shady alleyways. So far, he had spotted at least three people who had sized him up to decide if he was an easy enough mark to rob. That was after he had called forth his HALO, hoping it would serve as a deterrent. All it did was illuminate him and bring him into focus for the hungry eyes eyeing him.

Even so, Ren felt at peace. After his night with Astrid, his Ascension Lust had quelled itself. He felt clear-headed and ready to tackle their next obstacle…

Meeting their mentors.

Due to the restriction placed on them to embark on missions, they were forced to find an entrance to the Labyrinth in some other way. There were two options presented to them – to prove themselves to their mentors and gain the approval to embark on missions of their own accord, or to find someone with knowledge of a passage into the Labyrinth which had not collapsed by the colonies.

“Is this… the place?” Ren said uncertainly, glancing down at his datapad.

The instructions on the whereabouts to meet his mentor had been unclear. It stated that he was to meet George at a gym called the ‘Hole’ in Central Dome. After scouting out its many dingy alleyways, Ren had finally found the one that he assumed to house the gym in question. He watched a stray black cat cut across his path, pausing to take him in. From the way it flicked its tail and stalked off, Ren got the distinct impression that it wasn’t impressed by him.

“Come.”

Ren jolted, hearing the voice echo out from behind him.

“Uh… hi. I’m Ren. Instructor George, right? I think we’ve met.”

His mentor, ‘George’, was wearing a familiar flannel shirt and dark black jeans. He barely spared Ren a glance before walking past him and down a flight of stairs leading into a basement area. Ren clenched the palm he had raised in greeting, breaking out into a jog to catch up to the man.

As he neared the base of the steps, Ren’s knees buckled.

The air around him felt heavy. Not to the extent of Archeia’s Potential, but it had caught him off guard. As he craned his neck at his surroundings, he couldn’t see anyone imposing their power on him.

Instead, he was greeted by a gym. He could hear the clank of weights as the patrons within worked out within the enhanced gravitational field. Grizzled men and women dressed in singlets and workout attire hefted an eyewatering amount of metal as they went about their exercises.

“Get up, boy.”

George had paused to frown down at him. Ren forced himself to his feet, wincing as the muscles in his legs protested slightly. A couple of patrons were casting curious glances in their direction, making his cheeks heat.

“Come,” George grunted.

To Ren’s surprise, whatever animosity he had previously perceived in George’s actions had utterly disappeared. He only seemed to be mildly impatient with him, which only confused Ren further. His gaze drifted towards a corner of the dimly lit gym. A handful of patrons were seated around on worn barstools, hunched over a faded bar table as a barkeep served them.

What the hell is this place?

“George! Have you forgotten the rules? What are you doing bringing this fresh-faced babe in here?”

A huge man with biceps that were about half the width of Ren’s torso stepped out from around the bar. He had an eyepatch covering his left eye, but in Ren’s humble opinion, it should have covered his entire face. A series of scars ran diagonally across his cheeks. It was miraculous that he had survived after sustaining such an injury, but Ren had a funny feeling that whatever had inflicted it had been left in worse shape.

“Roland. Don’t kick him out if you see him around.”

Roland let out a tremendous laugh, clutching at his belly. The man had a round gut that protruded from under his shirt.

“You really think he’s going to last? Poor kid, getting roped into being your mentee.”

Roland narrowed his eyes, taking a step towards Ren. He could feel the floor shake as the immense man thudded forwards.

“Ren Soros, was it? We’ve heard quite a lot about you. The lad with Lilith and Archeia’s girls. Phew,” Roland whistled with a grin. “What’s it like? With those two?”

“Shut it, Roland,” a gym patron a distance away piped up. To Ren’s surprise, the individual whom he had initially thought to be a man turned out to be a muscular woman with scars along her exposed torso. She had shoulder-length silver hair and surprisingly warm eyes despite her battle-worn appearance.

“Don’t get on his ass because you don’t get any.”

“What? Can’t a man be curious?” Roland raised his hands in protest before returning his attention to Ren. “From what I’ve heard of their mothers, they must be feisty—”

Ren’s HALO winked into existence. The harsh white light chased away the shadow in a small circle around him. His gaze was fixed on Roland’s single good eye, watching as the man let out a guffaw.

Roland probably didn’t mean anything by it.

But for some reason, Ren couldn’t find the patience to take the man’s words with grace. Something deep within him flared, resonating with the momentary flash of rage that had arisen, lengthening and intensifying his annoyance into something more.

Kill.

“Please don’t speak about my friends that way.”

Roland’s laughter only grew more raucous. Ren could feel the eyes of some of the gym patrons as they latched onto him. Some of the men at the bar had turned to fix him with their stares.

“He’s got spunk, this ki—”

Ren’s blades appeared in his hands.

Roland’s laughter finally died down. His face grew grave as he stared at Ren’s Weapons.

“No shit…” Roland whispered, his singular eye widening. “They look just like hers—”

“There’ll be time for you two to flirt later,” George interrupted.

There was a slight ringing in Ren’s ears. He could vaguely hear and sense the pounding of his heart. His breaths were shallow, and he could almost taste the stale, musty air of the gym.

A heavy hand pressed down upon his shoulder.

Ren’s knees almost buckled as George flexed his strength. Coupled with the amplified gravity enshrouding the gym, he only narrowly avoided being driven to his knees.

“Come.”

For a moment, all was silent around them. Ren lowered his arms, his Weapons fading out of existence along with his white HALO. Roland’s lips slowly stretched into a smile. A chuckle erupted, which burgeoned into a laugh.

“Welcome to the Hole, kid. I stand corrected. You’ll fit right in.”

***

Ren squeezed his eyes shut, letting out a sigh.

I suppose it was to be expected that the call would intensify when I ascended. I almost lost myself there; I’ll need to be careful to make sure that I don’t get carried away.

George led Ren further into the gym. They eventually arrived at another flight of stairs leading downwards. Emerging at the bottom, George led him to a large room that vaguely resembled one of Blade Academy’s training rooms.

Only, this room didn’t have soft mats to cushion falls. It was cast entirely from dark grey concrete. Innumerable scars marked the walls and floor, as if the room had been the site of countless battles.

“What the hell is this place?” Ren muttered.

“This is where we’ll be training.”

George rounded on him, the man’s eyes hardening.

“Control that temper of yours, or it’s going to get you killed. Or don’t and get out. You’re welcome to leave at any time and play Blade Angel.”

“Play, Blade Angel?”

Ren was surprised to find that the anger was welcome. He stretched out his palms, his Weapons blinking into existence.

“You don’t know what I’ve been through,” he whispered. “What any of us have been through. And you’re mocking us—”

“Yes, I am.”

George’s dark eyes bore into his.

“What are you going to do about it?”

Ren lunged forwards. He called his Wings, mustering all of the speed he could in his charge. Thanks to his enhanced Processing, the rapid acceleration didn’t leave him disoriented. He cut down with the longsword in his right hand, aiming for George’s right shoulder.

George caught his arm.

The rapid halting of his momentum disoriented him. He felt the whiplash hit, instantly inducing a feeling of acute pain in his temples. He barely saw the fist coming as George drove it into his diaphragm. The air was pushed forcibly out of his lungs, and Ren sank to his feet, a coughing, spluttering mess.

It could have been his imagination, but he thought he saw George’s eyes soften. The man turned away, walking towards the far wall of the room where a couple of objects were strewn about.

“Roland back there. There’s no doubt that he’s a bastard. He’s also a man who lost his wife and kids when the West Dome got cracked. He was on patrol, and by the time he returned, a Machine Lord left his family in pieces. Literal pieces that he found strewn around his home.”

Ren felt his skin prickle as George turned on his heel. He was holding a wooden sword in his hands, but there was something strange about it. Embedded throughout its length were metallic fixtures that Ren couldn’t quite place.

The sword… it must be weighted.

“The woman who spoke up in defence of you. Abigail. She lost the love of her life when Clawrend bots pulled him apart piece by bloody piece one day, when she went to take a leak during a mission. They were only cadets at the time, with Type-5 cores and waveblades at their disposal.”

George spat to the side, and Ren’s shoulders slowly fell. He felt his cheeks heat in a flash of shame. The rage within him, spurred by the strange call to kill, slowly ebbed away.

“Roland did what he could. He ascended. Slowly and painfully, with no guidance. The things he’s done to his core in the process…” George chuckled dryly. “He’s stunted his ascent. But he achieved his goal.”

“What was his goal?”

“To integrate the core of the bastard that killed his family.”

Ren felt a chill wash over his skin.

“Roland… has the core of a Machine Lord?”

“Abigail over there, too. Crying bloody tears, she ripped apart the Clawrend bots who took her husband from her. Then she ascended, Tier by painful Tier. Until one day,” George’s eyes glinted, “she reduced the Derelict Superfactory that birthed those very Clawrend bots to dust.”

Ren stared at George as his skin prickled, goosebumps erupting across his forearms.

George had diverted his attacks even when his speed had been enhanced by his Wings. He had swatted him aside as if Ren was nothing more than a fly.

“Who are you?” Ren whispered.

“No one important. Are you ready to start, boy?”

He nodded.

“Good.”

George threw the weighted sword right at him.
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Ren picked himself up from the floor, spitting blood.

He hefted the wooden practice sword in his grip. His arms were already trembling, trying to keep it upright. Fighting in the gym with amplified gravity bearing down on him had sapped his strength far quicker than he had anticipated.

George approached him calmly, his simple woodcutter's axe in hand. Ren had quickly learned that the Weapon’s lack of sophistication was hardly a reflection of the man’s abilities. He had needed nothing more to put Ren in his place. This time, he had swapped out his Weapon that took the form of a woodcutter’s axe with a mundane alternative.

George swung downwards.

Ren raised his blade just in time, but the blow drove him to his knees. Each and every one of the man’s strikes was heavy. George didn’t bother to conceal his strikes, and each was well telegraphed. Even so, the knowledge of where the strike was coming from and where it was aimed at did nothing for him.

The closest thing that Ren could compare it to was like trying to face down the Lord of Blood with its immense black blades. Only George could have cut the Machine Lord down to size using nothing but that mundane axe currently in his hands.

He was relentless and executed only simple blows with no flourishes. Still, it was all he needed to advance on Ren, forcing him towards the back wall of the sparring room. Any attempt to activate his Wings and to dart out of reach was instantly punished.

Any attempt to use [temporal shift] was similarly thwarted. George must have had a file on Ren, because he knew exactly what to look out for. Just like the Type-2, he adjusted his speed accordingly. George accelerated his strikes to perfectly counter his enhanced reaction time. It was a sickening reminder that, as strong as the man was, he had the capacity to fight harder and faster if he needed to.

George was holding back.

Ren raised both of his blades in a cross above his head, the axe head wedging itself at the point where they intersected. The blow immediately drove him to his knees. He had adopted the same approach to fighting the Machine Lord during his spar with his mentor, but deflecting the man’s blows wasn’t always possible.

“That’s enough,” George grunted.

Ren groaned as he painfully picked himself up from the ground. Every muscle fibre he could perceive was aching in protest. His knees felt like they would buckle from the number of times George’s strikes had caused them to slam into the ground.

“Your greatest strength and weakness is your speed,” he grunted. “If you rely on it too heavily, you will eventually encounter foes capable of countering it. If you’re prevented from using your Wings, you lose the benefit of your Potential.”

“And yet no one has been able to prevent me from using my Wings but you, with your woodcutter’s axe,” Ren muttered under his breath, feeling a flash of frustration. George’s eyes narrowed, and Ren paled.

“I am not training you to fight fodder, boy. I’m training you to fight Lords.”

George crossed his arms.

“I heard about your fight with the Lord of Blood. How you needed the Archangels to rescue you. Continue the way you have been, and you’ll be left helpless. If you want to be stubborn, then leave and don’t bother returning.”

To his surprise, Ren thought he caught a hint of emotion in George’s voice. The man was an enigma. Despite his gruff commands and apparent apathy, he had been especially diligent with his training.

“Sorry,” Ren scratched his neck. “What should I do to improve?”

“Your Domains. Your current core has A-ranked Strength potential?”

“And Energy,” Ren nodded.

“Train your Strength Domain. I’ll give you a week to get it to A-rank.”

Ren stared at his mentor.

A week?

“A week... might not be enough time without a catalyst—”

“What’s a catalyst?”

Ren stared at George.

That’s right.

Catalysts were something developed on the Pride. That means they’ve been... training Domains the old-fashioned way.

“You’ll have plenty of chances to harvest Derelict, don’t you worry. We will also awaken your Nanoarmour during your training session next week.”

“What?” Ren said incredulously.

Ren knew that a Blade Angel’s Weapon, Wings and Nanoarmour could awaken at any Tier. It was rare for cadets to go multiple Tiers without awakening their Weapon. Wings required a Blade Angel to feel a visceral sense of fear. Nanoarmour generally awakened when a Blade Angel had a brush against death. But in every case, it was the Angel’s perception that mattered.

Which was why it was very concerning to hear that George planned to awaken his Nanoarmour during their training session.

“You are not aboard the Pride any longer,” George said, folding his arms. “Your peers, the colony cadets, are far ahead of you in their ascent. There is no shortage of Derelict beyond the domes. Most have Type-2 or Type-1 cores, and almost all of them have awakened their Wings and Nanoarmour.”

George strode away from him, switching off the lights of the sparring room. The room fell into darkness as a series of heavy clunks emanated outwards.

“You will learn why in the days to come.”

***

Selphira

Selphira walked through Artificer’s Hall. The familiar scent of oil and metal set her at ease. Her lips pulled upwards in an unconscious smile as she watched cadets hard at work on their innovations.

“Is that…”

She stared up at a tall and sleek mech occupying a corner of the workshop. It had a large rectangular cockpit, and Selphira recognised it as a newer iteration of the mech in her workshop aboard the Weight of Sacrifice.

“A MK-5 Starstrider,” Selphira whispered reverently.

“Hm… you certainly know your mechs.”

Selphira turned in the direction of the voice.

“Down here!”

Selphira looked down, blinking at the short girl staring up at her. She had a pair of wide, circular goggles that were fixed above a mop of frizzy auburn hair. A bright orange HALO that almost looked blocky in shape glowed brightly above her head. She was dressed in familiar overalls worn by many of the Artificers down in the District. Selphira could also detect the slightest scent of metal and oil as the girl drew closer to her.

“I’m your mentor! You can call me Shazzy. You’re an Artificer, aren’t you? Figure that’s why they paired us up. Oh… cut it out, you guys. Give the girl a second, won’t you?”

Selphira stared at a pair of rats that scampered out of pouches situated across the girl’s body to perch on either of her shoulders. To her surprise, the rats fixed her with beady black eyes, their whiskers twitching as they stared up at her.

“This is Tremello and Tibble. They’re very excited to meet you. Say hi.”

“Hi,” Selphira unconsciously waved at the rats before shaking her head.

Rats?

“Wait a minute… you don’t hate me?”

“Why would I hate you?” Shazzy frowned, adjusting her goggles.

“You know… being a cadet from the Pride—”

“Pfffft,” Shazzy waved her words away. “You’re an Artificer, and a decent one if what I’ve been led to believe is accurate. That alone makes you royalty compared to the rest of these asshats. Now, if we’re done with the yapping, let’s get you prepared for the curriculum ahead. Why don’t we start with your Potential?”

Selphira’s eyes were drawn to Shazzy’s half-finished projects and prototypes lying about the workshop. In particular, her eyes fell on a Hailswarm drone that had been dissected into its constituent parts, along with a couple of Clawrend units. If the prototypes strewn about the workshop were anything to go by, it seemed like Shazzy was a robotics expert. Selphira’s gaze landed on a rover bot with a pair of caterpillar tracks and muted maroon plate armour designed to blend into the Martian sands.

Not only that, she draws inspiration from the Derelict. Not a lot of Artificers are bold enough to draw inspiration from our enemies… but I suppose it's less stigmatised down in the colonies when results are reflected in lives saved.

“My Potential allows me to interface with technology and evolve it in real time. I generally try to hold my desired end result in my mind, but it doesn’t always conform to it.”

Selphira’s eyes wandered to the defunct Derelict units around the workshop. Shazzy had taken a few steps towards her, orange eyes wide with anticipation.

“I’m… capable of controlling Derelict units. Once they’ve been weakened enough.”

Selphira hesitantly watched her mentor. Back on the Pride, admitting as much might have gotten her shunned by other Artificers in the district. But to her surprise, Shazzy started muttering to herself before nipping over to a workbench. She started scribbling notes down as her rats, Tremello and Tibble, wandered down her arm to peer at what she was writing down.

“Ascension Tier?”

Selphira swallowed.

“Tier 1.”

At least, that was what the official records reflected. Admitting that she had in fact ascended to Tier 2 and had evolved her Type-5 core would attract a great deal of scrutiny if anyone discovered the discrepancy.

Shazzy let out a low whistle.

“You hit the lottery with your Potential. Happens sometimes.”

“There is… something else you should probably know.”

Shazzy paused in her scribbling to look up at her.

“My core is shattered. Well… it used to be. The pieces are more or less back together, although it’ll take a bit of work fixing it.”

Shazzy exchanged a glance with Tremello and Tibble on the table, who had torn off the edges of the paper and were folding it into tiny balls in their hands. Selphira averted her gaze, her hand brushing up her forearm.

“To keep things short—”

“No need,” Shazzy waved her away before she could continue. “Now, what are your activation conditions? Do you need to be in physical contact with the tech you’re trying to evolve or control?”

Selphira stared at the other girl, her jaw agape. Usually, when she revealed that small point about herself, it was all that people would fixate on. To her immense surprise and relief, her mentor had other priorities in mind.

“I think I have to be in physical contact with the tech. But I haven’t—”

“Come with me.”

Shazzy leapt away from the desk, sweeping Tremello and Tibble into her hands. Selphira followed the short girl into the back area of her workshop. Boxes were piled high with stored tools, materials and half-completed projects.

She stared as the Artisan withdrew a metallic black box with thick glass panelling, giving her a clear view of what was inside.

Selphira stared at the Clawrend bots trapped in the container.

“The first thing I’d like to try is sending your Potential through a bot that you’re controlling. If that’s possible, you won’t be confined by objects in your vicinity that you can touch. And once we’re done with that…” Shazzy shot her a wide grin. “I see two obvious choices. Want to command a Derelict zombie apocalypse of your very own? Or are you a ‘jump in the mech and make it do things it wasn’t designed to in a million years’ kind of gal? What are you feelin’?”

She’s insane…

Selphira lips slowly widened into a grin.

My kind of insane.

***

Iria

Iria double-checked her datapad as she halted before the mansion. Her meeting destination was a long way away from the academy. Most of the other cadets, Ren excepted, had been instructed to meet their mentors on academy grounds.

Seeing how Iria had been assigned to an Archangel, she supposed she shouldn’t have been surprised.

Iria swallowed down her nerves, straightening her back. With all the affluence around her, it almost felt like stepping into old shoes. Her mother had drilled into her how it befitted a lady of her station to act. She felt a prickle of annoyance at the realisation that it had been all too easy to slip back into the familiar façade.

The doors to the mansion opened right as she ascended the steps. A butler dressed in a smart black vest and with a trimmed silver beard fell into a smooth and practised bow.

“Miss Iria Bladesworn? Archangel Narain has been expecting you. Right this way.”

Iria trailed the man through the mansion. Her eyes hovered on paintings rendered in old Renaissance style of humanity’s various battles with the Derelict. A painting titled ‘First Contact’ depicted the day that the Derelict stumbled across Earth. The ‘Death of Hope’ depicted the long night of sorrow, the day that the Hope Made Manifest met its end.

The butler led her to a small garden behind the mansion, where two women were seated and partaking in some tea and snacks.

Archangel Narain had long red-orange hair and a double-ringed HALO that looked like it was aflame. She looked to be no older than her mid-thirties, and had pretty, angular features that reminded her of Selphira’s. She was dressed in a flowing orange dress that matched her hair and HALO.

She turned to Iria with a smile.

“Ah, you must be Iria! It’s lovely to meet you. Sit, sit.”

She gestured to her guest sitting opposite her.

“Your mother was just telling me all about you.”
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Iria stared at her mother.

Archangel Archeia was dressed in a long black dress. Long, straight black hair dropped to the small of her back. Ruby eyes glittered as she took a slow sip of her tea, daintily tilting the teacup backwards. Her mother’s lips drew into a slow smile, her eyes lingering on Iria’s own. Her triple-ringed HALO of crimson light lingered above her head, a silent but intentional reflection of the power of her core.

“Hello, Iria.”

What is Mother doing here?

A visceral chill ran down Iria’s spine as her mother rose.

“My, how they grow up,” Archangel Archeia laughed softly, directing a smile at Archangel Narain. “Before you know it, they itch to be independent and forget all about what we went through to raise them.”

Archangel Archeia smiled politely at Archangel Narain.

“Thank you for the fruitful discussion, Narain. I look forward to our further... cooperation.”

Archangel Narain rose to her feet.

“The pleasure was mine, Archeia. Your arrival was certainly timely.”

Archangel Narain tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, her lips tightening into a frown.

“But won’t you stay? You’re welcome to join us for our first training session if you would like?”

Iria’s heart pounded heavily in her chest as her gaze lingered on her mother. Her red lips widened as the seconds drew on, and Iria knew that she was deriving pleasure from every second of Iria’s discomfort.

“Oh, no. I could hardly intrude! We will speak again at the ball?”

“Of course!”

“Ren… Selphy… I think Mother is plotting something with the Archangels from the colonies. I think she’s doing it behind Lilith’s back.”

“She’s WHAT?” Selphira’s voice echoed through her head.

“I’ll speak to you later.”

“It’s lovely to meet you, Iria. I heard about your feat, ascending five Tiers in a single swoop. You certainly are your mother’s daughter,” Archangel Narain smiled. “Now then, should we begin our training? You have your Wings, I presume?”

The air around Iria began to feel hot. The moisture around her was instantly sapped. In an instant, a twin pair of blazing Wings of flame erupted from Archangel Narain’s shoulders. Iria raised an arm to stave off the searing wave of heat.

“I’ve always been an ardent advocate of a practical education. While fluffing about in the academy is appropriate for your peers of a lower Ascension Tier, it will hardly do for one of your stature.”

Archangel Narain rose into the air, her dress flapping against her toned body as she ascended.

“Let’s go on a little excursion beyond the dome, shall we?”

***

Ren

By the time Ren returned to their apartment, night had fallen. His training with George had wrung out every last modicum of energy from his body. He resisted the urge to collapse on the sofa. The cold prickle of air conditioning made his eyelids droop, threatening to send him into a premature slumber.

Instead, he forced himself to the shower, quickly washing off the sweat and grime that had accumulated during his extended training session with George. He still wasn’t sure quite what to make of the man. Beneath his grunts and gruff tone, Ren sensed that his mentor had a genuine investment in training him.

Strange... because at the same time, I get the feeling that he’s disappointed in me for some reason.

“Ren!”

Selphira and Iria rounded the corner. They must have arrived home earlier than he did, because their hair was slightly wet, and they had changed into their pyjamas. Iria looked just as worn out as he did. Ren noticed her eyes drooping, her head lulling as if she was on the precipice of nodding off to sleep.

Selphira, on the other hand, looked well rested and in high spirits.

“How were your mentors?” Ren asked.

“Shazzy’s nice. You guys would like her,” Selphira said. “She has some cool ideas about how to use my Potential… and she didn’t ask me once if I wanted to trade it out,” she beamed.

“I can see why they assigned me Archangel Narain,” Iria shuddered. “She’s a ‘caster’ as well. The flames she uses serve a similar function to my blood shards… battlefield control. She demonstrated some of her abilities and Techniques to me. She’s powerful.”

“As powerful as our mums?” Selphira smiled.

“No. But speaking of my mother…” Iria muttered, massaging her temples. “She was there, speaking to Archangel Narain before I arrived. I think she’s already beginning to make moves on the colonists.”

“Is there anything we can… or should do about this?”

Iria slowly shook her head.

“If we get involved in the politics, we’ll never see the light of day. Let’s make sure we’re doing everything we can to work towards our goal – finding an entrance to the Labyrinth. I’ve heard that we’ve already been assigned to our squads… we find out tomorrow.”

“We don’t get to pick them?” Ren groaned.

“Aw,” Selphira teased, her lips forming a smirk. “Are you upset that you won’t get to team up with us?” she taunted.

“I wanted to fight with you guys.”

Selphira blinked, slowly clearing her throat, a light blush rising to her cheeks. Her angular golden eyes softened, briefly darting towards Iria, who was giving her a smug look.

“Whatever the case is… once we find an entrance to the Labyrinth, we can use the Weight of Sacrifice to get there. We’ll either have to find an entrance on a mission or by finding someone who knows about an entrance that isn’t collapsed. The odds of either happening are slim, but we have to try,” Iria said.

Ren nodded, agreeing with Iria’s assessment.

Ren settled onto his mattress, extracting his phone.

Astrid: I’ve got good news! I awakened my Potential! I have no regrets. Want to guess the rank?”

Ren: Well… don’t keep me hanging?

Astrid: Spatial abilities! It lets me teleport short distances. Apparently, it’s a very rare ability. While there have been Angels with it in the past, there aren’t any currently around. They haven’t been able to assign me a mentor with the same ability.

Ren: In that case, who have they assigned you?

Astrid: Want to guess who it is? I’ll give you a clue. You know her. And she’s more of a ‘buddy’ than a ‘mentor’, all things considered.

Ren: Natasha??

Astrid: Yep.

Ren: Are you… pleased with their choice?

Astrid: She’s really nice, Ren. You just have to give her a chance. We spent today thinking about enemies that I might derive Insight from to gain new Techniques. But she’s quite protective; she told me that it’s always better to play it safe after ascending when you don’t have your old abilities to rely on.

Ren: It’s good advice.

Astrid: Miss you xx. Good luck tomorrow.

Ren: Miss you too. Let me know how it goes.

***

“Ren Soros?”

The attendant gave him a quick once-over, holding up a datapad.

“That’s me.”

“You’ve been assigned to squad E5. They’re gathered in the classroom at the end of the hallway. You’ll meet your squad members and your instructor, who will be supervising your missions.”

“Thanks.”

Ren turned to where Selphira and Iria were standing in line. They gave him a wave, and Ren mustered a smile of reassurance when he noticed Iria looking his way with worry in her eyes. He took a deep breath, heading down the corridor towards the classroom that the attendant had pointed him towards.

Ren pushed open the door to the classroom.

George was leaning against the wall, his arms crossed, looking like he had woken up on the wrong side of the bed. His Weapon, the woodcutter’s axe, was leaning against the wall.

Natasha Everam squeezed her temples as he walked into the room. Her silver Nanoarmour covered her body, and she crossed her arms as she regarded him. While it wasn’t quite a glare, she also didn’t exactly seem thrilled to see him there.

Well… at least she no longer looks at me like I’m the scum of the Earth.

Astrid immediately lit up, lavender eyes going wide. Since their night at the temple, they had been so caught up in training with their instructors that they hadn’t had a chance to meet. Ren immediately walked over to her, planting himself on the chair next to hers.

“That’s everyone,” George grunted.

Ren grinned, confirming his suspicions as the final two members strode into the classroom.

“Aw, Selphy, he looks pleased to see us,” Iria pouted, taking a seat beside him. Selphira grinned at him, her golden eyes alight as she sat on his other side.

“Maybe with all the excitement over the kidnapping… they’re trying to keep an eye on us,” Selphira whispered back.

For some reason, George at the head of the room was squinting hard at him. It was his first time seeing his stoic mentor taken so off guard. Something about the way that George’s eyes flicked between him and the others told Ren that he was trying to parse together Ren’s relationship with the girls around him. But at the same time... he thought he saw a slight glint of pride in his eyes.

Strange guy. But to be honest, old man… I’m trying to figure that out myself.

“Alright,” George grunted. “I’ll start the briefing. Our target is a Swarm Commander on the brink of ascension.”

They froze, staring at George at the head of the classroom. He leaned back against the wall, folding his arms as he calmly regarded the cadets before him.

“A Swarm Commander?” Ren said with a frown.

George’s eyebrow twitched as Ren muttered his question.

“Uh… sorry,” Ren cleared his throat.

“Have you already forgotten what you learned in Derelict Strategy?” Natasha arched an eyebrow. “The best way to mitigate serious extinction-level threats is by killing powerful Derelict units before they can evolve into Lords and Sages,” Natasha said, rolling her eyes. “Strangling the baby in their cradle, so they don’t have a chance to become tyrants with the power to wipe us from the face of this planet.”

Ren felt a chill run down his spine. For some strange reason, Natasha’s words reminded him of something at the edge of his memory. He shook away the feeling, turning to Natasha.

“You do have an excellent memory for analogies about infanticide,” Ren smiled back as Natasha glowered at him.

“If the two of you continue, I will rip out your cores and feed them to the Lord of Blades,” George said in a low voice. “That way, the old bastard will ascend to Sagehood and save me the trouble of listening to your bickering.”

He heard a snort escape from Iria and Selphira beside him. The pair were doing their utmost to bite down their laughter. Iria’s lips were pressed together like a vice, while Selphira had buried her head in her arms.

***

“I still can’t believe they gave you clearance for a ship like this,” Natasha muttered under her breath.

“Actually… we were the ones who found those ships,” Iria smiled at her.

Natasha silently worked her jaw, trying to assess if Iria was messing with her.

“I’m sure we could arrange for them to give you something, Natasha,” Ren smiled generously at her. “Selphira, your mum is sure to have some Mk-1 Sparrows lying around, right?”

Natasha glared at him, and Ren realised that the upcoming missions were going to be a lot more fun than he had originally anticipated.

The ship rose, exiting the dome through one of the airlocks and heading towards their destination. Before long, the Weight of Sacrifice banked into a dive, heading towards a large rock formation a short distance away from their target site.

Selphira brought the ship in for a smooth landing. They descended its rear ramp, walking out into the sands. Natasha’s silver Nanoarmour covered her from head to toe, and Ren felt a pang of envy as he begrudgingly admired it. Moving around in their bulky suits made combat a whole lot more difficult. Besides, if a bullet or blade nicked the oxygen supply, his adventures on Mars would come to a hasty conclusion.

“Follow me,” George grunted.

***

They peeked over the ridge at their targets. The canyon was filled to the brim with Derelict Walkers. A few Hailswarm drones hovered in the air above them. Ordinarily, it would have been an easy fight, especially with his current abilities. But the narrow gorge and the tall walls boxing them in on either side made it difficult for him to leverage his Wings and speed. Flying above the gorge was also out of the question. Aerial Derelict patrols wandered the skies in search of stray Blade Angels to prey on.

“Soros. Go.”

Ren stared at his mentor with wide eyes.

“This… might be a little beyond me without help—”

“Go.”

Ren stood to his feet with a sigh. Iria’s eyes were wide with concern, but Selphira gave him a firm nod reflecting her confidence in him. Natasha had her hands crossed, and Astrid watched on quietly.

Ren vaulted over the edge.

He activated his Wings to accelerate his descent before veering upwards at the last second. He used the speed that he had accumulated to surge into the Walkers. His twin blades materialised in his hands, and he tore into them.

Due to the environmental constraints, Ren was prevented from falling back on [temporal shift]. His Potential only provided him with an edge when he could utilise his Wings to offset his enhanced reaction time. But with his movement constrained, Ren couldn’t rely on his superior mobility.

He ducked under a Walker’s attempt to grab him, executing a horizontal slash that bisected the humanoid Derelict unit at its waist. With a burst of his Wings, he slid backwards, evading another pair of Walkers as they attempted to close in on him on either side. Ren leapt onto the cliff wall, using his Wings to thrust himself towards a Hailswarm drone above that had begun to unleash its rounds in his direction.

But even as he did, other Hailswarm drones closed in on him, forcing Ren to duck and weave in the narrow space, putting him on the back foot.

“That’s enough.”

George’s voice echoed from behind him.

Ren ignored the flash of shame that rose in his chest as he retreated. He landed on the ridge, but now, the Derelict were aware of their position. To his surprise, George rose to his feet, hefting his axe in his grip.

He leapt.

Ren watched open-mouthed as his mentor dropped into the gorge. He didn’t rely on his Wings to manoeuvre. With Mars’s diminished gravity, it took a while for George to reach the bottom. He used his axe to bite into the wall of the gorge to slow his fall, easily ducking under a few of the Hailswarm drones’ shots.

Then, the carnage began.
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A diagonal cleave of George’s axe bisected the first Walker that sprinted in his direction. To Ren’s surprise, George kept a hold of the upper half of the Derelict unit, using it to ward off the energy bolts of the drones overhead.

The Walkers in the gorge charged.

George threw the remains in his hands at the unit in the lead. It slammed into the oncoming Walker, knocking them off-balance, which was an incredible feat in Mars’s lower gravity environment. George lunged forwards, his axe cleaving the unit’s head from its torso. But advancing so foolishly into the group of oncoming Derelict was not without consequence.

Two more Walkers leapt for him, grabbing for his torso. Ren watched in awe as George extended out a hand to pull the first unit towards him, angling its head towards an oncoming bolt and letting the Hailswarm drone’s bullet penetrate the Walker’s skull. He flung its corpse at the Hailswarm drone above him, sending the unit crashing into a wall.

But in the time that it took to manoeuvre, the other Walkers had closed in on him. George whirled his axe, cutting diagonally across a Walker’s right leg, before kicking it into another oncoming unit. He smoothly fell into a crouch as another lunged for him, casually lashing upwards in a strike that bisected the unit as it passed over him.

He rose to his feet, walking slowly towards the crowd of remaining Walkers. Even while he was outnumbered, he was the epitome of control and awareness. Each of his strikes was made with intention, leading naturally into the next. The woodcutter’s axe in his hand flashed as it buried itself into one Walker’s skull, before being ripped outwards diagonally into the next.

Ren’s eyes went wide when the Seeker unit materialised behind George.

It moved with a swiftness that made its Type-4 Walker counterparts look like they were wading through the ocean. Its twin blades hurtled towards George. Its right blade aimed straight for his head, which the man deflected by adjusting the angle of his axe haft by a slight degree. Almost immediately, it followed up with a thrust attack aimed with its left blade. It was battered almost contemptuously to the side by George’s axe.

“Type-2 Variant,” Natasha whispered.

The unit vanished, reappearing a millisecond later on George’s left.

Did that unit just… teleport?

“Spatial abilities…” Natasha muttered to herself before her head turned towards Astrid. The other girl nodded, acknowledging her understanding.

“How could you tell it was a Variant?”

To his surprise, Natasha didn’t respond with arrogance. She cast a glance at him before her eyes fell back on George.

“It’s a Seeker base. It isn’t always so easy to tell, but you learn to estimate threat ratings when you’ve been in the field for long enough.”

“And have you? Been in the field for long?”

“They send us out after we integrate our cores. They’re easing you guys into it,” Natasha replied with a strained smile. “We weren’t lucky enough to get personal supervision.”

Before they could continue their conversation, the unit reappeared. Only this time, it was using the oncoming crowd of Derelict to disguise its strikes. George continued to walk forwards at a slow, steady and intentional pace. Every time the Seeker’s blades would peek out from behind a Walker, his axe was ready to deflect it. He calmly cleaved his way through the crowd of Walkers, utterly at ease in the constrained space while evading the stealth unit’s blows.

“Who the hell is this guy?” Selphira muttered under her breath.

“Whoever he is… he refused to be made an Archangel,” Natasha said. “Him and the other… ‘irregulars’. They set up shop in Central Dome and refuse to acknowledge the Archangels’ authority.”

“But… you still treat him with respect?” Ren raised an eyebrow. “At least more than you do me?”

“That bar is low,” she scoffed, causing him to chuckle. “But you would be stupid to disrespect him. Frankly… I’m surprised he agreed to mentor you. Many have asked, but he’s never taken on a junior.” Natasha’s silver gaze narrowed. “You should count yourself lucky.”

“You know…” Ren trailed off, his eyes hovering on Natasha. “You might be right.”

She blinked at him in surprise.

“I acted like a spoilt brat on my first day training with him. And now, when I treat him with respect, he’s just going to think it’s only because I respect his combat strength,” he chuckled.

“What else do you respect, then?”

“The fact that he put me in my place when I was an arrogant little shit,” Ren chuckled, his eyes lingering on the older man. “As… gruff as he is, I can’t help but get the sense that he’s genuinely invested in me.”

Natasha shifted on the spot, not knowing precisely how to respond. To his immense amusement, Iria softly patted her arm, causing the girl to flinch back.

“There, there. He has a tendency to confuse the hell out of you like that. Trust me, I was an even bigger asshole to him when I first met him.”

“And now... you should see the things he does to her ass,” Selphira whispered.

Ren vaguely heard Iria yelp, but his eyes were fixed on George.

The gorge was now a metallic graveyard. The aftermath of his massacre lined the floor. The Type-2 Variant was now facing George alone, with none of the fodder to impede him. George continued with his swift, deliberate attacks. It was like a battle of chess, every strike putting the Derelict in a position desirable to him, only to be followed up with another strike with the same intention.

Finally, the Derelict had nowhere to run.

The Seeker barely raised its blades in time. George reversed his grip on his axe as it came bearing down on the Derelict. He slammed the Derelict into the ground with the haft of his axe, driving it into the soil like a tent pike. In the process, the force of George’s blow shattered its blades, which fell limp at its side. The Derelict unit was sparking and twitching, only barely clinging on to its life.

George casually hacked the Derelict apart, extracting the core within.

“Astrid,” George called out, turning to them on the cliff.

“Absorb it.”

Is he… trying to help her gain Insight?

Astrid cast an uncertain glance at him before flying down into the gorge. She thrust a spear into the Derelict unit’s torso, carving out its machine core. She closed her eyes as she absorbed its Derelict energy. Her brows twisted as if the effort had caused her a flare of pain.

“I… I think I can feel it. The Insight. It’s like—”

“A seed in your core waiting to sprout,” George grunted. “Good. Let’s continue.”

***

Iria

Iria squinted at their mysterious supervisor.

Strength as a Blade Angel was a nebulous concept. There were Archangels like her mother, capable of immobilising an entire battlefield. Or those like Amira, who could cultivate Derelict energy into a Blade Angel and shatter their core.

George scared her.

He was like a force of nature. He wielded his axe as naturally as she breathed, each strike slow, deliberate and calculated. He did wear his Nanoarmour, but only due to his mortal limitations. Barring the oxygen that it supplied him with and the pressurised environment it maintained, Iria was certain he would have been perfectly fine if he had been stark naked.

To a Blade Angel in the Command Tiers with the core of a Swarm Commander or above, the feat he had demonstrated was trivial. The reason George had scared her was because he had achieved it without using any Potential. Barring his final strike on the Type-2, each and every one of his cuts had been at the speed and strength exerted by Ren.

He was a man who lived and breathed battle.

There was a lesson hidden in George’s demonstration. You didn’t need superior Potential or Domains refined to high heaven to be a menace on the battlefield. She watched Ren by his side, his brows furrowed as he mentally replayed George’s display of skill. Every so often, George would glance down at Ren with an expression that was hard to read.

Iria’s eyes narrowed.

Strange.

***

Ren

They finally reached their target’s lair.

“Iria, take out the swarm. The rest of you, watch.”

Ren swallowed as George delivered his simple instructions. Neither Astrid, Selphira or Natasha protested. Ordinarily, he wouldn’t have blinked twice. But when he looked at the clearing before him, Ren could feel goosebumps erupt across his forearms.

The Swarm Commander’s swarm must have numbered close to a thousand. It hung motionless in the air, a shifting shroud of Hailswarm drones circling it. You could tell the skill of a Swarm Commander by their control over their swarm. It was the equivalent of fighting a Blade Angel with an exceedingly high Processing Domain.

Iria’s Wings of blood blossomed into existence. Beads of blood were born from nothingness, coalescing to connect to her shoulder blades. Iria lifted into the air and began to weave her shards.

She looked down at him.

“Ren—”

“You’ll do this yourself,” George said, folding his arms.

Ren was tempted to protest but restrained himself. Iria steeled herself, her brow furrowing in concentration. She acknowledged George’s words with a curt nod before pulling her blood shards into existence. Ren felt a pang of concern when he saw Iria wince. Despite the dramatic strides she had taken during the Duels in her recovery, she was still far from her prime.

Even so, she gritted her teeth and pressed on.

Before long, the swarm took notice of her. The undulating mass of drones froze still. The metallic grey cocoon parted, exposing the Swarm Commander within. Ren could immediately tell that it was superior to the commander he had faced during the Derelict invasion on the Pride. It calmly regarded Iria overhead before extending out a hand.

The swarm melted from its cocoon into a spiral that twisted right towards Iria. She pointed her own hand down towards the oncoming drones. The blood shards shot forth, slamming into them.

They were insufficient.

The swarm overwhelmed her barrage. Her small shards of blood broke across their armoured plating. Their previous feat against the Titan had only worked because Iria’s sliver-thin blood shards had been imbued by Ren’s Potential. Without that benefit, her shards were far from as robust as the Lord of Blood’s.

Is George forcing her to weave more robust shards? Why force her to tackle this alone?

Ren’s grip tightened around his blades as Iria shot upwards, the machine swarm following her high into the sky. Iria desperately summoned more and more shards, but her concentration was constantly being broken as the swarm encroached on her. When the Hailswarm drones drew close enough, they began to charge their energy bolts, firing straight at Iria.

“Instructor,” Natasha said softly.

When George didn’t reply, Ren could see Natasha clench her jaw.

“Instructor,” she said more firmly. “She isn’t going to last. Allow us to interv—”

“No.”

The thin film of blood that surrounded Iria was being rent into pieces by the Hailswarm’s energy bolts. Her attention was divided in three ways – maintaining her flight trajectory and speed, sustaining the film of blood shielding her from the bolts, and summoning robust enough shards to fire into the swarm. Iria was panting with exertion, maintaining her speed just ahead of the drones.

The first energy bolt clipped her in the side.

“IRIA!”
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Iria

Her existence was pain.

The hand she had clamped down on her wound came away bloody. Her body was trembling, her vision marred by tears. She could vaguely make out the form of the pursuing swarm beneath her.

It was catching up.

Her vision was fading in and out. She had lost a lot of blood. She had redirected the concentration of the blood in her protective bubble to shield her vital areas, but it wasn’t enough. Bolts were still tearing through the bubble, damaging it more quickly than she could replenish it.

Get it together, Iria.

You have the core of a Lord.

The Lord of Blood never ran. That sick bastard was worthier of this core than you were.

The world around her had slowed. In her fugue state, she wondered if this was what Ren experienced with his enhanced Processing and [temporal shift].

For a moment, she was back in her mother’s office.

Watching her brandish the core of a Machine Lord, before storing it in her desk with a smug smile.

“You are not worthy, Iria Bladesworn,” the core whispered to her. “You are not hungry.”

“I’ll decide what I’m worth, you piece of shit,” she gritted out, with a bloody grin.

The blood shield around her dropped.

Iria changed her trajectory, charging into the swarm, unleashing a visceral scream. She had known it from the very beginning. The core of the Lord of Blood was a beast of its own. She would never command its power if she didn’t demand its respect.

And what it demanded of her was hunger.

The shards blinked into existence around her. She pulled from the blood leaking from her own wounds, using her vitality to fuel her assault. This time, she was not greeted with needles of blood. Shards the size of her forearm wove into existence, rivalling those of the Lord of Blood’s. She could feel the energy bolts striking, but she no longer felt the pain.

Iria Bladesworn showed the core of blood her hunger.

***

Ren

Before he could fly towards her, a grip like an iron vice clamped down on his forearm, rooting him in place. George watched on calmly, an anchor weighing him to the ground. Try as he did to pull free, George wouldn’t budge.

“None of you, move.”

Natasha and Selphira had called forth their own Wings. They hesitated, casting an uncertain glance towards George.

“Watch,” he said.

“What…”

Iria’s bubble of blood dropped.

She unleashed a heart-rending scream.

Ren watched as Iria’s Nanoarmour took shape. Interlocking armour of a dark maroon shade that bordered on black locked into place around her. It resembled the dark maroon armour of the Lord of Blood. It conformed to her body, covering every inch of its surface. Her twin crimson rings above her head blazed brightly, reflecting off the swarm’s armour plating. He stared as threads of blood leading from Iria herself wove themselves into shards of blood that rivalled the shards of the Lord of Blood.

Ren stared at a Blade Angel with the core of a Lord in truth.

Blood shards blotted out the sky.

The rain of blood fell upon the twisting swarm. Shards slammed into Hailswarm drones, cleaving them in twain and sending their defunct, sparking remains spiralling towards the ground.

“Everam. Your shield,” George barked.

Natasha activated her Potential. Her silver Weapons burned into existence, and she raised her shield. As she did so, a projection of it at least thirty times larger appeared in the air in front of them. Iria’s blood shards rained down upon them.

“Natasha!” Astrid cried out.

Natasha coughed blood as she wavered on her feet. She winced, a line of blood trailing from the edge of her lips as she withstood the barrage.

“Boy. Hunt the Commander. Leave the core intact.”

Ren surged forwards, flying the fastest he had ever flown. He didn’t call his Potential, directing every modicum and sliver of Derelict energy in his core towards his Wings. He tore across the sky, hurtling towards Iria, who was now in freefall. Her Nanoarmour around her was peeling away, fading into crimson sparks.

[Temporal shift]

Ren arced towards her, catching her gingerly in his arms.

The world around him had slowed to a crawl, and he watched the falling drones and shards of blood plummet to the ground like rain.

He released his Potential, grinning at the girl in his arms.

“You’re crazy, you know that?” Ren whispered, his chest rising and falling in exertion.

“I could definitely get used to this,” Iria mumbled, resting her head against his chest.

Ren dove to the ground, depositing her gingerly on the soil.

“Ren… your HALO.”

“Shh… rest,” he said, casting his gaze up towards the Swarm Commander. Deprived of its swarm, the Derelict commander was retreating, flying through the air in an attempt to escape them. Seeing Astrid charging across the ground towards his location, he squeezed her hand.

Ren took flight.

KILL

He felt a burgeoning anger inside of him at just how close Iria had come to death. He felt his rage meld with the instinct within him. All of a sudden, the speed at which he was flying felt sluggish. Ren pushed harder, and he felt the distance between himself and the Derelict Commander narrow.

Ren struck like lightning.

His right blade clipped the Derelict Commander, sinking into its shoulder.

The Derelict’s armour immediately retracted, the Swarm Commander going into overdrive.

The temptation was there.

To rip into it in a flurry of blows that would reduce the creature responsible for Iria’s wounds to scrap metal floating in the wind. Instead, he slowed down. He recalled George’s strikes. The man’s comfort in the proximity of the Derelict, dancing on the edge of death.

Rather than succumbing to the rage within him, Ren used it as a bulwark for his fear. He entered the Derelict’s vicinity, deflecting its oncoming thrusts and slashes with blows of equal speed and precision. They hurtled up into the sky, locked in their deadly dance of death. The Commander’s blade-arms missed him by a hair’s breadth, but he never lost his composure. He replied with his own strikes, his blades moving in tandem. Just as he attacked with one, he defended with the other, each move executed with intention and in the absence of fear.

Then, the Derelict dropped.

“What?” Ren mumbled.

He stared down at the Swarm Commander’s sparking body as it tumbled through the clouds.

But that was not what captured his attention.

Ren’s eyes passed over his blades.

His abyssal black blades.

He blinked.

The Weapons in his hands were of a familiar white sheen, reflecting the light of the sun. Ren stared at the thin clouds beneath him, realising that his battle with the Swarm Commander had carried him far further than he perceived. Ren shuddered when he was struck by a wave of fatigue that barrelled into him like a rolling boulder.

Shaking the pain and fatigue off, Ren returned to the ground. George strode over to where Iria was sitting, with Selphira and Astrid crouched on either side of her. He tossed the core of the Swarm Commander to her.

“Absorb the energy.”

“Are you sure? One of us could integrat—”

“Do it.”

Iria slowly extended her hands to the core. She closed her eyes, focusing as she practised the breathing technique that Archangel Amira taught them to minimise the wastage of Derelict energy that they absorbed.

Iria winced, a hand darting towards her temple.

“Iria!”

George waved away his concern.

“The Insight is taking root. This is normal.”

“Insight…” Ren trailed off, his eyes widening.

“Call the ship.”

Selphira nodded with wide eyes, and the Weight of Sacrifice arrived not long afterwards.

***

“He’s crazy… batshit crazy,” Selphira muttered.

“I guess he did throw us into the deep end,” Ren muttered weakly.

Selphira’s hands were shovelled into her hair, and she stared at her best friend with wide eyes. Ren and Iria were lying on beds in the provisional medical centre that the Pride’s Angels had established in the Gardens.

Ren turned to his side, wincing from the pain that the motion produced. His eyes softened when he found Iria sleeping on the bed next to his. He could hear her soft breaths, her chest rising and falling. The medical staff had wrapped bandages around various parts of her body where the Hailswarm’s energy bolts had impacted.

“You might call me crazy…” Ren trailed off. “But I think what he did was a kindness.”

“You’re crazy,” Selphira said flatly.

Ren shook his head.

“The Blade Angels in the colonies face a different kind of horror. A quieter one. Bleeding out in the Martian sands, your colleagues lying dead around you. Running out of oxygen, succumbing to the freezing temperatures. Your blood boiling in your veins if your suit is compromised in a fight from the low atmospheric pressure.”

His thoughts returned to West Dome and what George had told him about the veterans.

“Your home being cracked open like an egg, and your family members pulled apart before your very eyes. It’s like living in the enclaves. Just… they don’t have the liberty of hiding. War is all around you, all the time. From the time you integrate your core. We’ve had it easy. No wonder they resent us,” Ren whispered.

Selphira fell silent.

She abruptly stood to her feet.

“Selphy?” he said.

“Get better soon, Ren. I’ll see you at home.”

***

Selphira

“Shazzy?”

“Oh hey, mentee! What can I…” Shazzy trailed off, her smile gradually flattening.

“Damn,” she muttered, eying Selphira up and down. “You look like shit. What happened to you? Tough mission?”

The snapshots were burned into her mind. Iria hovering in the sky, her shards raining down while suspended on vast Wings of blood. Ren locked in his hypnotic battle with the Swarm Commander as they ascended into the heights. He wasn’t quite as fast as Archangel Ramora, but she knew that it was only a matter of time.

“You asked me what I wanted. The Derelict zombie apocalypse or overcharged mech. I’ve made my decision.”

Shazzy’s eyes gleamed; Tremello and Tibble perched on her shoulders.

“I want both.”
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The past week had been gruelling. Each day, they had been presented with yet another mission to tackle with George’s guidance. There had been little room for chatter or rest. He drove each of them hard, all in different ways.

With her newfound core, Astrid had to get accustomed to a different style of fighting. Ren was beginning to realise that while she had lost some of the speed and damage potential that her lightning abilities had granted her, she was now a far deadlier duellist. Ren recalled watching in awe as Astrid rapidly blinked into and out of existence, weaving around her enemies with grace and disorienting them as she wielded her Weapons. She was calling her Potential at a far higher frequency than she had previously been capable of. Still, she seemed to be coming into her abilities, getting comfortable infiltrating behind Derelict lines and duelling strong units in one-on-one battles.

George matched Iria up against larger and larger swarms. With her Potential, she could control the battlefield by tying up a vast amount of enemies with her blood shards, putting them on the back foot. Her Insight allowed her to have much greater aerial control over her shards, in a similar fashion to how Swarm Commanders guided their drones through the air. After awakening her Nanoarmour, she had steadily gotten better at calling more robust blood shards and in greater amounts.

Natasha had been pitted up against Type-1 ‘Giant’ class scavengers, which were a Tier lower than Titans. Ren and Astrid would clear the field, allowing her to test the defensive capabilities of her Potential against the vast Derelict units.

Finally, Selphira had dropped out of their sessions altogether. He still recalled the day that Shazzy had shown up to their mission briefing, flicking off George and dragging away her mentee. George had permitted it, and from the state Selphira was in in the evenings, he was sure that her training was pushing her just as much as theirs was pushing them. If she was to develop any further, Ren would need to figure out how he could help her evolve her machine core.

With the dreaded day of the awakening of his Nanoarmour quickly approaching, Ren did what any sane cadet would do with the finite time on his hands and a life-or-death scenario on the cards.

He went on a date.

“Astrid?”

Astrid was dressed in faded blue jeans and a white top that rode up her torso, exposing her belly button. Her lavender eyes had wandered up to the heights of East Dome, where Hailswarm drones flitted about in small groups.

She wrenched her gaze down with a start, blinking rapidly before flashing Ren an apologetic smile.

“Oh? What was that?”

Ren smiled, giving her hand a reassuring squeeze.

“Is something on your mind?” he said gently.

“Sorry,” Astrid blushed. “We hardly have any time these days, and here I am lost in my thoughts.” She rubbed her forearm, her eyes lingering on the lake beside the path.

“Well?” Ren pressed gently.

“I guess… I’ve been worried about Natasha,” she finally admitted with a sigh. “Ever since she lost Katie and Nadia during that mission, she’s been throwing herself into fights. I know that she hasn’t been the friendliest, but—”

“I know that she’s a good person, Astrid,” Ren smiled. “You don’t have to convince me. But what about you?”

“Me?” Astrid asked incredulously.

“Yes,” Ren nodded.

“Oh, I’m fine.”

She waved away his concerns, painting a smile across her lips. Ren raised an eyebrow as one of her hands subconsciously drifted to her right pigtail, giving it a light tug.

Ren released her hand, walking towards the lake. Taking a seat on an empty bench overlooking the lake, he patted the spot next to him, gesturing for Astrid to come over. She took a seat, and for a moment, the pair just took in the scenery. Parents were anxiously watching their children as they ran precariously close to the waterside. Couples walked hand-in-hand, out on dates.

But it was still different to the atmosphere aboard the Pride.

It was present in the small glances that parents made upwards towards the drones circling the domes. The way the children flinched when a new burst of anti-air tracers hurtled into Derelict swarms.

Here, the Derelict were ever-present.

“Are you still afraid of them? The Derelict?”

Her expression flickered, and her smile finally fell.

“Sorry, Ren. I really didn’t want to bring down the mood—”

“You’re always thinking about others.”

Astrid glanced at him in surprise.

“When you told me that story about Evie,” Ren continued. “I felt… upset at how she had treated you. Friends aren’t just people you use and throw away. But the whole time,” he shook his head, “you were more concerned about how Evie felt.”

Astrid bit her lip, her hand drifting back to her hair. Before she could give her pigtail another tug, Ren interceded, gently grabbing her palm and giving it a light squeeze.

“You’re right about Natasha. She hasn’t grieved, and she’s running away from that sadness. But you haven’t had the time to process your feelings towards the Derelict either.”

“It isn’t that important—”

“Isn’t it?” Ren challenged her.

Astrid fell silent. She fiddled with her hands in her lap, nervously biting her bottom lip.

“Are you... upset with me—”

“Astrid…” Ren shook his head. “If there’s one thing I appreciate the most about my relationships with Iria and Selphira… it’s that they call me out on my bullshit when I need it the most. Even when it’s uncomfortable. Especially then.”

Astrid’s eyes widened. Ren slowly reached out to interlink his fingers with hers.

“Friends might be able to get away with ignoring the difficult or inconvenient topics… but I don’t just want to be friends with you. That hasn’t changed a bit.”

Astrid blinked, tears filling her eyes, before she quickly averted her gaze with a soft sniff. Ren watched as she discreetly wiped away her tears before turning back to him. She took a deep breath and nodded.

“Thanks, Ren. I guess you’re right. The fear is still there. But… I don’t really know what to do about it. And to be honest… it also feels silly compared to all of the other problems that everyone has.”

“Like Natasha’s?” Ren asked.

Astrid nodded.

“I’ve felt that way too. Ever since arriving in the colonies,” Ren said, angling his head upwards to the heights of the dome. “But it doesn’t make your problems any less important.”

“What do you think I should do?”

“I… also don’t have the answer to that. Which I realise makes me sound like a total asshole for bringing this up in the first place,” he muttered under his breath.

Astrid blinked, staring at him incredulously. She coughed, and Ren looked at her in concern.

“Hey, are you alright—”

“Pfft.”

Ren stared at her as she bit her lip, trying to hold in her laughter.

“Are you laughing at me?” Ren gaped at her.

“You… you just said that so confidently, I thought you were going somewhere with it,” she wiped a tear from her eyes before bursting into laughter again.

“So, this is what I get, huh?” Ren’s lips twitched upwards into an involuntary grin. He finally succumbed to it as well, playfully pushing her away from him.

Eventually, their laughter subsided. Astrid let out a sigh, and she rested her head on his shoulder.

“Honestly… I don’t need you to fix this for me. This is all that I could ever ask for,” she said softly. “Thanks, Ren,” Astrid smiled, her eyes closed. “I promise I’ll stop brushing it away.”

Ren nodded with a smile. He leaned towards her, his eyes falling on her lips. Astrid’s lips melded with his, and they shared a tender kiss.

“You know where to find me if you need a hand,” Ren smiled.

Astrid paused, her brows furrowing as she tapped a finger on the bench.

“On second thought… maybe there is something you can help me with.”

***

Ren rang Natasha Everam’s doorbell.

He shifted from foot to foot, waiting patiently for the door to be answered. He heard a soft creak, watching as a familiar pretty, silver-haired girl with a distinctly stony expression stared back at him.

“Hello!”

Natasha slammed the door in his face.

Well… this is off to a splendid start.

“Mister Soros,” PodBot said, coming to hover beside his right shoulder. “Would you like me to provide you with feedback on this failed social interaction? I have identified at least twenty-six areas of improvement, if implemented, might result in a superior outcome.”

Ren thought he heard a snort from behind the door.

“No, thank you, Pod.”

Ren stepped up to the door once more, wrapping it thrice with his knuckles. The door creaked open again, and Natasha peeked out to stare at him.

“What do you want?” she said flatly.

“To go on a walk with you,” Ren beamed, smiling as inoffensively and as brightly as he could.

“ALERT. Mister Soros. That smile makes you look like a predator.”

Ren’s smile dropped, and he shot a withering glare at the little PodBot.

“HA!”

Ren’s gaze darted back to Natasha, but all he found in her expression was the very same stony-faced glare. His eyes slowly narrowed when he noticed the slightest wobble in her lips.

“Scram, if you’re going to keep wasting my time.”

“I’ve come to ask for a favour.”

“My favours fetch a high price. You sure you’ll be able to pay it off?” Natasha placed a hand on her hip.

“I’m willing to take the bet. Well?”

Natasha eyed him, and when she realised that Ren was serious, she let out a sigh.

“Alright. Spit it out.”

“I’d like to gain entry into West Dome. I heard that you’re cleared for entry.”

Natasha froze.

She eyed him carefully, but Ren gave nothing away. He silently met her gaze, and to his relief, Natasha slowly nodded.

“Alright. Let’s go.”

The pair walked in silence through East Dome. He could sense Natasha cast a couple of curious glances his way, but each time, her pride seemed to win out over her curiosity. They took a straight path through Central Dome before finally reaching their destination.

“Halt,” the border guard announced.

“He’s with me,” Natasha stepped forwards.

Upon recognising Archangel Lucia’s daughter, the border guard waved them through. They passed through the tunnel leading into West Dome. The vegetation was overgrown, and it was clear that after the fall of the dome, the colonies hadn’t made any attempt to reclaim it.

“Remember. You owe me—”

“Just a little further. I’m not really… familiar with this place,” Ren said.

Natasha’s gaze hovered on him, but she begrudgingly nodded.

The reason for her acquiescence soon became clear. As they passed through the shattered buildings, Ren noticed the graves that were scattered about the dome. Countless memorials for fallen Blade Angels and colonists were placed throughout the overgrown city. As they continued to walk in deeper, Ren noticed that Natasha was biting her lip, staring with discomfort at the graves.

“We’re here.”

Ren walked into the overgrown garden, taking a step to the side and allowing Natasha to enter.

He watched as Natasha’s gaze immediately drifted to the other girl standing in the garden.

“Astrid?” she said in confusion.

“Hey, Tash.”

“What are you…” Natasha’s eyes narrowed, before they went wide, falling on something behind the other girl. She walked forwards as if she were in a fugue state, her eyes fixed on what Astrid and Ren had spent their afternoon preparing.

“I told you—”

“That you thought that West Dome was a waste of space? That the colonies should repurpose it for something more useful? You’re probably right. But it’s also nice to have a place to visit, don’t you think?” Astrid said softly.

Natasha stared down at the small memorial stones that Astrid and Ren had arranged for Natasha’s fallen friends – Katie and Nadia.

Natasha spun on her heel, but Astrid had already grabbed hold of her wrist.

“Say goodbye, Tash.”

“No. No, I don’t want to,” her voice trembled. Her silver eyes had turned glassy, and to Ren’s surprise, the girl called her Nanoarmour almost by instinct. Still, Astrid persisted.

“They would want you to move—”

“Don’t tell me what they would want!” Natasha shouted, her voice ringing through the empty garden.

Her chest was rising and falling as she panted.

“Don’t tell me what they would want,” she whispered, her lips trembling. “I don’t want to move on,” she whispered. “Moving on would mean—”

“It doesn’t mean forgetting them, Tash.”

Astrid gently guided the girl over to their memorial stones, crouching at the foot of the apple tree where she had laid their stones.

“I’m sorry,” Natasha whispered hoarsely. “I’m sorry,” she wept, her shoulders trembling as the tears finally poured forth. Astris wiped a tear from her own eye before giving him a slight smile of gratitude and a nod.

Ren departed in silence, leaving the girls behind.

***

Astrid

Astrid took a deep breath, halting outside the ice cream store. Her eyes were still red from her afternoon with Natasha. But after spending the afternoon in West Dome, she could sense a change in her friend.

Natasha was finally beginning to move forwards, and it was time for her to do so as well, albeit in a much less significant way.

The door jingled as she entered the ice cream parlour. Astrid didn’t know if she had ever been as anxious as she was to get ice cream with someone. She spotted Selphira in the very last booth with a very tall banana split placed in front of her.

“Hey!” Selphira smiled, waving Astrid over.

“Hey, Selphira,” she smiled.

“Did Ren brush you off?” she said, raising an eyebrow and folding her arms. “Because if he did, I can—”

“Actually… I’ve been wanting to speak to you for a while.”

“You have?” she said in surprise.

Astrid swallowed down the lump in her throat. Her heart was beating like a jackhammer, and it brought her a hint of amusement that she probably was more anxious sitting across from the beautiful daughter of the Pride’s greatest Archangel than she had been in some combat scenarios.

“Ever since the kidnapping… I’ve been afraid of the Derelict,” Astrid winced.

“Oh,” Selphira’s golden eyes widened.

“Yeah,” Astrid nodded.

She fiddled with her hands in her lap, vaguely feeling a bead of sweat trace down her cheek. She took a deep breath, before letting it out.

“I heard that you went through something similar. In the Duels. I thought… I would ask you how you managed to get over the fear—”

“It never really went away.”

Astrid stared in surprise as Selphira nudged the banana split towards her. The blonde girl took a huge spoonful of it, letting out a sigh of contentment.

“You’re… still afraid of them?” Astrid said in confusion.

“Mmhm,” Selphira nodded.

“But Shazzy’s your mentor. Isn’t she a—”

“Derelict specialist?” Selphira completed with a faint smile. “She is. Just last night, I had nightmares that the Derelict Walkers in her workshop came back to life and were strangling me in my sleep.”

“Holy shit,” Astrid whispered with wide eyes.

“I’m a coward. If you want someone brave, you should speak to Iria. I’m pretty sure that she gives the Derelict nightmares.”

Selphira continued to idly poke their bowl of half-melted ice cream, her eyes distant.

“Sorry. In case you were looking for a solution,” Selphira said, with a hint of regret. “I’ll let you know if anything helps, but I’m still looking for a solution myself.”

To her surprise, rather than feeling hopeless, Astrid felt… relief.

“Actually, I think this was exactly what I needed,” Astrid said, smiling at Selphira. “Just knowing that I’m not alone in feeling that way is… nice. Though if you hadn’t told me, there’s no way I would’ve known. You and Iria are just so… brave.”

To her surprise, Selphira averted her eyes. She idly dug into the banana split in front of her, casting a few furtive glances at Astrid. When Astrid glanced down at their dessert, she realised that the other girl had squashed the banana in the bowl into a fine mush.

“Is… everything ok?”

Selphira bit her lip before heaving a sigh.

“I’m envious of you.”

“Of… me?” Astrid exclaimed in surprise. When a couple of other patrons turned their way, she blushed, deliberately lowering her voice as she leaned forwards.

“What could you possibly—”

“It’s… it’s nothing. It’s stupid.”

Selphira shifted uncertainly in her seat. Every so often, Selphira’s angular golden eyes would meet her own with an expression that she recognised well.

“If you’re worried about whether I can keep a secret,” Astrid chuckled, “I learned from the best,” she said, thinking of her mother. “I promise I’ll keep whatever you say between us.”

“I’m envious that you have the chance to get to know Ren… organically. To go from friends to more. I’m sure you’ve heard about the circumstances of our… arrangement.”

“Oh,” Astrid whispered, her eyes going wide.

“Sorry. That’s selfish—”

“It’s not,” Astrid said firmly. “If anyone was doing the selfish thing, it was me by asking him out on a date when he has the both of you.”

As Astrid watched Selphira, she realised that strangely, she saw herself in the amazing girl she had put on a pedestal. Someone who puts their own desires aside for others, at the expense of themselves.

“Have you considered telling him?” Astrid tried gently.

“No,” Selphira shook her head resolutely. “No way. Besides, it would be unfair to you and to Ren. You should get the chance to explore things with one another. For—forget I said anything—”

Selphira made to stand, but Astrid leaned forwards to place a hand on her arm.

“Thanks for trusting me with that, Selphira.”

The blonde girl’s sharp golden eyes widened momentarily, her breath catching. After a moment, her shoulders fell, the tension in her body fleeing. They stood at either end of their booth, neither knowing precisely what to do with themselves.

“Would… you like to see the workshop?” Selphira muttered.

Astrid watched in astonishment as a light blush reached Selphira’s cheeks. All of a sudden, the girl seated opposite her was engrossed in the banana split between them.

“You can only see the same recurring nightmare so many times before it starts to lose its hold over you. Exposure and all that,” Selphira said, rubbing her forearm.

Astrid’s lips trembled before she pressed them into a line.

“You don’t have to come if you don’t want—”

“I would love to.”

Selphira blinked at her surprise, her lips curving into a slight smile. Astrid rounded the table, joining her as the pair left for the academy.

“Hey, Selphira?”

“Yeah?”

“For the record, I don’t think you’re a coward. I would have nightmares about you if I were a Derelict.”

“That is so sweet,” Selphira laughed.

***

Ren

The next day, his day of reckoning had finally arrived.

It was the day George was going to beat him within an inch of his life.

“Sneaking out?”

Ren winced, pausing at the threshold of the apartment. He slowly turned to find both Selphira and Iria standing behind him. Iria blearily blinked the morning sun out of her eyes, while Selphira yawned and stretched behind her. Iria had a hand on her hip, brushing a stray lock of hair out of the way of her eyes.

“Today’s the big day, isn’t it?”

Ren shrugged, careful to keep his expression impassive.

Truth be told, he was terrified. But he put on a brave face as he smiled at the girls.

“It’s no big deal; most of the colony cadets have awakened their Nanoarmour. Besides,” Ren grinned, “it’ll just be George. He knows how to fight. I’d be more concerned if I was going up against someone who would accidentally kill me. I’ll be fine.”

“That’s what worries me,” Iria frowned.

She took a few rapid steps forwards, poking him in the chest.

“Sending you against Derelict? I’d understand that. But they’re getting George to awaken yours? You should know the conditions for awakening it by now—”

“Mortal peril,” Selphira helpfully offered.

“Look, you know how powerful George is. He’ll know how to hold back.”

“We want to come with you,” Iria said.

Ren shuddered, his mind drifting to Roland. Just thinking about the shit-eating grin that would spread across his face when he saw Ren enter with the two girls made him dread the thought of them ever meeting. Besides, he knew that the pair of them would intervene if things got…

Ugly.

And my bet… is that they absolutely will.

“No, no. Look,” he said, stepping forward to grip Iria’s arms. “I’ll be fine, alright? George has looked out for us. Maybe the man could have briefed us a little better before throwing you to the swarm,” he muttered with a frown, “but it seems like that had its purpose as well.”

Ren shook his head, slipping his hand into Iria’s.

“Besides… soon we’ll be running our own missions. We’ll be out there with no one to hold our hand,” he said softly. “So,” he crossed his arms, eyes hardening. “Let me do this myself. If the two of you were there… I wouldn’t be able to focus.”

The trio fell silent, and Ren shifted from foot to foot as he awaited their response. Eventually, Iria caved, throwing her arms around his shoulders. She kissed him and reluctantly drew away after a moment.

“You’d better not die,” Selphira glared at him.

“You have this incredible way with words,” he smiled at her.

To his surprise, Selphira did the same, wrapping him in a tight hug. Only, her hand wandered down to his crotch, squeezing it.

“Hey!”

“Have you decided what you’re going to do… afterwards? I’m sure you’ll be a little battered up after you’re done. Plan on paying a visit to the doc?”

“I am,” Ren nodded firmly. At the look in his eyes, Selphira’s teasing smile fell away. “I know how hard you’re training. If you want to progress further and unlock Techniques that might allow you to do what you have in mind with Shazzy… we need to investigate it.”

Selphira’s shoulders fell, and Iria squeezed her hand.

“Oh, don’t look so sad. Does he look upset about having to bang the hot doctor?” Iria narrowed her eyes at him, causing him to baulk. “You’re practically giving him a justification. He should be thanking you,” she muttered.

Selphira finally relaxed when Ren stepped forwards, drawing her into a kiss.

“Thanks,” she mumbled.

“Wish me luck.”

Ren smiled back, stepping back and slapping his cheeks. He turned on his heel, leaving Selphira and Iria behind.

“Good luck, Ren!” he heard Iria call out from behind him.

“Hope you survive! The sex, I mean!” Selphira called out after her.

Ren grinned.

***

“Here you are, kid. For the nerves.”

Roland planted a glass of whiskey down on the counter. Ren was almost certain that it was lukewarm from all the heat that accumulated in his underground gym. The gargantuan man polished a glass with a black rag, his one good eye fixed on Ren.

“Well?” Ren said, taking a sip and wincing. “Spit it out.”

Roland laughed, clutching a hand to his belly.

“You must have made an impression on that old fart,” Roland grinned at him. “He wouldn’t do this for just anyone.”

“What’re you trying to butter me up for?” Ren said, prompting Roland to break out into another round of laughter. “Why hasn’t he taken on any other apprentices? I’ve seen how he fights. He tears apart everything in his way, and I don’t think I’ve even seen him use his Potential.”

To Ren’s surprise, his question gave the man pause. Roland set the glass he was polishing down on the countertop, heaving out a sigh.

“It’s not for me to say, son,” Roland said with a sad smile. “He lost his wife and kid a while ago. You’ll be surprised at how much that can change someone.”

We really have been playing at Blade Angels, haven’t we?

“Ren, good to see you.”

Abigail was wearing a white tank top and a pair of oversized black track pants. She looked to be in her early forties, and chiselled abs peeked out from under the hem of her top. Ren could see the scars visible across her skin, a reminder of the tragedies she had lived through.

She was the woman who had spoken up for him on his first day in the Hole when Roland had teased him about his relationship with Iria and Selphira. He had later learned that the gesture wasn’t just a momentary act of kindness. Abigail always had a warm, bright smile ready that warmed Ren. She made it a point to drop by to speak to him when he visited the gym to train with George.

“How’s your first week been? Must be different to the Pride?”

“I feel… like a bit of an idiot actually,” he said, scratching his neck. His shoulders fell imperceptibly.

“Oh?”

Ren cast a quick glance towards Roland. The man had come out from behind the bar, and was casually chatting to a few other gym patrons. Ren felt his cheeks heat at what he was considering sharing, but he pushed through the reluctance.

“My biggest problem just a few months ago… was how to get around Ascension Lust.”

Abigail blinked, staring at him before letting out a chuckle. Still, instead of cutting in, she folded her arms patiently and waited for him to go on.

“I’ve gone from that… to war.”

“It isn’t easy, Ren. Being a Blade Angel.”

Ren looked up at her.

“The Ascension Lust is no joke, either,” she grinned. “I don’t have it myself… and I’m thankful for it. I’ve heard of Blade Angels getting stranded out there without anyone to… relieve them. Some say they start seeing things, and we find their remains in all sorts of… compromising positions. Then, there are the societal problems it causes. When a Blade Angel isn’t able to find willing partners. I’ve had to put down a few unfortunate souls.”

Ren’s eyes widened, and he let out a shudder.

“If you ask me, it’s part of the reason they keep cadets in the academy as long as they do,” Astrid said, taking a swig from her water bottle. “Bonds. Keeps you from being driven insane when you’re sent into the fray. Then, you’re right back in a classroom, and everything feels… like a bad dream. Enemies turn into friends, and they keep you going. It’s what kept me going. Why do you think I’m here right now?”

Abigail gestured over to a man over by the bench press.

“Ronnie over there used to be just as lanky as you. Absolute terror on the battlefield, now. Used to push me around when we were Tier 2s,” she laughed, Ronnie shooting her a glower.

“Don’t listen to her lies. She was the bully,” Ronnie shuddered.

“Take care of yourself, Ren. Forge meaningful bonds; they’ll keep you from falling too deep into the pit. And take that Ascension Lust seriously. I don’t want to stumble across your corpse in the middle of nowhere with your dick in the sand.”

Ren and Abigail laughed, and he felt some of his nerves dissipate.

“You’re up.”

George strode into the room, hefting his woodcutter’s axe. It might have been the gym’s dingy lighting, but he seemed a little more stern than usual. Ren rose to his feet, heading down to the sparring rooms.

It was time to awaken his Nanoarmour.

***

“Before we begin. Your Strength Domain?” George said, leaning against one of the sparring room walls with his arms crossed.

“Up to B-rank,” Ren winced. “I’ve been training constantly but… I haven’t quite gotten it there.”

George eyed him with a frown before giving him a reluctant nod.

“Alright. You’ll break through to A-rank during the fight then.”

To his surprise, Abigail and Roland filtered into the room. Roland joined George, leaning up against the wall. To his surprise, it was Abigail who strode towards him, giving him a nod.

“I’ll be your opponent for today.”

“Not George?” Ren asked in surprise, looking uncertainly at his mentor. If there was anyone who could make him perceive the mortal peril required to awaken his Nanoarmour, he figured it would be George.

“I need you to remember that I’m not your enemy,” Abigail said.

He was tempted to laugh.

Out of all the patrons in the Hole, Abigail was the last person he would ever consider to be an enemy. She was unfailingly kind and patient with him. But the temptation faded away as soon as he noticed that the older woman’s features were stern and neutral. George’s hard expression told him nothing; he could make a brick wall look expressive. But when he noticed that Roland’s expression was just as grim as Abigail’s, Ren knew that something was up.

“To awaken your Nanoarmour, you need to feel mortal peril. They call it the coward’s boon,” Abigail said, commencing some light hops to warm herself up for the coming fight. “Stupid name. Whatever saves you from the Derelict is something to be praised. And anyone who tells you that there’s shame in fear hasn’t fought the twisted bastards for long enough.”

Roland nodded his agreement. He called his Weapons, feeling their familiar weight settle into his palms. He raised them, falling into his combat stance, primed to burst into action.

“Begin,” George grunted.

Ren watched as a long, serrated metal whip flashed into existence. Abigail’s Weapon curled around her form, sinuous and menacing like a snake rearing to strike, defying gravity as it gradually circled her. The motion gave Ren a view of its disparate segments. A grey HALO comprised of two concentric rings appeared above Abigail’s head.

She crouched, winding herself up for her first strike.

She leapt, surging towards him and shattering the ground beneath her feet with her launch.
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Abigail had a large frame, yet she refused to be constrained by it. When she attacked, her body was as sinuous as her serrated whip, which curled around her with a mind of its own. Despite its enormous size and length, a flick of her wrist sent the whip sailing forth, curving towards his neck.

[Temporal shift]

Ren narrowly ducked beneath its reach. He directed a surge of Derelict energy towards his Wings, and he winced at the thought of refining his Strength Domain. Just like when he refined his Processing, he was weakened in whatever Domain he was actively training. He would need to put every ounce of weight behind his strikes to make them effective, or to deflect Abigail’s blows without instantly crumbling.

A deafening crack echoed outwards as the serrated Weapon lashed through the air, breaking the sound barrier and creating a miniature sonic boom. Abigail lashed out with her whip again, this time, aiming for Ren’s legs. He leapt upwards, the floor beneath him splintering as Abigail delivered her attack. But to Ren’s surprise, the deafening crack of the whip he had been expecting never arrived.

What the—

Astrid launched towards him like a comet.

[Temporal shift]

Even while under the influence of his Potential, his senses struggled to maintain pace with Abigail’s movement.

Where did that speed come from? Is it her Potential—

Having abandoned her whip, Abigail sent a blindingly fast punch towards his gut, which Ren only barely managed to catch with the flat surface of his longswords by manoeuvring himself into a more favourable position with his Wings.

Abigail’s punch shattered his Weapons.

Ren felt an immense mass brought to bear against him, and he was sent hurtling towards the back of the room. It felt like the momentum was tearing away at his Wings, which were desperately attempting to halt his passage through the air. They faded out of existence as they lost the split-second struggle against Abigail’s blow. Ren hurtled towards the ground, only barely managing to call his Wings into existence again at the last minute.

But by that point, he didn’t have the chance to offset his momentum.

He slammed heavily into the scarred concrete floor, feeling blood surface across his tongue. Ren coughed up blood from his mouth, wincing as he rose to his feet. He was panting heavily, and to make matters worse, every time he took in a breath, he felt like someone was piercing his chest with a hundred microscopic needles.

Just how many ribs did I break?

Through bleary, tear-filled eyes, Ren attempted to identify his opponent.

Abigail was hanging from the ceiling.

Her serrated whip had been lodged into the concrete ceiling, allowing her to casually hang from the room’s heights. But before Ren could attempt to discern her intention, her whip shimmered out of existence, reappearing a split-second later as Abigail began to fall to the ground. She lashed downwards with her whip, which Ren narrowly managed to avoid with a jerk from his Wings. He paled when he saw the whip score the concrete floor beneath him, and Ren flinched in anticipation for another deafening crack.

His eyes narrowed when it never arrived.

What the hell is going on with that whip—

Abigail summoned her Wings. They looked like slivers of metallic debris gathered around her shoulders, flowing outwards in a veritable scrapyard of glimmering steel shards.

When she flexed her Wings, Abigail blurred out of existence.

[Temp—

Ren felt the fist lodge itself into his ribcage.

He felt the remainder of his ribs crack. Bones snapped within his body, sending jolts of pain through his nervous system and towards his brain, which was already overloaded with signals eager to convey a single message.

Pure agony.

Oh.

Ren vaguely realised that he was soaring through the air. He thought he heard a voice ring out in the room. His lips curled upwards into a bloody smile as his consciousness began to slip from him.

Strange.

That almost sounded like George was telling Abigail to ‘get ready’.

Ren blissfully lost consciousness.

***

Abigail

“Get ready,” George called out. “If he’s anything like Nairith…”

Abigail watched on with a wide grin as George folded his arms.

Ren Soros hung suspended in the air.

An abyssal black HALO burned above his head. Wisps of darkness peeled away from the crystals that previously comprised his Wings. They now looked like threads of shadow given tangible form, suspending him in the air. The blades of his twin longswords had darkened from a pure white hue, now matching his HALO and Wings.

“He truly is your little boy, Nairith,” Abigail grinned, calling forth her own Nanoarmour. Much like George’s, hers was nothing like the elegant armour worn by many of the Archangels of the colonies and the Pride. It did not trace the few curves of her form, nor did it accentuate the curves of her ass. Abigail’s armour was comprised of heavy, dark grey metal plates that interlocked into a suit of metal plate armour, which made her resemble a human mech.

Ren unleashed a scream, falling into a dive.

Abigail flicked her wrist.

Her whip lashed outwards towards the approaching cadet, too fast to be perceived by the naked eye. Abigail’s lips stretched into a grim grin when Ren blurred out of the way of its path all the same.

But she had never intended to land the blow.

[Kinetic dominion]

The crack of her whip, accelerating to the speed of a sonic boom, was silenced as her Potential stored the kinetic energy it produced. In an instant, Abigail was buzzing to the brim with power, begging to be released. She gripped her whip overhead, holding it with both hands as Ren brought his pair of blades down in a stupor. Her whip caught the blades, flexing slightly as they absorbed the blow.

“He has his mother’s speed, but none of his father’s strength,” she grinned with a glance over to George.

“Not yet,” George grunted.

And I look forward to the day that he does.

Abigail’s smile softened as she regarded Ren.

With his father’s kindness, and his mother’s indomitable will…

I will watch your ascent with great interest, Ren.

Abigail exploded forwards. The kinetic energy stored in her muscles poured forth. The only reason her skin didn’t tear and her bones didn’t shatter was because she had refined her Domains to their utter limit. Her fist carved straight towards Ren’s chest, without a moment of hesitation.

A blow meant to kill.

Instead, her knuckles were met with armour. Dark armour of an abyssal black hue, like the inky void of space, materialised into tangible form. Ren’s Nanoarmour was sleek, conforming close to his body. The edges of the armour plating were outlined in a pure white light, and a sleek, angular helmet obscured his face from view.

Her fist impacted the Nanoarmour, sending Ren hurtling towards the back wall of the sparring room with the speed of an apple thrown by a shotput champion. When Ren impacted the wall’s surface, cracks emanated outwards from the point of impact, reaching all the way to the wall’s edges.

“Reminds you of the good old days, doesn’t it, George?” Abigail remarked, her Nanoarmour shimmering out of existence. She gingerly touched a cheek, which bore a scar inflicted by the boy’s mother during their final spar. The similarities between her clash with Nairith and her battle with Ren had been eerie. But while the boy was a monster in his infancy, he was still a far cry from either of his parents.

She turned to the stoic man whose hands were still crossed as he inspected the unconscious boy.

“You’ve kept him waiting for long enough, don’t you think? When do you intend to tell him?”

George’s dark black eyes met hers briefly before he left the room.

***

Ren

“Ugh, my head,” Ren muttered.

He woke in a familiar apartment. Selphira, Iria and Astrid were gathered around the bed, watching with wide eyes as he sat up with a wince. The lights overhead were blinding, and his head was pulsing with a piercing headache.

“What the hell happened?” he groaned. “The last I remember, I was fighting Abigail and getting my ass kicked. “Damnit, I lost consciousness, didn’t I—”

To Ren’s surprise, when his hand gravitated to his ribcage expecting to feel the familiar tenderness of broken ribs, he was instead greeted with a perfectly intact bone structure.

“Mum patched you up,” Astrid said, sitting by the side of the bed. “They called her down to the bar. You weren’t looking… nearly as well patched up as you are now. You… did it, Ren.”

Ren blinked up at Astrid in astonishment.

“Did I…” Ren whispered. “Nanoarmour.”

To his embarrassment, his Nanoarmour did not appear following his verbal command.

“It’s meant to appear when you feel… helpless,” Iria said softly.

Ren sent his mind back to his fight with the Lord of Blood when he awakened his Wings. Seeing Iria on the edge of death had struck a fear in him unlike anything else. He sent his mind back to Iria in the sky, being hounded by the Swarm Commander and its Hailswarm drones. Ren had certainly felt hopeless when he was held back by George, forced to stand by and watch as Iria struggled. But even that memory did not bring forth his armour.

His mind returned to his fight with Abigail. The way the woman’s kind, warm eyes eyed him with the intent to kill before he lost consciousness. When she had struck with the force of a Machine Lord far, far beyond the Lord of Blood – unquestioningly so. When she had shattered every single rib in his chest with a singl—

The air above his skin began to shimmer. Interlocking armour plates of the same untarnished hue as his white HALO and blades locked into place around him. His armour was sleek, with an aerodynamic form. Together with his Wings and his blades in hand…

Ren truly was finally beginning to live up to the name ‘Blade Angel’.

“Whoa,” Iria breathed.

Ren swallowed as he turned his mind towards the Type-2 core integrated within. His heart began to pound when he realised that something about it was…

Different.

“System.”
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Core Rank: Type-2

Ascension Tier: 4

Quality: A

Strength: A (A)

Endurance: F

Agility: F

Processing: B (S)

Energy: A

Potential: [Phase shift]

Despite the late hour, none of the girls had protested when he requested to head to one of the temple’s sparring rooms to test out his new Potential.

Iria was standing opposite him, her Nanoarmour called around her. Elegant armour of dark maroon encompassed her form, and she held her Weapon in her hand, the gently curving red and black katana.

“Ready?” Ren called out.

When Iria nodded, he activated his Potential.

[Phase shift]

The first thing that Ren noticed was how the flow of Derelict energy within him shifted. There was a basal rate at which the energy leaked from his core, flowing to different parts of his body, before circulating back into his core. It was a cycle that he had grown used to after moving from core to core.

The moment that Ren activated [phase shift], the flow of energy within him accelerated. Ren felt a chill wash over his skin, making it prickle in the aftermath. While his Potential was active, Ren experimentally directed some energy to his Wings.

Ren flashed forward.

“AH!”

Iria was not prepared for the speed of his approach. Before she could raise her hands to bring up a protective bubble of blood into existence, Ren barrelled straight into her, knocking her off her feet. They tumbled down to the ground in a heap.

“Sorry,” Ren winced, extending Iria a hand and pulling her to her feet.

“What was that? You’re fast… but not that fast.”

The armour plating of her helmet retracted, revealing wide eyes.

“Should we try this again?”

Ren nodded, returning to his spot on the sparring mat. This time, after activating [phase shift], he slowly and very cautiously extended his Derelict energy towards his Wings. Ren felt a surge of excitement when he realised that not only had the rate of the flow of Derelict energy within him quickened, the receptivity of his Wings to that energy had been enhanced as well.

“This is amazing…” he muttered. “If I can get used to operating at this level, I can—”

His Potential deactivated.

Ren’s Wings winked out behind him, causing him to crash into the floor.

“Ren!”

A wave of exhaustion washed over him, and to Ren’s horror, the Derelict energy he had amassed within his core had been drained significantly by his Potential. It was the equivalent of heightening his metabolism, increasing the burn rate of his Derelict energy.

“This core would have been pretty useless to a Blade Angel with only a single Potential at their disposal… but maybe there are some useful Techniques for it that might change things. Something to look into in a couple of days when we return to class,” he said, deactivating his Nanoarmour.

“Well… I’m pooped,” Iria yawned. “I’m heading to bed. Selphy?”

Selphira was staring into space, her brows slightly furrowed. She started when Iria called her, quickly hurrying to catch up to her.

“Coming.”

Ren eyed Selphira as she departed.

“Hey, Astrid?”

“You’re worried about Selphira?”

“Yeah. I think she’s starting to feel like she’s falling behind.”

Ren felt his cheeks prickle as Astrid smiled. But when he glanced at her, he couldn’t find any judgment in her eyes.

“I suppose it's about time you paid a visit to my mother. With any luck, you’ll be able to learn about that linking mechanism. Hopefully… you’ll be able to evolve her core again soon.”

***

Doctor Rainford’s quarters were situated away from the cadets’ quarters in the Gardens. From the looks of things, her residence was clustered together with the rest of the Archangels, who had all been given far nicer apartments than they had.

Ren walked through a curving garden, gulping down his nerves.

I feel like an anxious teenager on the way to their first date.

Get it together, Soros.

Ren took a deep breath, halting before Doctor Rainford’s door. He knocked on the door three times, holding his breath as he heard footsteps approach the door.

“Ren! Come in, come in.”

Ren’s eyebrow twitched as he stared at Doctor Rainford.

She was dressed in a full-body hazmat suit. It resembled the combat suits that cadets without Nanoarmour were issued. Only, it somehow appeared to be far more heavy-duty than the alternative. Behind her visor, her lavender eyes were sparkling with mischief. The familiar, teasing glint to them that had been absent during his earlier visit had returned.

Ren slowly stepped through the door, taking in the apartment. Doctor Rainford’s apartment was at least four times as large as his own. Bright lights overhead illuminated homey wooden furniture. It was a mismatch of modern design and furnishing that he would expect to find in a cosy, pre-Derelict cottage.

But his gaze immediately snapped to a second woman seated on a nearby sofa. She was similarly dressed from head to toe in a robust suit. Ren made out her features through her visor, recognising her long white hair and hazelnut-brown skin. A pair of cyan eyes stared back at him, and Ren’s jaw dropped.

“Archangel Amira?”

“Hello, Ren.”

She stood to her feet, and to Ren’s surprise, she approached him with a look of guilt written across her face.

“I owe you an apology. I was under strict orders to keep anything related to the nature of your core from you. I… regret telling you as late as I did. I’m sorry.”

Ren stared at her in shock, her sudden apology taking him off-guard.

“If we’re to test the nature of your ‘linking’ ability, we’ll need Amira’s help,” Doctor Rainford said gently. “Is that something you would be open to?”

I suppose I don’t really have a choice. Enlisting their help probably is the only way to learn more about that ability. They’re… specialists in their respective fields.

“Guys… you won’t guess who showed up.”

“Was it Lilith?”

“Iri!” Selphira exclaimed, prompting a slew of telepathic giggles from Iria.

“Archangel Amira.”

“Urgh… that…” Selphira muttered.

“Doctor Rainford said that having her here is the best way to test out the linking.”

“Alright, Ren. I guess Amira already knows all there is to know about Derelict energy. We might as well understand how this ability of yours works in the process,” Selphira muttered reluctantly.

“OK… I’ll check in… later.”

Doctor Rainford had taken the chance to lay out a soft mat on the ground for him. Archangel Amira was seated on the sofa, her arms crossed. Ren felt his cheeks warm under their collective scrutiny, but pushed down the sensation to lie on the ground.

“Now, you must have been wondering about these getups. We want to understand if the link is created through physical contact with your ejaculate. We’ll be conducting some ascending… tests. I hope you don’t mind? We’ll only go as far as you’re prepared to.”

Ren gulped.

Just what does she have in mind?

When Ren lay prone on the mat, he felt a flash of embarrassment when he realised that he had quite literally pitched a tent with the lower half of his bodysuit.

“May I?”

“Yeah,” he replied.

Doctor Rainford slowly undid the bodysuit, drawing it down. His throbbing cock came into view, precum leaking from its tip, and tracing down the length of his shaft.

“It’s about as bad a case as they come,” Doctor Rainford muttered, crouching beside him. “How long are your erections before they subside?”

“They can be for about one or two hours these days.”

“Does intercourse help?”

“Uh… yeah. For a while. But practically anything can set it off again.”

“Alright. Well, we’ll begin with non-penetrative manual sex. Amira?” Doctor Rainford asked, as she casually extracted a bottle of lube, giving it a pair of robust pumps. She slathered the substance over her gloves, making Ren gulp.

“Ready.”

Ren groaned as Doctor Rainford wrapped the hands clad tightly in black clinical gloves around his dick. Ren shuddered, and he immediately grasped that Doctor Rainford was very experienced at the act. He could feel her probing for weaknesses as her fingers shifted in their pressure and angle, almost as if she was actively seeking out his weaknesses.

“Don’t hold back, Ren. I’m afraid this will require a fair amount of… cooperation.”

Ren tilted his head to the right. Archangel Amira was watching the act impassively, her cyan eyes mercifully fixed on his chest, although every now and then, he would see them drift downwards towards his lower body.

She’s just checking for any potential link.

Finally, his pleasure built to a crescendo. Before he had the chance to warn the Doctor, Ren ejaculated, thick ropes of his cum landing across the front of Doctor Rainford’s visor. Ren panted, but even despite the brief relief that followed, he felt himself grow hard in a matter of seconds.

“Oh, my,” Doctor Rainford whispered. But her brief moment of surprise was immediately quashed as she turned to the other Archangel. “Amira?”

“No link,” she shook her head.

“Alright. Here, let me help you get cleaned up—”

“NO. No,” Ren said, utterly horrified at the offer, rushing to sit up. He quickly snatched the box of tissues out of Doctor Rainford’s hands, to her mild amusement, before hastily cleaning himself up. He quickly searched out a waste bin, disposing of the tissues in his hands. He felt an urge to reach for his bodysuit on the ground, but just relented with a sigh.

“Right this way, Ren.”

Ren complied with Doctor Rainford’s instructions, heading to a screen that had been set up in the corner of the room. It was surrounded by pale blue curtains. She pulled it aside to reveal a small stool.

“For this next component… feel free to remain standing. The stool is there just in case you need to take a breather.”

Ren strode behind the curtains in confusion, watching as Doctor Rainford promptly closed the curtains shut.

“Just let me know once you’re ready for the next round.”

The pale blue curtains obscuring his vision weren’t fully opaque. They were thin enough that he could make out the silhouette of Doctor Rainford as she removed her heavy-duty suit. He watched as she removed her helmet, placing it on her table, before proceeding to slip out of the suit entirely. As she approached the curtain, he could very precisely make out the form of her body – a large bust that he had only caught glimpses of from within her blouse, along with a sleek waist that tapered into wide hips.

He watched as the silhouette settled on the ground in front of the curtains. As the curtains swayed, he caught a brief glance of exposed skin.

“When you’re ready, feel free to send it through. Amira, are you ready?”

Ren heard a soft sigh from the couch.

“Ready.”

Strangely, Ren was grateful for the thin layer of fabric as he poked his erection through. The thought of seeing Doctor Rainford on her knees alone threatened to send him over the edge. Ren shuddered as he felt the soft skin of her palms envelop him, slightly cold to the touch. She repeated the practised motions, withdrawing his foreskin over his head and sending it back over it, bringing him closer and closer to the edge. Every so often, her arm would nudge against her chest, causing the silhouette of her breasts to jiggle. He gradually felt her grip tighten as she successfully identified his points of weakness. It felt like she was gripping his cock in such a way that she maximised the efficiency of her motions.

“Don’t hold back, Ren.”

What is she—

Ren felt Doctor Rainford angle his cock downwards, as if aiming it at her chest.

His climax came far sooner than he would have liked. This time, the result was obscured from his view, but if the strength of the throbbing that flowed forth was anything to go by, he was convinced that he had made a mess of Doctor Rainford’s chest. Even as his orgasm continued, she continued to firmly massage his cock, as if determinedly squeezing it utterly dry of every drop of pleasure.

“Anything?”

“Still nothing, Rainford,” Amira called out.

“Why don’t you take a seat, Ren? We’re moving on to the final test.”

His heart was pounding in his chest. He watched Doctor Rainford’s silhouette as she straightened. She hooked her fingers around the fabric of her panties, slowly dragging it down to the floor. The urge to rip aside the thin pale blue curtains concealing her form from view was overwhelming.

“As you might imagine, this will involve intercourse,” Doctor Rainford continued, matter-of-factly. “If this is a step you’re unprepared to take, we’ll end the session right here. We’ll only go so far as you’re comfortable. When and if you’re ready… feel free to do the same.”

Ren slowly set his jaw, taking a step forwards. The anticipation had gradually been building within him. The tantalising sight of her silhouette, and the barest glances through the curtains revealing her exposed skin were driving him crazy.

Ren sent his erection through the gap in the curtains. He watched as Doctor Rainford got down on all fours, backing towards him. He itched to peep through the thin slit in the curtains, but it took every modicum of will to refrain from doing so. He didn’t want to betray her trust if this was where she drew the line with helping him.

He felt Doctor Rainford’s soft hands gently grip his member, guiding it towards her. Ren let out a soft groan as his cock slid between her soft thighs and pressed up against her sex. He was surprised to realise that he wasn’t the only one wet with anticipation. Doctor Rainford slowly and deliberately began to rub her pussy against his cock, Ren gritting his teeth as he held on.

“I’m putting it in,” she said.

She guided his dick inside her. It took all of his willpower to prevent himself from instantly finishing. She began to move back and forth, and he could feel her ass press up against his thighs as she drove herself back into him.

“Are you feeling alright?” she called out, her voice utterly neutral.

“Y-yeah,” he shuddered.

“Feel free to take it at your own pace. You’re welcome to thrust quicker or slower, whichever suits you better.”

She’s treating this like a massage.

Ren slowly succumbed to the urge. He began to thrust deeper into her, and he thought he heard her breath catch. He thrust his pelvis forward, quickening his pace. Their motion caused the curtain in front of him to flap, giving him brief glimpses of a supple, round ass before it was quickly hidden from view. The stimulation was too much for him. Even after finishing twice in quick succession, he felt his urges take over, as he hastened their pace further.

Now, he could hear the soft gasps of Doctor Rainford as she adjusted to the strength of his thrusts.

“I’m… I’m going to cum,” he grunted.

Doctor Rainford slammed back into him, pressing her ass into his thighs. Her skin was flush against his, and he felt himself release into her. He resisted the urge to slump over, his legs wobbling as he struggled to steady himself.

Doctor Rainford slowly pulled away from him, and he could hear the slightest panting as she straightened.

“Amira?”

“Nothing.”

Ren thought he heard a hint of disappointment in the Archangel’s voice, but in truth, he felt a wave of relief. It meant that if he absolutely needed to, he would be able to have recourse to casual sex if his urges continued to grow as he ascended. Putting an even greater burden on the girls was the last thing that he wanted.

“I’ll see myself out then, Rainford.”

“Thanks, Amira.”

Ren stared down at his still throbbing cock. He had to admit that the experience had been… a little underwhelming. Perhaps all those days of Doctor Rainford’s teasing back on the Pride had inadvertently built up his expecta—

Doctor Rainford drew back the curtains.

She was free of other articles of clothing, barring a lacy black bra and panties. Ren had caught his fair share of glimpses down Doctor Rainford’s blouse, but nothing compared to seeing her tits out in the open like they were now. She had a large bust, incredibly perky despite its size. The bra she was wearing emphasised the two huge and soft mounds of her cleavage. Her black panties were sheer enough at the base that Ren wasn’t entirely sure if what he was seeing was a design of her garment or what lay beneath.

“You’ll have to forgive me, Ren. Amira insisted on the… separation,” she said, gesturing towards the curtains that had been prepared for their session.

“She didn’t seem so shy about nudity back when we were training with her?”

“That’s because she considers it to be more… innocent. She refused to attend if we experimented the old-fashioned way. Why don’t you take a seat? Let me get you a drink. Are you tired?”

“Not… not really?”

Ren slowly walked over to the couch. He eyed the towel on the floor, considering whether he should try to clothe himself. Before he could decide, the Doctor returned with a glass of chilled water in her grip. He couldn’t help but admire the way that her large breasts jiggled as she walked, before his gaze drooped to the slight sheen of sweat across her thighs.

“Do you know why I have an interest in Ascension Lust?”

Ren slowly shook his head.

“I have the condition as well,” she smiled.

“Astrid did mention that.”

“My interest in the condition isn’t entirely selfless. The process of studying it also helps satisfy my own desires. Besides, I find it to be one of the most fascinating examples of how our cores affect our behaviour and psyche,” she said, her eyes bright.

“May I?”

“Uh… sure.”

She leaned over to him, her breasts pressing up against his thighs. He could feel her breath on his cock, and she didn’t hesitate for long before enveloping it in her lips, running them up and down the side of it. She casually tucked a lock of purple hair behind her right ear. She paused in her blowjob, idly stroking his cock as she looked up at him.

“It tells us that the Derelict have a similar instinct to reproduce. One that might be even stronger than our own. Have you ever wondered about their origins? Just where they came from? And besides that,” she paused, slowly running her tongue down the base of his shaft, causing him to shiver. “If Infernal Engines really are the limit to Derelict strength. At that rate at which the Derelict propagate… can you imagine how much of the universe they must have conquered?”

Doctor Rainford rose, her arms wandering towards her back.

Ren watched as she unhooked her black bra.

It fell away to reveal her full breasts. She had large areolas and nipples that were fully erect. There was a slight change in skin tone towards the tips of her breasts, which were a shade lighter. Despite their size, they were no less perky than the other girls’. He also quickly realised that Doctor Rainford was far from shy about tending to her own pleasure, watching as she ran a finger against the base of her black panties.

“What are your intentions with my daughter, Ren?”

Ren froze, doing a double-take at her abrupt shift in topic. His gaze slowly rose from her entrancing tits to the slight smirk across her lips. Ren felt like an insect coaxed to the lip of a pitcher plant, enticed by sweet nectar, realising their doom far too late.

To her surprise, she paused, drawing away from him, genuinely intent on hearing his answer.

“I… would like to get to know her better. I care about her a great deal. I’m serious about her.”

“Good.”

Ren hesitated in surprise. The older woman’s expression had softened, and her lips had twisted into a slight frown.

“I don’t want her to feel excluded.”

“Perhaps I don’t have a right to expect anything of you, Ren. Her childhood was difficult enough as it was with my… allegiances in the mix. Her friendship with Evie, for example. She deserved to have a fulfilling friendship, but it was muddied by my treatment of her condition.”

“Doctor Rainford—”

“I’m probably to blame for a lot of the challenges she faced growing up. But she is my daughter,” Doctor Rainford said, giving him a pained smile. “A mother worries.”

Then her gaze grew sharp, reminding him of the moment she had confronted Shade along with the other Archangels.

“You’ll take care of her?”

“O-of course!”

Doctor Rainford paused, searching his expression. Her glare gradually softened.

“Good. Now let’s find out if you can take care of her in other respects.”

Doctor Rainford stood to her feet. He watched as she stripped off her lacy black panties. He watched a thin line of her ejaculate peel away from her pussy as she drew it down. She settled on his thighs, his cock pressing up against her navel.

“I don’t do this for all the cadets coming to me for assistance with their Ascension Lust.”

“I appreciate—”

Ren stared wordlessly as Doctor Rainford ignored his words of gratitude, lifting her pelvis and guiding his cock straight towards her pussy. She let out a sultry moan as she enveloped him.

“You are a big boy,” she whispered, causing Ren’s cheeks to flush. The teasing look had returned, and any semblance of professionalism previously present when Archangel Amira had been around had disappeared. “Have you been waiting long?”

Ren gritted his teeth as Doctor Rainford ascended gradually and deliberately, before slamming down all at once onto his cock as she fell into a low squat. She repeated the deliberate motions, savouring every moment of it. Ren clenched his fists as he desperately resisted the urge to give in to the pleasure. She swivelled her hips in a slight circular motion with every descent. Not once was Ren afraid that his cock would slip out due to her vigour.

To his surprise, just as he was reaching his climax, Doctor Rainford stood upright. Ren stared as she hunched over the table, arching her back and inviting him to come forth. When he did, Doctor Rainford pressed the base of his dick up against her wet sex, inviting him to thrust himself against her.

“Mmm, you’re eager, but you’re going to have to do better than that to impress me.”

Ren accepted her challenge, slipping his cock into her slit. Doctor Rainford let out a throaty moan, her hands squeaking over the surface of the table as she dragged them across its surface. Ren thrust into her like a jackhammer, his hands placed over the curves of her large ass, watching as it rippled with each and every thrust.

‘I’m going to cum,” he gritted out.

Doctor Rainford pressed herself into him, and Ren groaned as he released his seed inside her, feeling every pulse of his orgasm wash over him.

Ren panted as Doctor Rainford stood to her feet.

“There,” she winked. “I hope that aligned with your expectations.”


Chapter 26 



“Tell me, class. Why do we study the Derelict?”

The cadets around him who had unlocked their Nanoarmour were wearing it around them to shield themselves from the cold. The rest of the cadets were clad in thick jackets issued by the attendants. They had taken an excursion to Central Dome for their current class, weaving past the many dilapidated alleyways and streets.

Their next Derelict History lesson was being held in a strange room.

A freezer.

Or more accurately, a mausoleum of the Derelict.

The ‘Freezer’.

It was far more practical than the Derelict Museum. The Freezer was a research installation where Derelict units were dissected into their constituent parts, studied religiously by researchers from the colonies.

“Cadet Soros.”

Ren tore his eyes away from the Type-3 Aerondight lying on the table, its armour plating stripped away to reveal its internals. Its core was still in his chest, a sphere which would comfortably fit in his palm. Its Gatling guns had been stripped down to pieces on the ground beside it. There wasn’t a neat ‘attachment’ which connected them to its body. They were just as much a part of it as its core.

“To exploit their weaknesses, Instructor Shadi.”

“And why do we do so?”

“Because even a single weakness or limitation in a particular unit’s design could turn the tide of a battle or exchange,” Ren replied.

“Excellent,” Instructor Shadi nodded, adjusting the pair of black glasses across the bridge of her nose.

She gestured for them to follow her deeper into The Freezer. The already cold air turned more brittle, and Ren himself was tempted to call forth his Nanoarmour to stave off the chill. They walked through a dark stairway leading to a deeper basement level.

Unlike the others, there were no units dismantled and strewn around. It was a barren floor, with a single doorway situated on the far wall. Ren exchanged a glance with Iria, feeling his pulse steadily beginning to heighten.

It was guarded by a pair of Blade Angels.

Both of them were clad in their Nanoarmour from top to toe. Single-ringed HALOs of blue and red hovered over their heads, and their Weapons were firmly in their grip.

“If our history has taught us anything, it is that a machine apocalypse is hardly humanity’s deadliest poison,” Instructor Shadi chuckled. “If nothing else, we are a stubborn race. Even in the face of our overwhelming foe, we persist. A failure in governance is much more likely to spell our demise.”

Their instructor rounded on them as they arrived at the far wall. She pushed her glasses upwards towards her brows, ignoring the way they instantly drooped to their original position. Instructor Shadi folded her hands in front of her, utterly at ease between the two Blade Angels who were guarding the room.

“The burden that the responsibility of governance places on the shoulders of our Archangels is immense. Secrets are inevitable,” she said, gesturing towards the singular door before them. “As are lies. But many of them are kept for your protection. Today, I will permit a brief glance behind the veil. Come.”

Their instructor rounded on her heel, pushing the plain steel door open. Ren felt a prickle pass over her skin as the guards silently angled their helms to fix their instructor with their gaze. Instructor Shadi, on the other hand, paid them no heed.

“You see,” Instructor Shadi’s voice echoed throughout the dark room as they entered. “Our predecessors had much the same approach to the Derelict menace. Studying them religiously, dissecting their forms for weaknesses to exploit. Tell me,” Instructor Shadi’s eyes came to rest on Iria.

The heavy clunk of lights turning on overhead echoed throughout the room.

Ren’s eyes widened as they were greeted by a room full of Walkers. Derelict with proportions and an outward anatomy that was similar to humanity, with skin of a burnished grey metal, and red irises that glowed gently in the dark. But among them were Derelict Variants much like the spider-bots that they had faced in the Labyrinth, and during the invasion.

Derelict, which had sought to replicate elements of humanity.

The central portion of the room was occupied by a single Derelict monstrosity. A machine with an elongated, long body cast from white metal. Human heads sprouted from its armour plating, wearing expressions that ranged from innocent joy to unbearable agony. It vaguely resembled the Type-1 they had battled during Derelict Duels, only that the torso at the tip of the body had been replaced with something else. A large human head cast from a reflective, silver metal. Its skeletal structure mimicked human anatomy perfectly, only replicated at a larger scale. Metal teeth filled its maw, and its irises were of a pale blue hue, its sclera coloured white.

As they drew closer to it, Ren realised that the silverish hue of the metal was not its original colour. He stared at the distinctly faded beige colour that had been scuffed and almost entirely eroded from the skull.

Once… this face would have looked exactly like a human’s.

“Cadet Bladesworn. Have your peers or instructors encountered Derelict with humanoid features on Earth? Walkers or Variants with human features?”

“Yes, Instructor. But in lesser numbers.”

“That itself is instructive,” Sadi said, turning away from the Derelict to face them. “We hypothesise that the Derelict do not shun the anomalies of their Superfactories. While many Variants bear slight differences from their more typical counterparts, the level of variance observed differs drastically. Some, like this one,” Shadi said, gesturing at the Derelict horror behind her, “become entirely new forms of Derelict. And when a new form emerges that proves itself to be effective against whatever foe the Derelict find themselves up against, we believe that their commanders replicate the Variant’s genetic code.”

Instructor Shadi walked past the Type-1 Variant, halting before the wall of Walkers.

“We believe the Derelict possess some semblance of a unitary hive mind.”

“Instructor Shadi,” Selphira raised her hand, to his surprise. “That doesn’t accord with our knowledge of the Derelict. Information isn’t shared seamlessly between units. The mere fact that one unit finds you does not then result in the swarm bearing down on you.”

“Excellent, Cadet Everie. We do not believe that this hive mind operates to provide them with immediate situational benefits. We believe that it operates on a broader level. The sharing of genetic information is one such example. Many of these monstrosities were birthed in the Labyrinth.”

Ren felt his mouth go dry as Instructor Shadi smiled.

“Thus, we arrive at the secret I am here to share with you. Just as we knew the value of studying the Derelict, our ancestors had a far greater appreciation for the study of our foe. Without the benefit of integrating Machine Cores, they delved into their research seeking to exploit any weakness they were able to uncover. In their experimentation, we believe they inadvertently created some of the new forms of Derelict that we now encounter today.”

“What?” a cadet beside him whispered.

Ren’s skin crawled as his eyes drifted to the Walkers.

“Some suspect that the Derelict experiments within the facility slipped past the defences of the Outer Sanctum, and back to the sands where the Derelict commanders encoded their genetic variances to be reproduced. We believe the Walkers to be the primary model that fell into Derelict hands. The other Variants,” she said with a gesture to the Type-1 creature, “reflect humanity’s traits in smaller ways.”

Instructor Shadi paused, allowing an uncomfortable silence to fall over her class.

“We do not know precisely what our predecessors intended in making the Derelict more like ourselves, but we do know that they were desperate. And desperation, my dear cadets,” Instructor Shadi smiled.

“Drives man to insanity.”

***

Ren’s head was still aching two hours after their excursion to Central Dome. He itched to speak to Iria and Selphira about Instructor Shadi’s lecture. The fact that humanity may have been responsible for the Variants that now rose against them boggled his mind. If the Walkers truly had resulted from mankind’s experiments, he wondered just what the purpose underpinning those experiments was.

He was drawn away from his thoughts as their instructor for Intermediate Machine Cultivation strode into the library, where their class was being held. An unfamiliar woman with curly blonde hair worn in a bob halted before them, a sombre expression on her face.

“It is with great sorrow that I announce Instructor Trixie’s regrettable passing yesterday afternoon.”

Ren felt a chill wash over his skin. The news passed through the cadets in a visible ripple. Whispers could be heard being traded throughout the library where they had gathered. He stared at their replacement instructor for Intermediate Machine Cultivation.

He had liked Instructor Trixie from the lessons they had shared with her. Unlike many of her other peers, she was grounded, answered their questions directly without any condescension, and had a practical approach to her teaching which immediately endeared him to her. Besides that, she had a passion for sharing her knowledge and an impatience for anyone who allowed their arrogance or pride to get in the way of her lessons.

Ren felt a pang of sorrow at the thought that she would never be teaching a class again. Seeing Selphira, Iria and Astrid’s wide-eyed expressions indicated that they felt much the same.

“Unfortunately, that is the nature of war,” the woman said matter-of-factly. “Grieve, if you must. But classes for Intermediate Machine Cultivation will continue—”

“How did she fall?”

To Ren’s surprise, of all the cadets in the room around him, Natasha had been the cause of the interruption. Her face was stony, and she was directing a frown directly at their new instructor.

“Instructor Trixie fell battling a Swarm Commander working in tandem with a Type-1 Variant. She put up a valiant effort but was ultimately unsuccessful in her endeavours. Now then, if there are no further interruptions, we will continue with the curriculum. My name is Instructor Penelope. Let us begin.”

Ren watched as Natasha visibly clenched her jaw, watching their new instructor like a hawk. Some of the other students were surprised at the news, but most wore impassive expressions, clearly used to the sudden loss of instructors.

Was Natasha close with Instructor Trixie?

“I hope the training sessions with your mentors have armed you with some useful knowledge. To those of you with cores in the upper Tiers – having integrated Type-2 and Type-1 cores – your main objective today will be research.”

The librarians had cleared out a section of the library close to the simulation shelves. The class were seated on the floors of the library or were standing by nearby shelves. Ren noticed that there was now a little more integration between cadets of both factions.

“To those who haven’t yet reached the upper Tiers, I would strongly encourage you to prioritise that goal. You are still free to peruse the simulation tablets to find Potential that resonates with you, although I would caution you to temper your expectations,” Instructor Penelope announced. “The Potential you receive from a core is largely random, and we do not have a way to reveal it prior to integration – thus the moniker it has received, Potential.”

Instructor Penelope halted, her eyes falling on Iria.

“To those of you who have obtained Insight in the past week, please approach me. I will point you towards the tablets to review and experts to consult to nurture your Technique.”

With that, the cadets clambered to their feet. They had been given free rein to peruse the first floor of the library, but the others were barred from access. The only way to gain access was to obtain the right to do so with contribution points from missions.

“She’s…” Iria said softly.

“It isn’t uncommon,” Astrid said gently, laying a hand on her arm. “Even back on the Pride. Sometimes, our seniors or even instructors wouldn’t return from missions to Earth. I guess it just happens so much more… frequently in the colonies,” she whispered.

Iria shook her head, taking a deep breath before exchanging a nod with Ren.

Pushing down his own feelings of unease, Ren drifted over to the digital catalogue of Potentials on file.

“[Phase shift], [phase shift],” he muttered, finally spotting it in the list.

“Insight for [phase shift] is often derived from rare Type-1 Variant units,” Ren muttered. “Techniques on file are included in simulation tablets…”

Ren’s eyes lit up.

“Aha.”

There was only a single simulation tablet on file for [phase shift]. He grabbed the tablet from its place on the shelf and made his way towards one of the simulation pods in the library.

The moment Ren entered the simulation environment, he was greeted by a male Blade Angel with black hair cropped close to his head. The Blade Angel who had programmed the environment had set it to be a standard-form sparring room.

“Hi there. If you’re watching this, you’re probably one of the few cadets or Angels interested in this stupid Potential. But I’m here to tell you that there is far more to [phase shift] than meets the eye.”

Ren felt a prickle of adrenaline wash over his skin.

“It’s ‘potential’, no pun intended, is realised only once you unlock its associated Technique. Alone, it’s utterly useless. All it does is send your Derelict channels into overdrive, eating through your stores of Derelict energy. I’ve been able to use it to some success to gain a brief speed boost when directing the energy to my Wings.”

Ren nodded along – his own experience corroborating the Blade Angel’s words.

“The Technique for [phase shift] turns it into one of the most useful support abilities on file to date. It allows you to enhance the flow of another Blade Angel’s energy channels.”

“No shit,” Ren muttered, his eyes going wide.

“It is an underappreciated Potential for two reasons. The first being that the units from which the Insight is derived are extremely deadly. If you’re capable enough to take them down, you’re capable enough to integrate a Type-1 or Swarm Commander core with flashier abilities. The second… is that unless you find a dedicated squad to venture out with, you are unlikely to find many Angels willing to train themselves to grow accustomed to the Potential. But if you do… the applications are endless.”

***

Ren strode back out onto the library floor, his gaze falling on Selphira, who was looking dejectedly about the room. His thoughts returned to the simulation tablet for [phase shift], and a far-fetched idea took root in his mind.

I wonder...

“Selphira. Come with me.”

Together, they walked into one of the library’s meeting rooms. Ren shut the door to the meeting room, giving them some privacy.

“What’s on your mind?”

“It’s nothing, Ren—” Selphira began, before Ren cut her off.

“Wasn’t it you who told me that we should talk about what was on our mind? Or have you forgotten already?” he grinned.

“I…” Selphira sighed. “I was hoping that Doctor Rainford or Archangel Amira might have been able to clear up just how you were able to evolve my core. That was a dead end—”

“Maybe it wasn’t,” Ren replied. “We’ve confirmed that I don’t form links with just about everyone… which is useful knowledge. But maybe we can get Archangel Amira’s help to examine how my powers work with you… if you’re willing to see her again.”

“I am. If it means I get to ascend.”

Ren nodded.

“Alright. In the meantime… I have a crazy idea. There’s a Technique on file for this new Potential that I’ve gained. It allows me to juice up the energy flow of Angels that I link it to. But it has a pretty big drawback. It chews through energy like no one’s business.”

Ren frowned, thumbing his chin.

“You have the ability to hijack Derelict units… but I’m wondering if there’s a Technique that will allow you to siphon the Derelict energy they generate. If you can… you could funnel that energy to me—”

“Turning me into a battery?” she muttered.

Ren winced at her blunt wording, but nodded.

“If we can find a way to generate Derelict energy passively… we would take care of our ascension material concerns in one fell swoop. Not only that… if I can figure out how to shift the energy you generate to Iria and Astrid, once her link has formed…”

“That’s brilliant,” Selphira whispered.

“But right now, that’s all speculation. We don’t know what techniques might be associated with your abilities. Or if my link with you allows us to funnel Derelict energy between us. Maybe if we can figure out if there are any Derelict that funnel energy to other units—mmfph—”

Selphira slammed into him, drawing him into a tight hug. Ren smiled, putting his hands around her.

“Thanks, Ren,” she whispered.

“What was that you said about being reliable?” he smiled, leaning his forehead against hers. “But Selphira… if that doesn’t sound like a Technique you’d want to explore—”

“No,” she said firmly. “Why limit myself? I’m going to look up every single Technique that might be even remotely similar to mine. Then, we’re going to figure out how to channel Derelict energy between us. I’ll also build a Derelict army of my own.”

“Uh…”

“And once that’s done, I’ll conquer the universe.”

“Pod… please tell me she’s lying?”

“ALERT. Truth, Mister Soros.”

***

Ren found Natasha perusing the simulation tablets. Even though she was thumbing through the tablets, her brows were furrowed, and her thoughts seemed to be far away.

“Natasha? Everything alright?”

Natasha shot him a brief glower but turned to face him.

“None of your business. What do you want, Soros?”

“What is your goal?”

“My goal?” she repeated.

“You’re throwing yourself out into the sands with a vengeance. Doing this to yourself isn’t sustainable,” Ren frowned.

“Sustainable,” Natasha laughed incredulously. “Oh, you poor, sheltered boy. Do you think I care about what’s sustainable?” she said, her voice hiking higher.

“I’d like to make a proposal. If you want to continue throwing yourself at as many missions as possible... we can help you,” Ren said, leaning forwards. “But we want something in exchange.”

“And what would that be?”

“We want to find an entrance to the Labyrinth. We told you about Evie. She—”

“I remember,” she said softly. She paused, biting her lip as she eyed him.

“So… what? You want to do what no one has been able to… and get into the Inner Sanctum?” she muttered.

“Yep.”

“Then you clearly haven’t been paying attention during Derelict History.”

“You don’t believe it, do you? What the colonies say about the Labyrinth.”

Natasha’s head jerked to him in surprise.

Ren calmly watched her reaction, solidifying the belief in his mind. He recalled the way Natasha had reacted to their Derelict History lecture. It seemed like the Pride’s Archangels weren’t the only leaders capable of keeping secrets from their charges.

“What would you do, Natasha? If one of your friends was in need of help in the Labyrinth?”

Natasha wavered, looking away from him. Ren waited in silence as the seconds passed until she eventually stood to her feet.

“If you do know the location of a passage into the Labyrinth that hasn’t been collapsed by the colonies... tell us. In exchange, we’ll help you with your missions—”

“I want something else in exchange.”

It was Ren’s turn to stare at Natasha in surprise. He had been expecting ridicule or scepticism...

This was neither.

“Astrid’s mum. Could she get us access to the mortuary?”

“The mortuary?” Ren blinked.

“Is it possible or not?”

“We could... certainly ask?”

“Alright,” Natasha said curtly. “I’ll get you the coordinates. But before you endanger your lives looking for this mysterious “friend” of yours by walking into a death trap... maybe you should be doubly sure that she isn’t in the colonies? If she really did travel all of the way from Earth, they may have stopped off at the colonies to resupply. If they did, they must have left a trail.”

“I—”

“I’ll ask around,” Natasha said.

“Thank y—”

“For Astrid.”

Ren smiled as he watched Natasha stride away from him. But as his thoughts returned to her request, he couldn’t help but frown.

The mortuary?

What does she want access to that for?


Chapter 27



While the medical centre was busy at all hours of the day, the mortuary was deadly quiet. The air was frigid, and their steps echoed as they strode through the dark, empty hallway. Ren, Astrid and Natasha’s HALOs were all visible above their heads, casting away the darkness lining the corridor.

Natasha was as nervous as Ren had ever seen her. A bead of sweat traced down her cheek, and he could see the girl’s shoulders trembling as she attempted to steady her breathing. She had refused all their attempts to clarify exactly why she wanted access to Instructor Trixie’s body.

“Here,” Doctor Rainford said softly, halting in front of a door.

She unlocked it before extracting a key, which she handed to Natasha.

“Storage compartment 33FC.”

To Ren’s surprise, Natasha paused, staring into the dark room, before turning to face Doctor Rainford.

“Please follow me.”

“You want us to join you?” Doctor Rainford queried.

Natasha cast a glance towards Astrid and Ren standing behind the doctor. She answered with a slight nod of her head. Ren swallowed down the lump in his throat, following the ladies into the room. They finally halted by one of the storage compartments situated near the far wall. Doctor Rainford assisted Natasha with unlocking it with a twist of the key in her grip.

“Her file says that she passed from a blow inflicted by a Type-1 combat unit, which penetrated her Nanoarmour. Inflicted to the sternum,” Doctor Rainford reported.

“What about the funeral arrangements?” Natasha asked.

Funeral arrangements?

Ren frowned at Natasha’s question, even as the girl slowly opened the storage compartment.

“Her body is slated for cremation,” Doctor Rainford replied.

“Ah,” Natasha said softly.

Together with Doctor Rainford, they rolled out the ‘tray’ containing her body.

“Can I please see the incision?” Natasha whispered, her voice barely perceptible.

Doctor Rainford frowned, but nodded. Astrid’s face was pale, and Ren slipped a hand into hers, giving it a brief squeeze. They were standing a distance behind Doctor Rainford and Natasha, their former instructor’s body obscured from view.

“What do you think, Doctor?”

To Ren’s surprise, Doctor Rainford didn’t reply. She appeared to hesitate, her head angled over the tray. She silently and slowly rolled the corpse back into place, locking the storage compartment. When she turned on her heel, her eyes were clouded and her brows were drawn together in a look of solemn contemplation.

What the hell?

***

To their surprise, Doctor Rainford did not lead them back to the medical centre. Instead, she led them back towards the Gardens, straight to her apartment. Natasha had remained silent the entire way back, lost in her thoughts. But whatever childish animosity she previously bore Ren had all but disappeared.

Now, she just looked tired and on edge.

Entering the apartment, they took a seat on the couch in the living room.

“How did you know?” Doctor Rainford asked softly.

Natasha just stared at the beige carpet at her feet, her eyes staring into nothingness. She heaved a sigh, running a hand through her long, silver hair.

“I spoke to her family when I heard the news. Instructor Trixie… was not the daughter of any of the Archangels. She worked her way up to the Command Tiers solely on the basis of her own merit. I can’t tell you how rare a sight that is,” Natasha said softly.

“What do you mean?” Ren frowned.

“You saw the rewards on offer at the deployment centre,” she continued. “You can only obtain cores going as high as Type-1 cores – that’s the cut-off. The Archangels exercise their own discretion when deciding who should be awarded the core of a commander.”

“What if you kill a commander on your own accord and integrate its core?”

“Then one of three things happens,” Natasha said. “Your core integration is approved, and you are made to serve a light sentence for going against the rules of the colonies. The second outcome is that the Archangels do not approve of the integration, but your abilities are deemed far too useful, or you are deemed far too dangerous to oppose. In that instance, you are permitted to continue living a relatively peaceful life free of interference. The final example is simple. Summary execution.”

Ren felt his blood run cold.

“Instructor Trixie was a vocal objector to the Archangels’ approach to the Labyrinth. She was a staunch believer that there were benefits to infiltrating the Inner Sanctum. Contacting humanity’s other colonies, for one, if the Arc remains intact. She was not persuaded by the colonies’ explanation for why the Labyrinth is a distraction.”

Natasha’s voice fell.

“Which is why I found it strange when she was slated for cremation, when her family had a preference for a burial. But the wound spoke for itself, didn’t it, Doctor?” she said somewhat bitterly.

“Those were not the wounds of a kind inflicted by a Type-1 Derelict unit,” Doctor Rainford said softly. She turned to them. “They were the wounds consistent with a Weapon.”

“You’re saying that…” Astrid whispered. “She was killed by Blade Angels?”

“Some Angels take it upon themselves to conceal passages to the Labyrinth against the Archangels’ orders. If a passage is found, our instructions are to report it to the Archangels and to collapse the passage to avoid any further Derelict from entering and tempering themselves against the defences.”

Ren slowly nodded, following Natasha’s train of thought.

“Are you saying that Instructor Trixie entered a passage?”

“I’ve observed a few such patterns,” Natasha continued, her palms curled into fists. “Blade Angels who are quickly cremated following their deaths against the preferences of their family members. Their bodies are not disclosed to their loved ones on the basis that they suffered grievous wounds, or that they were not important enough to deserve a place in the West Dome as their resting place.”

“And you realised that many of these Angels had a similar view towards the Labyrinth?”

Natasha nodded.

“You think… that the Archangels have been killing Angels who have taken an interest in the Labyrinth?” Astrid whispered. “But that would mean—”

“My mother is complicit?” Natasha gave them a dry smile. “Almost certainly. I’m in.”

Ren looked at Natasha in surprise.

“What?”

“I’ve asked around about your friend. I managed to pick up a lead. A green-haired girl and a man in his mid-fifties. Unfamiliar to the community. They spent some time in Central Dome before disappearing altogether.”

Ren’s eyes widened.

“You’re saying—”

“It’s likely that they snuck into Central Dome, restocked, and made their way back out of the domes. As for whether they went to the Labyrinth…” Natasha trailed off, giving Ren a shrug. “They haven’t been seen since.”

“You’ll help us find her?”

“I want to get to the bottom of what the Archangels are planning with the Labyrinth. If my mother truly is killing Blade Angels to keep one of their schemes a secret,” Natasha said, her voice dangerously low. “Then I’ll see to it that she’s held to account.”

***

Ren was still reeling from the revelations of the past day. That there was a conspiracy involving the Archangels from the colonies murdering Blade Angels who sought out the Labyrinth with the intention of finding a way into the Inner Sanctum.

Doctor Rainford had not been receptive to the idea of Astrid joining them. They had left the girl behind to talk things through with her mother, as Natasha and Ren returned to their dormitories. Ren filled in the rest of the girls, and they began making plans for their eventual excursion. Astrid assured him that she would settle things with her mother.

The next day, Ren immediately turned his mind to the other things that needed to be taken care of prior to their departure.

“Well, Archangel Amira?”

They were seated in a small circle on the floor of Archangel Amira’s apartment.

Ren felt the Archangel lift her hands from his back before placing them on Selphira’s. She closed her eyes, her brows twisting in concentration. She repeated the process with both Iria and Astrid before finally rising to her feet.

“Since I last saw you, the connection between you, Iria and Selphira has grown. As for Astrid,” she said, turning to the lavender-haired girl. “Her connection is only just beginning to form, but it is undoubtedly present. In my subsequent examinations of Doctor Rainford, I haven’t been able to identify any such analogous link.”

“So, do you think the link builds gradually as time passes? Is there anything we might be able to do to expedite it?” Iria asked, her ruby eyes betraying her worry for Selphira. “Are there Blade Angels with Potential that might assist—”

“I’m afraid that the ability to evolve cores is unprecedented, Cadet Bladesworn. And one that you must keep secret for the scrutiny it would invite. But… there are none to my knowledge. At least, not any Potential on record that I’m aware of. Perhaps a unique healing Potential might be capable of strengthening that bond or amplifying it… but I’m afraid I’m unaware of any that might assist at present.”

Selphira’s shoulders fell, and she nodded her head.

“Thank you, Archangel Amira.”

“I’m glad… to see that the healing of your core has progressed well,” the older woman articulated, the words unwieldy on her tongue.

Selphira nodded, before excusing herself from the group. Ren exchanged a glance with Iria, and they rose to their feet.

“We’d best be going as well. Thank you very much for your help, Archangel.”

“My pleasure, Ren. Good luck with your ascent.”

***

“Are you going to tell me where you’re taking me now?” Ren said.

“No, it’s a secret,” Astrid smiled.

With their departure to the Labyrinth scheduled the next day, they had decided to take the chance to go on one final date. Of all the date venues that Ren may have been anticipating, the academy was certainly not on the list.

Realising that he wasn’t going to get anywhere with quizzing her, Ren turned his mind to the other elephant in the room as they walked on.

“So, how did it go with your mum? Is she going to let you tag along with us to the Labyrinth?” Ren said under his breath.

“She’s letting me go,” Astrid replied evenly, her eyes fixed ahead of them.

“Really?”

“I told her about it. About how I’ve been feeling since being kidnapped by Shade.”

Ren fell silent, his gaze hovering on Astrid. To his surprise, the corners of her lips tugged upwards.

“But as I’ve since learned from a certain someone that the best way to get over something that terrifies you is to throw yourself at it with reckless abandon. I told Mum as much.”

“You… told her about how you’ve been feeling?” he said in surprise.

“I did,” she nodded. “Just because she keeps secrets from me doesn’t mean I have to do the same with her,” Astrid smiled back at him. Ren stopped and stared back at her in astonishment, before hurrying to catch up with her.

His attention was drawn away by the scent of oil and metal, and he realised that Astrid had led them to Artificer Hall. The familiar environment took him back to his fond times aboard the Pride, toiling away at a new invention while Zhou bugged him about how marketable it was.

I miss that bastard; I hope he’s doing alright.

“So… why did you bring me here—”

“Mum also told me about your examination. She said it was a… productive session.”

Ren's blood ran cold in his veins.

There was an evil glint in Astrid’s lavender eyes, so usually filled with kindness. Her smile continued to spread until a snort finally escaped. But to his surprise, rather than teasing or torturing him about his night with Doctor Rainford, as was perfectly within her right, Astrid simply turned to gesture at someone standing beyond them.

Selphira was dressed in her familiar black bodysuit. It was partially exposed, revealing her cleavage pressed snugly against her black bra. Her blonde hair was gathered in a high ponytail. To his satisfaction, the shattered HALO above her head was looking far more uniform than it had when they had departed for Mars.

“Astrid?” she said in confusion. “I thought we were going to be…”

To both of their surprise, Astrid extracted a large box out from under one of the tables in the workshop. She withdrew a large silver sphere from within, plonking it on the table.

“A faulty Derelict shield generator. I’ve heard that for prolonged expeditions out beyond the colonies, some enterprising artificers managed to use them as makeshift ‘campsites’. Operational ones are out of our budget, but I figured that if both of you put your heads together…”

Astrid smiled.

“It could make for a cute date idea. Have fun!”

Ren and Selphira stared at Astrid’s departing form.

To his surprise, Selphira’s cheeks had turned a bright red, and she hurried after the other girl. Ren watched them exchange a few words and saw Astrid firmly shake her head, gently pushing Selphira in his direction. Astrid nodded encouragingly before striding away and turning the corner.

“Um… do you know what that was about?” Ren raised an eyebrow.

“No clue,” Selphira muttered, avoiding his gaze. “C’mon. Let’s get to work,” she said gruffly.

Ren wordlessly trailed Selphira to the rear of her mentor’s workshop. Selphira shut the door behind him after he entered, and he took a moment to admire the space around them. Tiny dust particles were illuminated by the sunlight filtering through the academy’s vast windows, which in turn filtered into the large room. Various half-realised inventions were scattered about the worktables, with notebooks and tools covering their surfaces.

“That little…” he heard Selphira mutter. “When I get my hands on her—”

“Selphira?”

“Huh?” she jolted.

Ren squinted at the girl in front of him.

“Are you alright?”

“What are you talking about?” she said, her voice an octave higher than it usually was. “I’m perfectly fine. Now help me figure this thing out.”

She immediately busied herself with the grey sphere, prodding and poking at its various components. Ren noticed that she was doggedly avoiding eye contact with him as she undid the panelling across its curved surface.

“Ah!” Selphira yelped.

A large dome of energy burst into existence around the dome, encircling them on all sides.

“Whoa,” he muttered, walking up to place his hands against the tangible energy field. He felt a tingle as his skin came into contact with it. When he glanced back at Selphira, her golden eyes were filled with wonder and curiosity, the tension having drained away.

“We have to figure out how to regulate temperature, pressure and oxygen,” she muttered under her breath, promptly deactivating the field and picking at its internal components. Ren smiled as he watched on, and the pair silently began to break it down to its constituent pieces. He took the role of the assistant, with Selphira leading the way, responding to her requests and nipping in and out of the workshop to obtain the required parts.

They fell into a steady rhythm.

It was only broken when Selphira caught his eyes lingering on her for the tenth time.

“Are you going to keep looking at me like that?”

“Well, can you blame me?” Ren grinned.

When Selphira didn’t respond, honing in on the sphere on the table, Ren’s smile dropped away.

“Hey, what’s wrong?” he said gently.

“I’ve been wanting to do this with you for a while now… tinkering together,” she said softly. “But between all of our training and trying to get leads on Evie…”

Oh.

Ren felt like slapping himself. He felt a sharp pang of guilt when he realised where she was going.

“Selphira, I’m so sorry.”

“It isn’t your fault. Well, not entirely,” she said with a wry smile. “I suppose I should have told you sooner. But… someone happened to nip it in the bud.”

“Astrid?”

“We’re more alike than I thought.”

“In what way?”

Ren blanched when Selphira’s angular golden eyes hardened into a brief glare. He gulped, taking a step back as she advanced on him slowly. But to his relief, some of the tension had drained from her shoulders.

“I’m not letting you into all of my secrets.”

Ren backed into a worktable as Selphira intruded into his space. She leaned over, her supple breasts bunching against her bra and her breath tickling his neck.

“Ok! Ok, no secrets,” Ren quickly raised his hands to indicate his innocence. He grinned when Selphira leaned away with a familiar smug grin. But as she fiddled with a tool in her hands, the grin slowly faded away.

“She’s helped me take my mind off a couple of things,” Selphira said softly. “You really are a lucky bastard, you know that?” she raised an eyebrow.

“I know I am,” Ren beamed back, gently taking her hands into his. “What’s been on your mind? Unless…” he rushed to clarify, “that’s one of said ‘secrets’?”

Selphira paused, looking into his eyes before she finally relented. She leaned her head on his shoulder, her arm curling around him.

“It’s my mother.”

“Archangel Lilith?” Ren said in surprise.

“Don’t you find it strange?” Selphira said, pulling away. “She was so intent on finding the Labyrinth before we departed. We see her briefly at that party at Archangel Lucia’s mansion and then… nothing?”

“Now that you mention it,” Ren frowned, his brows furrowing. “That is strange. But on the bright side,” he smiled reassuringly. “She’s the strongest Blade Angel out there.”

“Still,” she pressed her lips together.

Ren gathered her hands into his, giving them a brief squeeze.

“We’ll find her. Do you want to call off—”

“No,” she shook her head. “Between the two of them… we’re in a position to help Evie far more than we are my mum. Besides, she used to disappear like this all the time, and Elsy and I would be so worried,” she whispered.

But to his surprise, Selphira’s eyes hardened. She reached over to the worktable behind him, picking up an item placed in one of the boxes.

“But it’s pointless worrying about what’s utterly outside of my control. I’ll worry about what’s within it.”

Ren watched as the Clawrend unit beneath Selphira rose to its feet. The little bot wandered over to a nearby portable turret, tapping one of its four small legs on the weapon. Ren held his breath, but the turret remained the same. Selphira let out a small sigh before smiling at him.

“You’ve been trying to channel your Potential through the Derelict you control?” Ren whispered in awe.

“Not that I’ve had much success,” Selphira winced. “Though Shazzy suspects that I might be able to find a higher-Tier core with some related ability that could allow me to do that.”

“You would do that? Switch your core?”

Selphira sighed, gently laying down the Clawrend unit back in its box. But to his surprise, she straightened her back, giving him a firm nod.

“If we really can’t find a way to evolve my core quickly enough… I’ll just have to be prepared to integrate another core.”

“You… you would do that?” Ren stared at her in surprise.

“If you asked me a year ago… I would have shown you to the airlock. But some things are more important than my pride, Ren,” Selphira gave him a tight smile. “Seeing how the cadets in the colonies live was eye-opening. I can see why they ascend as desperately as they do. I want to be able to do my part as well.”

“And I will do my part by doing everything in my power to find a way to evolve your core,” Ren said firmly. “Besides, even as it is now, you’re no slump, Selphira.”

“Are you implying that I ever was?”

Selphira drew closer to him. His eyes drifted to her pink lips that glistened as they caught one of the sun’s rays filtering into the workshop. She leaned forwards, pressing her body against his.

Ren kissed her.

He could tell that she had been eager for this. A moment to share with him, with just the two of them. The chance to lose themselves in something that they both loved. But as they kissed, Ren quickly realised that there was something else she had also been hungering for.

“You want to know what I think might help speed up the process?” Selphira whispered into his ear.

“What?” he whispered back, feeling his dick twitch in anticipation.

Selphira slowly backed away from him, leaving him with his back pressed up against the worktable behind him. He watched as her hips swayed as she walked, her tight black bodysuit moulded perfectly around strong thighs and a large, supple ass.

“Porn logic would dictate that a creampie might… expedite the core evolution.”

Ren coughed as he choked on his spit, rapidly blinking his eyes.

“What?”

Selphira’s golden eyes danced as her smile turned smug.

“Turn around, and don’t look back.”

Ren swallowed, but he did as she asked. The throbbing in his crotch had only intensified, the tightness of his bodysuit growing uncomfortable.

“OK.”

“If you do, horror movie logic dictates that something terrible will happen, Renny boy.”

Ren gulped. It took every fibre of self-control to keep his eyes fixed on the surface of the worktable in front of him. He heard the telltale sound of a zipper being drawn downwards. He heard the rustling sound of clothes coming undone. By now, his erection was pressed up painfully against his own bodysuit, begging to be freed.

Finally, he felt a tap on his shoulder.

“Turn around.”

Ren slowly turned on his heel.

Selphira was wearing a soft, white bodysuit. Unlike the tough, synthetic fabric that comprised their typical bodysuits, this one was made of a semi-translucent fabric. The thin layer of fabric clung to Selphira, revealing the tone of her skin beneath. Ren’s eyes immediately wandered to her nipples, which were pressed tightly up against the front of the suit. Her pink areolas were faintly visible, squished up against the translucent fabric. It was as if she was pressing herself up against a glass window, giving him a tantalising view of her chest.

Ren’s eyes wandered down the length of her body towards her crotch. The translucent, tight bodysuit exposed her abdomen. When she shifted, her muscles came into definition, greeting him to the faint outline of her abs. Her toned thighs were similarly visible, as was her pussy.

To his surprise, Selphira turned, walking towards the worktable and bending over. She arched her back, giving him a view of her supple ass. He admired the way her cheeks parted as she spread out her legs, exposing her wet sex.

“Tear it.”

“Are… you sure?”

Selphira looked back at him, raising an eyebrow.

“You really invented a self-repairing bodysuit and didn’t think of its applications during sex?”

“Oh.”

Ren gripped the thin fabric, apprehensively peeling it apart. He was surprised at how easily it parted. Selphira eyed him like a hungry beast, his golden eyes piercing into his own. Ren hurriedly disrobed, his bodysuit falling around his ankles. She pressed her moist sex against his cock, squishing it between the soft skin of her thighs.

“I’ve been wanting you all to myself,” she whispered. “I’ve been selfish.”

“You’ve been a bad… girl.”

“Pfft.”

Ren turned as red as a tomato as Selphira bit her bottom lip, desperately trying not to laugh at his pathetic attempt at dirty talk. Eventually, the peals of laughter rang out, and he stared flatly as her as she wiped a tear that escaped the corner of her eyes.

“Oh, that was beautiful. I’m going to tell Iria all about—AH!”

Ren’s hands settled around Selphira’s hips, yanking her towards him. He began to thrust between her thighs, rubbing the head of his cock against the folds of her pussy. He heard an involuntary moan escape from between her lips as she slowly succumbed to the pleasure.

“Fuck me like I’ve been a bad girl,” she breathed.

Ren’s lips twitched as he bit down his own laughter. He watched in satisfaction as Selphira turned red, her brows drawing together in a scowl. But before she could muster a response, Ren guided his cock inside her. She was tight around him, squeezing him in on all sides. He began to thrust, quickly increasing his pace and causing Selphira to yelp.

“H-holy fuck. You’re really going in t-th—”

He pressed her down against the table, wedging her thighs against its edge. He pounded her hard, watching as her ass rippled from within her translucent bodysuit. She was hunched over the worktable, her breasts flush against its surface. His hands wandered down her sides in search of them as he lost himself to his lust, but to his surprise, Selphira pushed them away.

“Wait, wait,” she panted.

Selphira pushed him to the ground, forcing him to lie on his back. She settled on his navel, her hand steadily stroking his erection and bringing him closer to the edge.

“Now do it,” she whispered.

Her breasts were hanging tantalisingly in front of him in her tight, translucent suit. Ren pinched the fabric over her breasts, tearing it away and watching with wide eyes as they were revealed in all their glory.

“How… how much can I tear away before it doesn’t regenerate?” Ren panted, even as he ran his fingers over her erect, pink nipples. Selphira lowered herself onto his dick, squatting over him as her eyes fluttered from the pleasure the motion brought forth.

“Why don’t we find out?” she whispered.

Selphira slammed herself into him. Her moans were echoing through the room, and whatever remnants of self-control that she was clinging to disappeared altogether. She lost herself to her lust, her ass slapping against his hips as she fucked him.

“Selphira, I’m going to—”

“Cum inside me!” she gasped.

Ren didn’t need to be told twice.

He succumbed to the waves of pleasure that had built in his member. His orgasm washed over him, tantalisingly built up throughout the course of Selphira’s teasing. He gasped as he came inside her, feeling Selphira contract around him as she climaxed.

She fell to his chest, panting and breathless.

“That was…” she panted, but before she could continue, Ren wrapped her in his arms, kissing her tenderly on the lips.

“I’ve missed you too,” he whispered.

***

George

“The grumpy bastard emerges,” Roland grinned at him. “Want a drink?”

“Make it two,” George jerked his head, gesturing for Roland to get a move on. To his surprise, he felt a steel vice clamp down on his shoulder, pressing him down into the barstool.

“Get him a nice hard glass of water, Roland.”

“Abigail.”

“George.”

The battle-hardened woman planted herself on a seat next to him. George slowly averted his eyes when he caught a glance of the expression the woman was shooting him.

“There are times in life when you look back at a moment, and you can tell with perfect clarity that it’s the root of all regret, George. You’re no spring chicken,” Abigail raised an eyebrow. “I’m sure you’ve collected your fair share. But sometimes, that doesn’t make you any wiser.”

George watched with mild frustration as Roland poured him a glass straight from the tap.

He clenched his jaw, gritting his teeth.

“She may have lied to us… lied to us all about what she was. But your son is innocent of it. What you choose to do with that is up to you,” Abigail said softly.

Abigail numbered among the youngest and least experienced of the vets, and yet George always did get the impression that she walked with the lightest burden. Not because she had been spared any horrors that they had been exposed to, oh no. If anything, the contrary was true.

She had the bravery to face her demons, where the rest of them ran.

His demons never wore the face of a Derelict.

His had the face of a son.

“The Archangels be damned. Leave the rest to us. It’s about time we put an end to this farce, in any case. Or are you worried about us, old man?” Abigail grinned. “Go. Be with your son.”

George let out a sigh, knocking back the glass of water in a few large gulps.

He left the bar, heading straight towards the Gardens where the Blade Angels and cadets from the Pride were housed.

But when he finally showed up at Ren Soros’s apartment…

He was nowhere to be found.


Chapter 28



Ren took in Olympus Mons in all of its glory.

The volcano was the largest in the Solar System. It towered so far above them that even from the altitude they were flying, Ren was forced to crane his neck to catch a view of its heights. Even then, the clouds shrouded the peak from view.

But his gaze almost immediately gravitated towards the plateau.

To the graveyard of machines below.

As far as the eye could see, Derelict corpses littered the plains. Colossal Type-1 Titans lay defunct in the sand. Ren spotted the carcass of a Derelict unit resembling the one they had warded off from East Dome, its gargantuan body partially protruding from the sands. Yet another Type-1 Titan-class scavenger was visible, this one an aerial leviathan. Its wings had melded into part of the landscape, coloured brown-red from the Martian dust. All around them were the scattered corpses of smaller Derelict. But at the very heart of the battlefield was a vast spherical hole, as if something had absolutely eviscerated the landscape, creating the perfect circle.

“That’s where her mother took down the Infernal Engine,” Natasha muttered to him.

The utter devastation. I can’t even picture that battle.

“Speaking of Lilith... she’s been strangely… absent, don’t you think?” he asked Iria.

“If she put her mind to it, we would have gained access to the Labyrinth by now,” Iria nodded. “Perhaps… she returned to the Pride? Or she’s busy dealing with some threat elsewhere?”

Whatever the case was, despite Doctor Rainford’s best efforts to reach her, they were going to be on their own.

“I’m bringing us down a distance away. We can travel the rest of the way on foot,” Selphira announced.

The Weight of Sacrifice touched down.

Ren called his Nanoarmour around him. The interlocking white plates formed around his body, creating a sleek suit of armour. Iria and Natasha did the same, while Astrid and Selphira donned their helmets, locking them into place.

Red dust billowed outwards as the ship’s rear ramp descended. They emerged from the ship, surveying their surroundings. They had landed in a rock formation a distance away from Olympus Mons, the vast volcano still visible in the distance. When Ren met Selphira’s gaze, she nodded, immediately falling into a crouch and closing her eyes.

Ren turned to look expectantly at Natasha. She was clad in her Nanoarmour with her arms folded.

“Last chance to back out?”

The air around her shimmered as a silver blade and shield fell into her hands. Her face was still obscured by her helm, but it was as good an answer as any. With a single nod towards Selphira, the Weight of Sacrifice twisted, sending more dust billowing out around them. The autopilot kicked in, sending the ship upwards. They watched as it arced towards the clouds, fading into the distance.

“Let’s go,” he said.

***

The entrance to the Labyrinth was at the very bottom of the rock formation.

Ren had wondered what it would look like. He was expecting a nondescript cave easily mistaken for a natural feature of the landscape.

Instead, he stared up at vast doors of steel.

While the paint and markings on the exterior of the doors had long been worn away by the Martian winds and dust, it was no less striking. The twin doors formed a perfect spherical entrance to the tunnel, at least thirty feet high. It was naturally concealed by the rock formation and wasn’t visible from the skies.

“You stumbled onto this on one of your missions?” he asked Natasha. “And you didn’t report it?”

“I discovered it on a mission right after noticing the aberrations with the funerals,” Natasha said softly. She adjusted her grip on her Weapons, shifting nervously as she regarded the doors. “They’re not all this prominent. I’ve found others that were far smaller. The Labyrinth has some ‘main’ entrances, and others that are less blatant. From the looks of things, this one is still sealed.”

“You really never felt tempted to enter?”

“Not until now.”

Ren smiled at Natasha, watching with a hint of hope when he noticed that she wasn’t glaring at him when the armour plating across her helm retracted.

“I wonder what the logic is...” Ren hummed. “Creating all these separate entrances to the Labyrinth. It’s almost like they were trying to invite the Derelict in. Anyway, let’s see if we can’t do something about these doors, shall we?”

Ren walked towards the entrance, joining Iria and Selphira who were standing right in front of it.

“Selphy… remember not to strain yourself.”

Selphira nodded her agreement, striding up to the door. She placed her palms up against the metal surface, shutting her eyes tightly.

Ren heard the groan of long-defunct rotors as they began to spin. Selphira clutched her head as she swayed on her feet, but she pushed through the resistance all the same. Ren watched as a sliver-thin black line appeared between the doors, before it grew wider.

The doors to the Labyrinth opened.

“Into the depths we go,” he muttered.

***

The doors shut behind them with a hollow clunk, enveloping them in darkness. PodBot overhead lit up like a miniature star, equipped with some modified warming lights. The rest of them were equipped with their own light sources in the event they were separated.

“Stay alert. Natasha and Selphira – you’re up.” Iria’s voice echoed through the still air.

Natasha and Selphira took point up ahead. Their objective was to scout out the tunnel using Selphira’s Potential while Natasha protected them. Ren fell into step beside Astrid and Iria.

“So, what was the deal with the fall of the Labyrinth?”

“As far as we know, it was one of humanity’s last bastions. A major military installation that persisted long after the fall of the Hope Made Manifest. It was where humanity weathered out the Dark Ages… the century between the fall of the Hope and the inception of the Blade Angels.”

“And the Lord of Blades provoked the evacuation?”

“Somewhat,” Iria replied. “In my research, history is muddied. But the general consensus is that the Labyrinth stood all the way up until Lilith’s defeat of the Sage of the End when it evolved into an Infernal Engine. The aftermath of the battle resulted in the failure of some of the base’s defences. The Lord of Blades took that opportunity to enter the tunnels, with the goal of reaching the Inner Sanctum – the base proper.”

“And it succeeded?” Ren asked.

“That’s where the history books end,” Iria sighed. “Historians theorise that the base was evacuated and sealed because its occupants refused to allow the Lord of Blades to access what lay within.”

“The Lord of Blades has ascended all the way to the brink of Sagehood… shouldn’t it be able to easily enter the base?”

“Perhaps… there is no longer anything in the base that interests it. I guess there’s only one way for us to find out,” Iria smiled, giving his arm a squeeze.

They fell silent, directing their attention to the long trek ahead of them. Natasha had informed them that some of the tunnels spanned miles outwards from the heart of Olympus Mons. After another half-an-hour of walking without any Derelict in sight, they called their Wings to cover more ground.

The tunnels themselves were barren. Every so often, they would encounter the remains of a Derelict unit that had managed to find its way into the deserted tunnel system.

“Ren. There’s something wrong.”

“Selphy? Is everything alright?”

“I’m noticing Derelict core signatures up ahead. But there’s something else…”

Ren felt a chill run down his spine as Selphira came into view, her face pale and clammy.

“It’s best that you see this for yourself.”

***

“What the hell,” Ren whispered.

The closer they got to Olympus Mons, the more the tunnel’s form shifted. The passage around them had been reinforced by metal struts at regular intervals. As they continued, the reinforcements only got more elaborate. Somewhere along the way, the tunnel had begun to be paved in metal. Not only that, it gradually tapered and narrowed into a passage a fraction of the size of its entrance.

It was beginning to look a lot more like the final stage of Derelict Duels.

There was only one problem.

The way was blocked by a pale grey wall with no discernible entrances.

“I think we’ve reached the Outer Sanctum,” Selphira announced, her brows furrowed as she pressed her hands up against the wall.

She took a step back, wiping the sweat from her forehead.

“I can sense circuitry in the walls. I’ll be able to tap into it and open a way through, just like I did in the Duels.”

“Before we enter the Outer Sanctum, let’s get some rest. We’ve been walking for practically the entire day,” Iria said.

Ren slowly nodded his agreement. He was certain that hours had passed, but he had lost his sense of time as they pressed further into the Labyrinth. He could sense the gradual build-up of lethargy weighing on his eyelids.

“We’ll continue in the morning. Here,” Astrid crouched, extracting a hefty metallic sphere from within.

Astrid planted the sphere on the ground. She pressed a few metallic panels on its exterior, and its true function was revealed. A forcefield emanated outwards from the device, enveloping them.

“Pressurised and oxygenated,” PodBot intoned.

Ren let out a sigh of relief when he realised that their repair job had been successful. Natasha let out a sigh as she took in a breath of air, before remembering that Ren was watching. She scowled at him when she noticed him grinning, stomping away to set up their tenting.

“I still can’t believe this works,” Ren said, peering down at the sphere.

Selphira nodded excitedly, crouching beside him. She unconsciously leaned her head on his shoulder with a slight smile, her golden eyes hovering on the orb.

“I wonder if we could find some other applications for it,” she pursed her lips. “Maybe something that would allow us to survive out in space?”

“Great idea,” Ren nodded enthusiastically.

From a distance away, he made out Iria approaching Natasha, nudging her side.

“Aren’t they adorable?” Iria remarked to Natasha. “They always get like this when they start tinkering. Nerds,” she smiled fondly.

“I don’t understand how you put up with this,” Natasha muttered.

“Oh... the perks are pretty good,” Iria’s lips formed into a smile of mischief.

“No thank you,” Natasha grunted, stalking away, her cheeks tinged a light pink.


Chapter 29



The next day, they packed up their camp and proceeded towards the large wall blocking off their path further into the tunnel. Ren exchanged a nod with Selphira. She walked up to the wall, closing her eyes as she pressed her palm up against its surface. They watched as a section of the wall swivelled open, creating an entrance to a small room.

When the walls shut behind them, PodBot’s gleaming yellow smile lit up.

“Entering a pressurised environment,” the PodBot intoned.

The wall in front of them swivelled open, greeting them to the maze beyond.

The organisers of Derelict Duels had certainly attempted to make the experience as authentic as they could. But even then, the Labyrinth left them in the dust. The walls towering on either side of them were coloured a pale grey. PodBot’s warming lights filled the dark corridor with light, banishing away the shadows. “Natasha, guard Selphira. She’ll guide us through the Labyrinth,” Iria said with a nod to Astrid. “Ren and Astrid, you’ll form the vanguard. I’ll take out any aerial threats that come our way.”

“Whoa. We must be in the Outer Sanctum,” Selphira breathed. “I suspect the base operators were able to control these walls to funnel Derelict in towards traps or operatives lying in wait.”

I have no doubt that the same would apply to the threats within.

Without Selphira’s Potential, navigating through the Outer Sanctum of the Labyrinth would have been far more tedious. They would have to make sense of its shifting corridors designed to isolate and trap any intruders.

“Stay alert. The Derelict have breached the Outer Sanctum; this much we do know,” Natasha called out to them. She turned to Astrid, fixing her with a stare. “Don’t teleport into them to catch them off-guard. Or to the other side of the walls. If we get separated in this place…” she muttered.

Ren and Natasha pressed onwards, forming the vanguard. Selphira ran her hand against the wall, looking out for possible hidden paths which would take them deeper into the Labyrinth.

“Please! You have to help me! They’re—they’re—”

Ren froze.

A feminine voice was coming from the end of the corridor. The soft whimpering continued as they approached its source.

“Wait,” Selphira whispered. “Something’s wrong. I sense something up ahead. The core of a Type-3 Derelict. Potentially a Variant, but it’s not one that I—”

Selphira’s words died on the edge of her tongue. She froze, her gaze angled towards the end of the corridor.

A face peeked out from around the corner. Blonde hair and startling blue eyes were paired with a button nose. Her skin was smooth and untarnished, and she gazed up at them in curiosity with her head tilted at a slight angle.

Then, ‘she’ rounded the corner.

The perfectly replicated human head was joined to a black steel frame. The unit was tall, standing at almost twice its height as it straightened. Its arms were covered in serrated edges, and blades protruded from the Derelict’s limbs. Ren realised that just like the Type-1 they had encountered in The Freezer, this Derelict sported a human face which was an immaculate recreation of the genuine article.

“Help,” the Derelict enunciated in a soft, feminine voice.

It skittered forwards on all fours, its head remaining jarringly stable.

Natasha brought her shield down right in the nick of time. The creature’s serrated blades skittered harmlessly across the surface of Natasha’s defensive shield, but they left behind a definite crack in its surface.

Ren burst into action. Using his Wings, he surged past Natasha’s bubble, both of his blades in hand. The creature’s movements were erratic and unpredictable. Its long limbs meant that its blades had far superior reach than his.

But he wasn’t working alone.

Blood shards the width and length of his arm materialised in the air above them. They shot towards the creature’s head, forcing it to draw its lanky limbs protectively towards its face.

Taking advantage of the distraction, Ren closed the distance. His right blade cleaved through one of its legs, causing it to lose its balance and crumple. Deflecting a wild swing, Ren stepped forwards, driving his blade into its skull.

The creature let out an unholy scream. Part of its scream was recognisable – the raw horror of a Blade Angel meeting their end. But another part of it was distorted, hinting at its artificial nature.

Ren’s head snapped to the right, and the crimson eyes of approaching Walkers faded out of the darkness.

“Ren—”

“I’ll take care of it,” he interrupted Natasha.

Ren walked forwards, letting out a slow breath. When the first unit reached him, he remembered George’s lessons.

Ren executed a brief horizontal cut to its neck, decapitating the unit. With a swift kick to its chest, he sent its remains sprawling into the oncoming Derelict.

“TYPE-2!”

Ren reacted right in the nick of time as the Type-2 Seeker’s blade surged for his neck from behind one of the Walkers. Ren calmly angled his left blade, catching it and redirecting its passage such that the blade passed right by his left ear.

Ren calmly cut upwards with his spare blade, separating the Seeker’s arm from its shoulder joint while it was extended. Over the days and weeks of training with George, he no longer felt the instinctive desire to put distance between himself and the units he fought. Ren raised his right blade, catching the Derelict’s desperate overhead slash made with its remaining blade-arm. Before it could retreat or muster a counterattack, he stepped forwards, leveraging the unit’s missing arm to force it back towards a wall.

Noticing a few approaching Walkers, Ren dismissed a blade, summoning it in a reversed grip, before plunging it into the Type-2 unit’s sleek frame and pinning it to the Labyrinth’s wall.

With his spare longsword, Ren speared one of the approaching Walkers through its throat. He let it fall to the ground inert, smoothly stepping around it to cleave another Walker’s arm at its elbow joint. It reeled back from the blow, into another oncoming Walker, allowing Ren to plunge his blade into its chest, skewering both Walkers at once.

The carnage continued as other Walkers threw themselves at him. Practised, deliberate and systematic strikes left the Derelict horde in pieces. Finally, Ren strode back to the Type-2 unit still pinned against the wall with his Blade.

Ren calmly reached for the hilt of the longsword still protruding from the maze wall. His palm encircled the hilt and he finally called his Potential for the very first time.

[Signal disruption]

The Derelict unit sparked, immediately abandoning its futile attempts to resist.

“Show off,” Natasha muttered to him with a glare which he chose to dignify with a perfectly humble grin of his own.

He nodded to Selphira.

She walked up to the unit, placing her hands on its armour plating...

Turning the unit to her will.

***

Progress through the Labyrinth was slow but steady. Apart from a few other Walkers and Variants bearing human heads, they didn’t encounter any deadlier foes.

“We must be getting close to the base by now,” he muttered. “You know, I’ve wondered... why even design a base like this? The more entrances you create, the more Derelict that filter through. It’s almost like they were inviting the Derelict in.”

Iria shrugged

“Strange,” she muttered. “You would think that they would simply create a defence system that would wipe out all Derelict that come even remotely close to the base.”

“Well...” Selphira said as they rounded a corner. “You won’t have to wait much longer. I think we’ve reached the entrance to the next section.”

The design of the door beyond them was a testament to her words. It was the most obvious door they had encountered throughout the maze of grey walls.

Selphira, still flanked by the Type-2 Seeker in her control, approached the doors.

“Hey,” Ren said, laying a hand on her shoulder. “If you need to let that one go to preserve more of your power...”

“Don’t worry. I won’t faint on you,” she smiled back. She walked forwards, to place her palm against the doors. Before she reached it, the doors withdrew with a hiss.

Selphira flinched back.

“I didn’t—”

Ren’s eyes gravitated to what was waiting for them on the other side. A single yellow ring hovered over the helm, the figure’s entire form wreathed from head to toe in pale yellow Nanoarmour. A pair of daggers were firm in their grip.

They stared at the Blade Angel on the other side of the door.

“You are entering a restricted area.”

Ren’s gaze drifted to the girls. Iria was frowning at the stranger, while Selphira and Astrid’s expressions reflected the shock in his own. Natasha was tense, her grip tightening across her Weapons.

“Turn back immediately,” a masculine voice stated.

What the hell have we stumbled onto?

Ren winced, a sudden high-pitched sound entering his skull. It felt like a needle had pierced his forehead right between his brows. His head began to throb, but the sensation slowly faded away.

What the hell was that?

Ren barely registered the movement. All he managed to catch when he returned his attention to the Angel was a slight shifting of their quadriceps, before they exploded towards Ren in a blur, daggers poised to sink into him.

[Temporal shift]

Using the benefit of his heightened perception, Ren directed Derelict energy to his Wings, pushing himself out of the path of the oncoming Angel before their daggers could reach his chest.

“We’re from the colonies!” Iria shouted. “We aren’t your enemies—”

The Angel threw one of their daggers straight at Iria’s throat. Her blood bubble appeared right in the nick of time, stopping it in its tracks. Her twin ringed crimson HALO appeared over her head. The Blade Angel flinched at the sight of it, the man’s Wings blinking into existence.

Shit, he’s retreating.

The Blade Angel slammed straight into the force wall that Natasha moulded behind him. Ren followed up with strikes of his own. The first was a controlled but heavy blow that shattered the Angel’s helm. The second was a quick strike to the back of the Angel’s head, rendering them unconscious.

They stared at the unconscious Blade Angel at their feet.

Natasha was breathing heavily, her chest rapidly rising and falling. Her eyes were fixed on the Blade Angel’s face now that his helm had disappeared.

“Natasha? What’s wrong?” Astrid called out in concern.

Natasha rounded on Astrid, her face tinged red with fury.

“What’s wrong is that I recognise him. He’s one of my mother’s operators. I knew that they were up to something,” she muttered.

“You think... they were responsible for those deaths? Wait—Natasha!”

Natasha’s Wings burst into existence. She hurtled forwards deeper into the Labyrinth, abandoning all caution.

“Slow her down before she gets killed,” Iria nodded to him.

Ren nodded and channelled Derelict Energy into his Wings.

[Phase shift]

Ren accelerated at a rapid pace, easily closing the distance between them. Natasha stared back at him in surprise, before the armour plating of her helm obscured her face from view entirely.

Oh no you don’t.

Ren crashed into her, ramming her into the floor. They skidded down the corridor, their momentum conjuring sparks as their Nanoarmour scraped against the concrete floor.

“Let go of me—”

“First time?”

Ren grinned back at Natasha while she stared at him like he was insane.

“What the hell are you talking about?” she gritted out between her heavy breaths.

“I’m pretty sure that all of our mothers have lied to us in pretty big ways. Welcome to the club.”

“We need to put a stop to this. They’re—”

“We don’t know what they’re doing down here, and there’s no way we’ll find out if you keep it up this way. Now,” Ren rose to his feet, offering her a hand. “Are you going to go charging in and getting yourself killed, or do you want to get to the bottom of this?”

Natasha reluctantly accepted his hand, rising to her feet.

When Ren didn’t let go of her hand, she yanked it from his grip with a scowl.

***

The further they walked into the next section of the Labyrinth, the more Ren appreciated that it was similar to the first section but replicated on a whole other scale. In place of narrow corridors were vast hallways with walls that rose high above them. The space had turned from claustrophobic to cavernous in an instant. Their only saving grace was that there were lights installed far overhead, dimly illuminating the vast corridors.

“Urgh,” Ren groaned, his thumb massaging out an ache in his temple.

“Ren, are you alright?”

“Yeah,” he flashed Astrid a brief smile. “Must be all these corridors doing my head in. What were they thinking, building a maze like this?”

They progressed slowly but steadily deeper into the Labyrinth. After their disquieting encounter with the Blade Angel, they had been on their toes, expecting more to appear. Instead, they were greeted by the relatively empty Labyrinth passages.

So far, the final Stage of Derelict Duels aboard the Pride had far exceeded it in danger. Perhaps the Archangels had misjudged how dangerous the Labyrinth truly was.

“Contact,” Selphira announced.

“What is it, Selphy?” Iria whispered to her friend.

“The Derelict…” Selphira began, golden eyes drifting to his.

“They’re… fighting.”


Chapter 30



The pair of Type-2 Seekers were locked in an intense battle. Black blade arms flashed as they scythed through the air in a deadly dance. Thrusters intermittently flared, allowing the units to make minute adjustments as they exchanged blindingly quick blows.

As hypnotising as their battle was, it was what was occurring beneath them that stole Ren’s attention.

The corridor was littered with the bodies of countless Type-4 Walkers. Only a few remained upright, their metallic bodies scarred with cuts and scrapes. Some were missing limbs, while others looked just as whole as the Walkers that Ren had faced above the surface. A pair of remaining Walkers lumbered towards each other before they began ripping one another apart.

“What the hell is going on?” he whispered. Before he could continue, the piercing ache in his head returned, causing him to flinch.

“They somehow managed to get the Derelict to turn on one another,” Selphira whispered in awe. “I had wondered how our predecessors managed to survive without the powers afforded by the cores.”

Ren watched as a Walker gained the upper hand. The Derelict unit tore its opponent's hand from its shoulder joint before proceeding to rip its skull from its body. Ren’s eyes widened as he watched the unit’s scars begin to fade as a subtle signal washed over its body.

A Variant?

To Ren’s surprise, the unit collapsed to the floor, beginning to convulse. He watched as its body gradually began to morph. Its torso began to stretch, and it limbered up its arms and legs in a jarring, unnatural routine. It fell onto the ground on all fours, its head twisting up at an odd angle as it scampered across the ground at a concerning pace towards some other surviving Walker units.

“I think we just witnessed a Derelict’s ascent,” Selphira whispered. “From a Type-4 Variant to a Type-3 Variant. That one looks like it has healing abilities.”

Above the newly minted Type-3 Variant, one of the Seekers had finally prevailed over the other.

“Well, what are we waiting for? Let’s cut through these pathetic—” Natasha broke off when Ren raised a hand.

“Wait,” he said, pointing up into the air above the Derelict. “Look over there.”

High above the passage was a transparent section of the wall. Ren recognised it as one-way glass panelling.

An observation deck?

He watched as a small portion of the wall parted to reveal yet another Blade Angel. He was wielding a fiery spear that matched the orange hue of his double-ringed HALO. Flames wreathed the weapon, and the Blade Angel levelled its superheated tip at the surviving Type-2 unit.

Ren’s eyes narrowed when he realised that he recognised the man.

Lionel. He’s Archangel Narain’s son. The man I met at the party.

He threw the spear in a low arc. Flames trailed from it as it passed through the air, spearing the Type-2 unit through its skull. He descended on Wings of flame, before ripping its core free from its chest. He gave it a casual once-over before ascending into the air. Another Blade Angel peeked out of the entrance to the observation deck, casually munching on a bag of crisps before retreating inside.

The Blade Angels ascended into the air, taking a step through the door into the observation room. Ren’s heart was pounding heavily in his chest. He itched to call his Weapons forth and hold them to Lionel and Zar’s throat, but he remained silent until the gap in the wall resealed itself.

“The Archangels in the colonies have been using the Labyrinth to harvest powerful machine cores,” Iria muttered. “That’s the reason why they’ve been closing off all of the Labyrinth entrances!”

“Those idiots,” Natasha hissed with vehemence. Her body was trembling and her head was angled upwards towards the observation deck. “They’re trying to maintain the status quo. Ensuring that the Angels that ascend to the Command Tiers are those aligned with the current leadership.”

When Natasha called her Wings, Ren quickly grabbed onto her arms before she could fly towards the observation deck.

“Hold on,” Ren said. “We’ll deal with them eventually, I promise.”

Natasha slowly lowered herself to the ground, dismissing her Wings. Ren let out a soft sigh of relief.

“But if the colonies have been co-opting the Outer Sanctum for their own use… wouldn’t it make sense that they’ve already broken into the base itself?” Iria continued.

“We won’t have any clue until we progress further. It won’t be long before they notice that their colleague is missing. We’re going to have to deal with them before we progress further. There’s only one problem…” Ren contemplated. “Just how are we going to deal with an Angel with the core of a Machine Lord?”

***

Lionel

Lionel munched on his snacks, bored out of his mind. He hated Labyrinth duty. While they did get the odd Variant that was entertaining to fight, his main responsibility was to keep other Blade Angels out.

The last thing that he had expected was to encounter Trixie in the Outer Sanctum. She had been his classmate from his own cohort at the academy. She was one of the nicer ones, but she had always had a curiosity about the Labyrinth that Lionel knew was bound to get her in trouble.

What he never expected was that it would eventually fall to him to punish her for that curiosity.

“Where’s Raz? He’s been gone for a while now,” Zar, his subordinate, called out from across the table.

They were leaning back in their chairs, munching on snacks they had brought from the colonies. The rations they were issued were horrible, and they did everything that they could to make their posting a little more bearable.

“Go find him,” Lionel ordered.

Zar cast a barely concealed glower of hatred his way before rising to his feet. The man was entitled, but that was only to be expected. Only Blade Angels with close links to the Archangels were trusted with Labyrinth duty.

Zar administered a few taps into the pad by the door before calling his Wings and flying down into the Labyrinth below. Lionel hummed as he munched on his chips. At first, they had heavily reinforced the Labyrinth with powerful Angels after learning that Lilith was intending to enter the base.

But soon after she had arrived, she had disappeared from the colonies altogether. Gradually, squads assigned to watch duty were reassigned to missions against the Lord of Blades. The arrival of the Angels from the Pride truly had been a double-edged sword. With another Archangel apart from Lucia capable of resisting the Lord’s blade potential, they had never been closer to their goal of wiping the Derelict from Mars for good.

But at the same time, if the Archangels were to retain their control over the colonies, they had to ensure that none of Lilith’s operatives made it further into the Labyrinth.

“Zar, what’s taking you so long? Lazy bastard,” Lionel grumbled.

There was a knock on the door outside.

“Did that idiot forget to bring his pad again?”

He rose to his feet in a sigh, heading to the entrance to the observation deck. Lionel entered the command into the pad, watching as the doors opened. In place of his frustrating subordinate, he was greeted by the sight of a familiar woman.

A cocky grin slowly spread across his lips, and he casually folded his arms.

“Natasha. Fancy seeing you here.”

“Lionel.”

“I was wondering how long it would take before your curiosity finally got the better of you. You do know that your familial connections won’t do you much good,” he smiled. “Any threats to the Archangels’ authority justify lethal force.”

“I suppose that was what you told Trixie as well, before killing her? I recognised the marks from your spear.”

A silver sphere made of Derelict energy blinked into existence around him.

“You should know by now that you aren’t capable of holding me,” he chuckled.

When Natasha simply returned a calm smile, Lionel’s eyes slowly narrowed.

Something’s wrong.

Natasha was well acquainted with his abilities. She would have known that he could easily burn through whatever force walls that she conjured. He had done so more times than he could count whenever they sparred. Yet, she was way too calm for his liking. She had always been a righteous and sanctimonious hothead. If she knew that he had been responsible for Trixie’s death, she would have ordinarily been at his throat.

Lionel called forth his Potential to blast away the sphere encasing him.

To his surprise, he felt a flash of pain radiate through his body.

What?

The flame that he called out dissipated in an instant.

Is something disrupting my Potential?

Wait a minute…

Lionel inspected his forearm. There were sliver-thin shards of blood protruding from his bodysuit. He hadn’t noticed them entering his flesh – they were far too small, and his attention had been monopolised by the unexpected appearance of Lucia’s daughter. Inspecting them more closely, he saw faint trails of blood trailing from each of the tiny shards.

To his surprise, he watched as a Blade Angel wreathed in dark maroon Nanoarmour rose on Wings of blood. At her side was another Angel covered in sleek white Nanoarmour that he didn’t recognise.

Lionel immediately activated his Potential, attempting to burn away the shards lodged in his body. Flames flared within the sphere, but the flow of his Derelict energy was disrupted every time he attempted to call forth his power. He gritted his teeth, summoning his flaming Weapon. But to his surprise, when he did, the flames covering his spear winked out.

He began to choke.

“Natasha… I… can’t…breathe…”

Natasha watched on calmly as he fell to his knees, his hands clamping around his throat.

My Nanoarmour—

Lionel attempted to call forth his Nanoarmour. As soon as he equipped it, he would gain access to a source of oxygen which would neutralise the threat of the vacuum that Natasha had created. Just as the armoured plating began to appear over his body, the blood shards in his forearm burgeoned in size, ripping through his flesh and breaking his concentration. The armoured plating that was beginning to appear over his body winked out of existence.

Lionel screamed

“You always did act first and think later. Perhaps you shouldn’t have burned through all of your oxygen, Lionel,” she said softly. “But if you were capable of thinking that deeply, maybe you wouldn’t have turned your blades against your comrades.”

Lionel’s twin concentric rings of flame winked out as he fell unconscious.


Chapter 31



Ren panted as the Walker he bisected fell to the ground.

The deeper they persisted into the Labyrinth, the more Derelict units they encountered. Not only were there more units, but they were also far more dangerous. As the Derelict turned on one another, it filtered out the weaker units, leaving only the deadliest ones.

They had gathered up the trio of Blade Angels who had been guarding their section of the Labyrinth. Lionel, Zar and Raz were unconscious and tied up in the observation room. He didn’t doubt that they would easily free themselves from their bonds after awakening, but they had decided not to kill them. While it was a risk that they would catch up to them, Natasha had been insistent that they be punished for their actions. She was of the opinion that a quick death would have been a mercy they didn’t deserve. Selphira had replaced the Type-2 Derelict with some Clawrend bots, which she stationed in the observation deck to keep an eye on them.

Ren winced as another flash of pain passed through his skull.

“The pain in my head,” he transmitted to Iria and Selphira. “I’m almost certain it’s related to why these Derelict are attacking one another.”

The deeper he persisted, the surer of it he was. The throbbing pain had gradually grown more intense, but prolonged exposure to it had gradually lessened its intensity.

Selphira raised a hand, halting them in their tracks.

“There’s something up ahead. I sense… three Type-2 cores. Potentially another that’s stronger. They aren’t attacking one another.”

“Alright,” Ren nodded. “Selphira and Natasha, stay back. We’ll handle the units and clear you a path.”

Ren wasn’t the only one who had been suffering the further they pushed into the Outer Sanctum. Selphira had thoroughly worn herself out navigating the Labyrinth’s passages and ensuring that they avoided any deadly Derelict that they were capable of evading. Natasha, at her side, was equally as tired. Maintaining her force wall in the face of Lionel and Zar’s attacks had taken it out of her.

Giving both the girls a reprieve was something they were desperately in need of. They didn’t protest when he gestured for them to stay behind. He advanced together with Iria and Astrid, peeking around the corner to the corridor beyond.

Ren’s eyes latched onto a Derelict floating in midair.

Unlike the others he had encountered, it was not held upright by thrusters, or if it was, there were none visible to him from his vantage point.

It had long and lanky grey metal limbs in proportions that deviated from the units he had encountered thus far. Yet, he could still make out the vague form of a head, torso, arms and legs. Its armour plating was unlike the armour visible on the units he had encountered previously, almost resembling a lightly glittering dark grey chainmail that was draped over its uncanny form.

Beneath it were a pair of Type-2 Seekers that were hunched and silent, inactive on the ground. Joining them was yet another unit unfamiliar to Ren. It had a boxy form, and unlike the others, it was quadrupedal. Long guns rose from its shoulders, and missile pods were situated on different parts of its body.

“I’ll cover you. Ready?” Iria whispered.

They exchanged a nod and burst around the corner. Iria called forth a bubble of blood as they closed the distance with the Derelict. The Type-2 Seekers immediately powered up. The eerie Derelict hovering in midair angled its head towards them. Ren was greeted to a featureless face, one where most of its surface area was covered with glass that encased the void. Pinpricks of light emanated from within, and the creature was entirely—

Alien.

Ren’s flesh crawled. He pushed the thought from his mind, pressing forwards.

The Derelict did not give them any time to ponder.

The quadrupedal ‘artillery’ unit levelled the long guns attached to its shoulders at them. They discharged with a sharp and deafening blast, sending heavy bolts of energy surging through the air in their direction. Iria’s blood bubble held, the projectiles exploding ineffectively across its surface. But even as they did, entire sections of the defensive bubble were torn to pieces.

The Derelict hovering in the air extended one of its arms towards the quadrupedal unit covered with missile pods and guns. The very moment that the strange Derelict gestured towards it, its pace immediately began to speed up. Its rate of fire increased, its long shoulder cannons blasting the energy towards them at a blistering rate.

Iria’s bubble of blood crumbled.

“WATCH OUT!” Ren yelled, lunging towards Iria and drawing her out of the path of an incoming projectile. To make matters worse, the floating Derelict creature pointed its hands towards the Type-2 Seekers, and their armour withdrew into their frames – the telltale sign that the units were going into overdrive.

“I’ll try to guard you from the artillery,” Iria said, desperately attempting to form another protective bubble around them. “Ren, try to take out the unit that’s empowering them. Astrid?”

“I’ll keep the artillery unit busy,” she nodded.

“GO!”

Iria dropped the remains of her protective bubble, and they surged towards the Derelict on their Wings. Ren far outpaced the girls. He activated [temporal shift] to evade the heavy artillery unit’s blasts of energy from its shoulder cannons and the haze of micro-missiles in the air. Weaving through the field of death, he shot straight towards the strange Derelict unit.

Before his blades could reach it, the twin Type-2 Seekers rose to impede his path.

[Temporal shift]

[Signal disruption]

Ren was forced to resort to his Potential. Time slowed, allowing him to process the units’ lines of attack. He fended off the first blow, allowing the Derelict’s thrust to be guided past his shoulder by angling his right blade outwards. As the blades made contact, he activated [signal disruption], sending a jolt through the Derelict he was locked in combat with. He kicked the unit away, barely managing to catch the second Seeker’s slash as it sought out his throat.

Ren fought down the urge to panic, remembering his training. Instead of lashing out in desperation, he executed calculated strikes as he slowly slipped into a deadly dance with the pair of Type-2 units. His blows were heavier, and he could see the result of his intentioned cuts reflected in the way they flinched away from his blades. Ren capitalised ruthlessly on this seed of fear, forcing them on the defensive.

The Type-2 unit on his left reached a point of desperation, the tiny red lights of its eyes flaring before Ren perceived a Derelict signal wash over its form with [machine intuition]. He immediately sent a burst of Derelict energy towards his Wings. Ren lashed outwards while activating [signal disruption] while imbuing it with [phase shift].

Its effect was overwhelming.

The Seeker dropped out of the air, its systems completely overloaded. Ren surged downwards, cleaving its torso from its legs. Using his Wings, he abruptly halted his motion, looking up at the remaining unit. Without the other Seeker hounding him, he deflected its strikes with ease, as the Seeker bore down on him. The Seeker’s arms buckled under his heavy strikes, allowing him to cleave a blade arm from its socket, before beheading the Seeker.

Ren cast a glance towards the heavy artillery unit. Astrid was blinking in and out of existence, dodging the unit’s projectiles and keeping it occupied. Iria was raining down blood shards, with many having pierced its thick, hexagonal armour plating. Her barrage was gradually wearing it down, but her attention was diverted by the occasional missile it sent soaring her way.

Astrid leapt upwards, blinking above the artillery unit. She hung in the air before plunging downwards with her spears, driving them into its skull. It unleashed one final desperate barrage of micro-missiles into the air, sinking heavily onto the ground. Astrid abandoned her spears, blinking away as the missiles crashed down upon the unit’s own body.

Which left one final unit for them to contend with.

The strange Derelict angled its head towards Ren, greeting him to the void and swirling points of light within. The units it was bolstering had all fallen, leaving it defenceless. But even so, it made no move to run. No attempt to flee. The Derelict fodder he had fought exhibited signs of fear when they were driven into a corner, but there was no such instinct in this unit.

“SOVEREIGN.”

Goosebumps erupted across his skin. The Derelict hovered motionless, staring at him expectantly and making no move to defend itself. Ren’s jaw clenched, his palms tightening around the hilts of his blades. Before he could hesitate a second longer, he plunged his blades into the Derelict’s chest, splitting its core in twain. Executing his breathing technique, he drank in the Derelict’s energy.

Within it was something unexpected.

It felt like a flicker of a memory. A sliver of understanding…

Insight.

It took root within his core like a seed planting itself within him. Ren stared at the unit as it tumbled to the ground below, lifeless. He gradually steadied his breathing, his Weapons fading out of existence.

Ren touched down on the ground, joining the others.

Just a month ago, facing two supercharged Seekers at once would have been a pipe dream.

We have definitely come a long way since arriving on Mars.

“Are you two alright?”

“No problems on our end,” Astrid nodded.

“I think that unit provided me with some Insight,” Ren said. “If I nurture it… I might be able to direct [phase shift] to you,” he said, inclining his head to Iria and Astrid. “Ready to press onwards?”

The girls nodded.

***

After continuing down the winding hallways lit overhead by dim lights, they finally reached a point of transition. The humans who had built the Labyrinth had placed observation rooms throughout the hallways – other locations from which they could peer down at the Derelict locked into battle.

“Do you think they created this to study them?” Ren offered. “The defensive function, I understand. The Derelict are too busy fighting each other to be a threat to the base, and none of them reach the Inner Sanctum. I’d bet that they were able to use it to study Derelict behaviour and attacks as well.”

Ren shook his head with begrudging respect for the colonies’ ploy.

“Frankly… the Archangels’ strategy was smart. The Labyrinth self-selects the strongest Derelict, and they slip in after the fights to claim their cores for their own.”

“But if that was the case… why haven’t they ventured further?” Astrid queried.

“I guess… we’ll find out soon enough,” Ren shrugged.

They continued deeper into the Labyrinth. The bodies of stronger and more deadly Variants littered the ground. They had passed the corpses of numerous Swarm Commanders and Variants that he had never encountered before. His headache had also steadily grown as they progressed through the halls. He was almost convinced now that whatever was causing the Derelict to turn on each other was the cause of the pain.

Finally, they reached the end of the passage. As they were nearing the end, he heard a whisper from Selphira.

“Wait. That can’t be right,” Selphira. “I’m sensing something up ahead.”

“What is it? Is everything alright?” Iria turned on her heel, laying a hand on her best friend’s arm.

“There are two core signatures up ahead. But they aren’t anything like the ones we’ve encountered so far,” she whispered with her eyes wide.

Ren felt a chill run down his spine. He joined Iria by Selphira’s side.

“What rank are they?” he asked. “Swarm Commanders?”

Selphira slowly shifted her gaze to meet his.

“Machine Lords,” she whispered.
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A gaping chasm separated their section of the Labyrinth from the rest. On the other side of the chasm was a vast, circular doorway. The corpses of Derelict Variants and skeletal remains of Blade Angels alike were scattered across the far side of the room. The vast body of a Type-1 ‘Titan’ class scavenger protruded from the chasm, its body fading into the darkness far beyond them. Its skull was resting on the far ledge, and an entire section of it had been cleaved in twain.

The area immediately adjacent to the doorway was utterly devoid of debris or remains.

Two figures were standing on either side of the door. But in place of the pair of Machine Lords he was expecting to find… something else awaited them. Ren stared at two Blade Angels, clad entirely in Nanoarmour, barring their helms. Ren’s gaze drifted to their faces, and he felt his skin crawl as a chill washed over him.

“Ren… are those what I think they are?” Astrid whispered, her voice hoarse.

“What the hell are they doing here?” Ren whispered.

They stared at two Androids clad in the Nanoarmour of Blade Angels, one in red and the other in grey. When he looked upon the exposed skin of their faces, he could make out the familiar grey sheen of Shade’s own. The surface of their eyes was similarly comprised of an identical pale grey metal to Shade’s. But their inhuman appearance was not what dominated Ren’s attention. His eyes gravitated towards the HALOs hovering above their heads...

Comprised of two concentric rings.

Lords.

Even despite the fact that Ren was barely peeking around the corner, the Androids’ gazes immediately searched him out, their artificial metallic eyes locking onto his own.

In an instant, Wings of swirling grey mist and dark crimson flame erupted from the Androids’ backs. They blurred forwards from their platform, surging towards them.

“GET BACK!” Ren shouted.

A deafening crack of the sound barrier being shattered echoed across the Labyrinth’s walls. The pair of Lords approached at a speed that dwarfed even Ren’s, coming to hover above them.

Now up close, the first Lord’s Nanoarmour was bulky. The Android looked like a walking tank, but even so, the grey armour it donned was intricate and elaborate, looking like a high-tech ceremonial garb of a mediaeval knight. Its grey Wings resembled Iria’s in that they were comprised of drops of grey-silver liquid as opposed to the shards that typically formed a Blade Angel’s Wings.

The second Android had Nanoarmour that was a bit more sleek, and a dark shade of red. Unlike its companion, the Android had called forth a horned helm and was holding a fiery red whip in its hand, where it hung in the air on Wings of flame.

“Intruders detected,” the Android garbed in grey armour echoed out. “Initiating defence protocols. Conducting authority assessment.”

The words that poured forth from the Android’s lips were robotic and delivered in an artificial cadence. But even so, its tone was distinctly human-like. There was something jarring about that dichotomy to Ren, and he felt his sweat surface on his palms.

“Authority accepted.”

The whip in the crimson Android’s hands faded into nothingness. The Androids turned their backs on them, heading back towards the door that they were guarding.

What the hell?

Adrenaline was still coursing through Ren’s body at the near-death experience that he had undoubtedly been exposed to.

“Authority accepted,” Iria repeated the Derelict's words, her brow furrowed.

“Iria! Wait!”

Even though Iria’s body was tense, she stepped out from around the corner, in clear view of the Androids on the other side of the chasm. This time, they barely even acknowledged her presence, staring blankly at the far wall of the room.

“It looks like… we have authority to progress,” she said to Ren with wide eyes. “This… doesn’t make any sense.”

Summoning their Wings, they cautiously approached the immense door that the Androids were guarding. It was closed shut, and Ren didn’t see any obvious way to interface with it.

“I think this is it,” Ren breathed. “The Inner Sanctum – the base itself. Are these Lords the reason the Archangels from the colonies haven’t been able to advance any further?”

“They must be,” Iria slowly nodded.

Ren felt a lurch in his gut when Iria took a step towards them.

“There are three Blade Angels bound in an observation deck further down the hall,” she experimentally said to the closest Android. “Ensure that they’re kept under watch.”

“Iria!” Selphira hissed, her golden eyes anxiously hovering on the pair of Androids. Iria only folded her arms, calmly watching the pair, even though Ren knew that she was prepared to burst into action at a moment’s notice. They held their breaths, watching as the Android slowly angled its head away from Iria.

The silence continued for another few heartbeats.

To his surprise, Selphira stepped forwards.

“Follow her instructions,” Selphira said.

The Android’s eyes flicked to Selphira, appearing to scan her over. Ren was tense, the hilts of his blades firm in his grip.

“Authority recognised – Lilian Everie,” the Android echoed.

The Android garbed in grey Nanoarmour summoned its Wings, surging away from the entrance.

“Lilian Everie?” Ren repeated.

“Lilian was my mother’s name before she founded the Blade Angels,” Selphira said softly.

“Just what the hell have we stumbled upon?” Ren muttered. “I thought the Labyrinth was meant to be sealed from everyone. It’s guarded by two Androids with cores of Machine Lords that answer to Lilith?”

An uneasy silence fell over them. Wary of the remaining Android standing beside them, Ren turned his attention to the vast doorway in front of him. He placed his palm on the surface of the door.

“Authority recognised – Nairith Soros,” the remaining Lord announced.

Ren’s blood ran cold, his gaze snapping towards the Android.

What?

He heard gasps from behind him as Iria and Selphira reacted to the Android’s statement. His mother’s name echoed in his ears, and Ren could feel his pulse quicken. Before they had a moment to puzzle over the Android’s words, the circular door beyond rumbled open, withdrawing into its recesses.

It revealed a sizeable airlock.

They hesitated at the threshold, staring uncertainly at the pair of Androids. Ren took a deep breath, stepping into the airlock. After they had all entered, the base’s door sealed shut, obscuring the pair of Androids from view. Bright lights illuminated the area.

“Pressurising,” a feminine robotic voice echoed outwards.

The door beyond them withdrew with a sharp hiss, greeting them to the base beyond. The entry point of the base looked like a miniature fortress. Buttresses were interspersed with machine guns and other weaponry positioned to rain down ammunition on any Derelict unfortunate enough to set foot in the base.

Together, they made their way around the obstacles designed to impede an invading force, filtering into the corridors leading into the base beyond. The lights were active overhead, illuminating the deserted base around them.

It looked like it had been frozen in time.

Belongings were strewn across the ground. They even chanced upon a mess hall where the plates within had been left on the tabletops.

“Ren…” Iria trailed off, her ruby eyes lingering on him.

“Not now,” he shook his head. “Let’s focus on finding Evie if she’s here. We can worry about what the hell is going on with this place later.”

Iria steeled her expression, returning a firm nod.

“The medical bay is this way,” Iria said, her voice trembling slightly.

Selphira joined her, slipping her hand into Iria’s. “If she isn’t there, Iri… we won’t stop looking,” she said gently. Iria smiled at her friend, squeezing her in a brief hug.

“Those Blade Angels,” Natasha said softly. “They looked like… machines. But none of you seemed surprised by that.”

Her voice was even and steady. It was only then that Ren realised that her grip was firm around her Weapons. Even then, she was trembling, as if she was struggling with the thought of bringing them to bear against them.

“I was kidnapped by one of them. An Android.”

To his surprise, Astrid fearlessly planted herself by Natasha’s side. The silver-haired girl’s eyes fluttered in surprise as Astrid reached out to place a hand on Natasha’s arm with a smile.

“Androids are… myths,” Natasha whispered.

“No. They never were,” Astrid shook her head. “Androids exist. I wasn’t kidnapped after the assault on the domes, Natasha,” she said softly. “I was kidnapped before the battle, aboard the Pride Enduring. The girl that you saw fighting the Derelict alongside you wasn’t me.”

Natasha took an involuntary step backwards, her head darting around back towards the entrance to the base.

“The official story was that I was kidnapped by a disgruntled deserter. That was never the case, Natasha,” Astrid said, giving her friend a pained smile.

“Mimic us…” Natasha repeated, her face pale. “You mean—”

“They can communicate with us, Tash. Shade took my place. If it wasn’t for Ren…” she trailed off, her eyes falling. She curled her palms into fists, clearly recalling the dread that had washed over her.

“Why didn’t you tell me?” Natasha said softly.

To Ren’s surprise, he noticed a crack in her typically stoic façade. There was genuine pain in her expression as she met Astrid’s eyes.

“I’ve never distrusted you. Not once,” Astrid said firmly, rushing to grip her friend’s arm. “I only withheld it because I could see where Archangel Lilith was coming from. We were asked to keep it a secret because of what it would do to the colonies and to offworlders if they found out that Derelict had the ability to mimic us. They could be living in our midst while we remain none the wiser, with no definitive way to identify them.”

The pained expression of betrayal in Natasha’s eyes hadn’t diminished, but to Ren’s relief, her grip on her Weapons loosened. Astrid’s eyes were glassy, and her right fist was clenched tightly by her side. Ren could imagine the pain the girl was going through. After all, secrets had been kept from her by her mother for her own life. No one knew the pain of that better than her.

“What are they doing out here? And why would they let us in?” Natasha frowned.

“We know that after the Hope Made Manifest fell, the Labyrinth was humanity’s main military base for an entire century, until Archangel Lilith killed the Infernal Engine and founded the Blade Angels. The century known as the Dark Ages,” Iria said, walking up to Natasha. “We also know the researchers in the Labyrinth found a way to disrupt Derelict signals to make them fight each other. Without that technology, it’s hard to believe that the base would have persisted throughout the Dark Ages. Could they have found a way… to force the Androids to guard the entrance?”

“What do your mothers have to do with all of this?” Natasha pressed.

“That’s what we would like to know as well,” Ren muttered, exchanging a glance with Selphira. “But I promise that none of us has any idea why those Androids recognised our ‘authority’.”

Natasha looked unconvinced. Ren could understand. The revelation that there were Derelict that could disguise themselves as humans and who possessed equivalent levels of intelligence had strained his belief. The last thing he had expected was for the base to be guarded by two of them, although the pair seemed far more robotic than Shade.

“Whatever the case is… we can puzzle out that mystery later. But for now…” Iria said, directing a placating smile towards Astrid and Natasha.

“Let’s go find Evie.”
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Labyrinth base did not have a single medical bay. It supported an entire medical wing. From a map they had sourced from one of the personnel lockers, an entire section of the base had been dedicated to medical research laboratories and clinics.

Without the ability to rely on machine cores, wounds that crippled a soldier were just as deadly as wounds that killed them.

They scavenged a keycard from yet another locker, which gave them access into more areas of the medical wing. The longer that they looked, the more nervous that Selphira and Iria grew. If Evie hadn’t ended up in the Labyrinth, it would mean that they would be at a dead end once more. Eventually, after scavenging the labs for supplies and scrutinising each room, they were left with only one that remained.

“It’s alright, Selphy,” Iria squeezed her friend’s hand. “We’ll find her. Wherever she is.”

Iria took in a deep breath before placing the keycard against the reader. The doors withdrew, greeting them to the interior of a small laboratory.

It was dimly lit with a few operational lights overhead. A handful of sealed containers were littered about the room. They were filled with an algae-green liquid, and each of them contained some form of specimen. The darkness of the liquid made them hard to make out, but before Ren could consider them any further, his eyes came to rest at the Blade Angel slumped over a desk.

“That’s… Archangel Viltrick?”

Archangel Viltrick was a man with a wispy white beard. He had a pair of round glasses perched on a defined nose. He looked to be in his fifties and was dressed in a black bodysuit with a white researcher’s lab coat draped over his shoulders.

At the sound of Iria’s voice, the man rose with a yawn, blearily blinking his eyes. The moment he noticed them staring at him, his eyes shot wide open and he jumped to his feet.

“Wha—”

Before the Archangel could make any move to summon his Weapons or attack them, Iria rushed forwards.

“Wait! We haven’t met, but my name is Iria Bladesworn,” she said, before pointing towards Selphira. “This is Selphira Everie. Evie may have mentioned us, but we’re her—”

“Friends,” Archangel Viltrick completed, his eyes wide. “Of course, she spoke about you all the time.”

“Yes!”

Archangel Viltrick stared at them with a mixture of shock and confusion.

“What… are you doing here?”

Iria almost strode closer to Viltrick before Ren held her back at the very last minute. He gave her a subtle shake of his head, and Iria reluctantly stepped back.

“Evie’s mother told us about her… ‘condition’. Where… is she?”

“Of course…” he slowly nodded. “You found the ships in the ruins of Arcadia! You came all this way… you must be so worried.”

Archangel Viltrick stood to his feet, making Ren tense up. To his relief, the Archangel merely gestured them towards a corner of a room. A vertical pod had been hooked up to some heavy-duty machinery. It resembled the simulation pods aboard the Pride Enduring.

Ren silently exchanged a glance with Natasha. While Iria, Selphira and Astrid were overwhelmed with concern for their friend, the rest of them needed to keep a watchful eye on Viltrick.

The top of the pod was encased in thick glass that gave them a view directly into the pod.

Evie Leyfa had shoulder-length emerald green hair that fell to her shoulders in a bob and bangs that fell to her eyebrows, which were displaced by the liquid. She was very pretty, with eyelids lined with long, dark lashes. She was wearing the standard-issue black bodysuit of a Blade Angel, complete with some sleek metallic armoured pieces attached to her shoulders and forearms. A breather was fixed over her nose and mouth.

“Evie,” Iria whispered, her hands pressed up against the glass. Selphira, beside her, was trembling, her hands clamped over her lips as her golden eyes hovered over her childhood friend. Astrid’s eyes were wide, her face having turned as pale as a sheet. Just like the other girls, Ren could see a mixture of longing, relief and fear on her expression as she regarded the girl in the pod.

“We’ve been here for a little over a month now. Hopefully… she won’t have long to go,” Viltrick said, smiling at Iria and Selphira.

“Won’t have long to go before… what exactly?” Ren asked. He folded his arms, fixing Archangel Viltrick with a calm and even stare. “Please don’t hold anything back. We know about the parasite.”

“Parasite?” Natasha said in confusion, before Astrid squeezed her arm.

“Ah.”

Archangel Viltrick slowly nodded, letting out a sigh. To Ren’s surprise, the man cracked a small grin.

“You know, it never ceases to amuse me,” the man chuckled.

Astrid and Natasha exchanged a wary glance with Ren.

They were prepared to call their Weapons into existence in a millisecond.

“What exactly is amusing?” Ren replied.

“During my time aboard the Pride, I made countless deliveries,” he chuckled. “It amuses me how often I forget that the children I deliver into this world will one day have the gall to talk back to me,” Archangel Viltrick smiled, his eyes filled with mischief. “Ren Soros, I believe? You’re a spitting image of your mother.”

Ren froze, his body going rigid.

“You…”

Delivered me?

“There will be lots for us to discuss…” Viltrick said, with a quick glance towards the girls. “But first… Evie. Please, follow me. Oh, and I wouldn’t fiddle with her pod if I were you.”

When he noticed that Iria and Selphira were reluctant to leave their childhood friend’s side, Viltrick smiled warmly.

“I assure you that she won’t be in that pod for too much longer. She will be thrilled to see you once she comes to.”

Archangel Viltrick strode out of the room, gesturing for them to follow him.

***

Archangel Viltrick had an odd familiarity with the base, navigating its winding corridors and rooms with ease. The wing that he led them to was a distance away from the medical wing labelled ‘Derelict – Variants’.

A pair of grey steel doors opened with a hiss, allowing them to enter a long corridor that contained a number of…

Enclosures.

The long hallway was lined with thick glass, which gave them a perfect view into the enclosures within. Each appeared to contain a different Derelict unit. The very first enclosure contained one of the ‘mimic’ units they encountered in the first section of the Labyrinth.

The Derelict was hunched up against the glass, its face placed an inch away from its surface. The human face at the end of its narrow metal neck was contorted into a pitying expression of sorrow.

“What do you know about Derelict Variants?” Archangel Viltrick posed.

“We know that the Derelict can evolve in different ways… and that their commanders can store their genetic code to reproduce those units, once encoded,” Ren said.

“Excellent,” Viltrick beamed, striding to the next enclosure. “Tell me, just how far do you think the Derelict have ventured out into the universe?”

Ren slowly shook his head.

“I wouldn’t have a clue.”

“A race of endlessly adaptable machines not constrained by the limits of our flesh and skin. Highly adaptable, powerful and intelligent creatures… at least, certain classes of them. I don’t have the answer to that question either, but there is evidence to suggest that they certainly have ventured far.”

Archangel Viltrick halted in his tracks, turning to the enclosure before him.

“The evidence has been in plain sight, this whole time.”

Ren’s heart dropped as he took in the Derelict creature.

The closest comparison he could draw was to the strange Derelict unit which had imbued the other units with power. Not because of any similarity in structure or form… but for the singular reason that it was utterly alien to Ren.

The Derelict in the enclosure resembled an undersea eel. The trunk of its body was a long and sinuous mass of undulating metal spines that flowed in a hypnotising pattern where it hung in the air. To Ren’s surprise, it had been pierced through in multiple sections by various instruments. Electricity danced across the surface of the instruments, being administered into the alien Derelict unit.

“This is a Derelict unit known as the Navigator. Believe it or not, it is a Derelict scavenger unit with a Type-1 classification. It is called the Navigator because it has the ability to tear open rifts in space-time. That is why the instruments piercing it administer electricity to its body at regular intervals, to prevent it from leveraging its abilities.”

Astrid looked up at the creature in shock, briefly meeting Ren’s eyes.

I wonder if she would be able to gain Insight if she absorbed its Derelict energy.

“Strange, is it not? We believe that the Navigator was based off an organic alien race. Much like the Derelict Walkers are based off humanity. But the greatest piece of evidence of this hypothetical alien race exists in a much humbler unit. One that all of you are sure to be familiar with.”

Archangel Viltrick guided them to the very next enclosure. Ren watched the rippling mass of familiar drones as they arced through the air in time with one another. They were Derelict units that he had cut apart effortlessly time and time again.

Type-4 Hailswarm units.

“The Hailswarm drones. Perhaps we were blind to the hints because of elements from our popular culture,” Archangel Viltrick chuckled. “The idea of a machine swarm almost seems intuitive when you envision a deadly race of robots that has made significant progress in conquering sectors of our universe. But we realised too late that the Hailswarm drone was an innovation. Now, to Evie.”

Archangel Viltrick turned to face Iria and Selphira.

“We gave this hypothetical race reflected in the Derelict’s forms a name – the Swarm. That was, before we encountered it in the flesh.”

An uneasy silence settled over the group.

“Humanity has had an encounter with the Swarm once before. A brief encounter, shortly after the destruction of the Infernal Engine. We believe that the swarm may have been drawn by the destruction of the Engine, but we can’t be certain why they encroached on our galaxy.”

“There was another alien race that entered our solar system?” Ren said incredulously. Archangel Viltrick nodded.

“It was no small force either. A swarm approximated to be a hundred thousand strong, led by a Queen that we believed to be in its adolescence. Thankfully, by the time Lilith integrated the Infernal Engine’s core, she was in a position to send the Queen packing.”

“What does this have to do with Evie?” Iria pressed.

“While Lilith was successful, the Swarm Queen was not killed. She escaped with her Navigators, teleporting into the void. But not all of her swarm retreated with her. Some were scattered, left to fend for themselves in the inky void of space. In rare instances, the creatures even made their way to Earth. They are, fundamentally, space-faring parasites that develop and evolve by secluding themselves within hosts that are none the wiser to their presence. Intertwining themselves so intricately within their hosts, such that they become inextricable.”

“No,” Selphira whispered.

Archangel Viltrick nodded, his lips straightening into a grim line.

“I’m afraid that Evie was one of those unlucky souls. The parasite within her lay dormant for a long while. It had the means of evading our scans and tests. It was only when she reached her adolescence that we began to notice the signs. You see… the parasites can heighten the process of their evolution when they receive the proper signal from their Queen.”

Ren stared at Archangel Viltrick with wide eyes.

“You don’t think…”

“We do, Ren. The Swarm Queen has returned to our system.”

The group regarded Archangel Viltrick with wide eyes. Only the muted sound of the Derelict swarm beyond the glass wall could be heard in the hall.

“How? How do we remove it from her?” Iria said, her eyes pleading.

“I’m afraid that we only know how to pacify it. That is why she is submerged in the pod. It contains a compound extracted from the Swarm’s leaders. By submerging individuals infected with a parasite into the substance, it is possible to lull the creature back into hibernation. But with each exposure, the parasite grows more desensitised to the substance. A more potent extract is needed for successive attempts to calm it. Which was why it necessitated a visit to the Labyrinth.”

“Mother… no wonder she didn’t prevent Evie’s eviction,” Selphira whispered in horror.

Archangel Viltrick gave her a smile of sympathy.

“Because she knew that the only hope for Evie was in laboratories on Earth’s surface. Thankfully, with your mother’s assistance, we were able to find the substance we needed to pacify the parasite.”

“All this time, she’s been…”

Selphira’s words died on her tongue. Her eyes were glassy, and her voice was hoarse.

This whole time, she had been under the impression that her mother had abandoned Evie, leaving her to die on the surface when she was evicted by Archangel Archeia. Now, it was clear that keeping Evie on board the Pride for any longer would have led to her death.

Ren drew Selphira into a hug, feeling the girl lean her head against his neck, wetting it with her tears.

“She wished to tell you many times, Selphira. But the existence and true nature of this parasite was kept even from her most trusted advisors,” Archangel Viltrick paused, turning to Astrid. “Your mother included. Keeping the existence of the Swarm from the offworlders was crucial to prevent them from spiralling into a pit of despair. Learning that there was not just one but two foes that presented an existential threat to humanity…” Archangel Viltrick trailed off.

People would have gone insane if they felt like they had nothing to live for.

It would have been utter chaos.

“But for now… you will get to see her again. And we are not without hope. Well…” Archangel Viltrick’s face fell. “Not entirely.”

“What do you mean?”

“There was an installation established specifically to study the Swarm. We believe that it may hold a more potent form of the compound. At risk of inducing some false hope, perhaps they were even successful in finding a way to remove the parasite altogether. But after the sealing of the Labyrinth… we lost contact with the other installations when the Arc fell into disrepair. Without the communications array linking humanity’s colonies… it will be difficult to determine the state of their facility.”

Selphira wiped away her tears, stepping up to Archangel Viltrick.

“Do you mean to say that the Arc is in disrepair?”

“I’m afraid so.”

She took a deep breath, steadying herself. Ren felt a hint of pride blossom within him when she dashed away her tears, steeling her expression.

“I might be able to help with that. Take me to the Arc,” she said firmly.


Chapter 34



The Arc was situated in a cavernous, dark room far from the Derelict enclosures. A vast holographic display of the solar system occupied the middle of the room.

“You managed to repair your core?” Archangel Viltrick asked in surprise. “Your mother… she told me that you shattered it in protest for what happened to Evie.”

“I did it with Archangel Amira’s assistance,” she said evenly, careful to avoid glancing in Ren’s direction. Despite the Archangel’s transparency, they were still treating the man with caution.

“Of course,” he nodded. “Here we are.”

At the far corner of the room was a large metallic structure. At first glance, it appeared to be some sort of communications apparatus with an antenna that rose high into the air. That was, until Ren laid eyes on the central structure attached to the colossal antenna.

Ren felt his blood chill at the sight awaiting him.

The entire apparatus was built around a single Derelict unit. Ren stared at the Walker with cables and wires trailing out from various parts of its body. Its red eyes were faintly glowing, but its limbs had been removed to prevent it from endangering anyone. The cables leading from its body fed into the apparatus and giant antenna forming the Arc.

“I will not condone the experiments conducted during the Dark Ages. I was complicit in them myself. But I will say this. They were a reflection of humanity’s desperation to find a means of fighting back against the Derelict.”

“You lived through the Dark Ages, Archangel?” Ren asked.

“Of course. And so did her mother,” Archangel Viltrick said, inclining his head towards Selphira. “The purpose of the Arc was to ensure that humanity’s colonies and integral research installations were concealed from the Derelict’s notice.”

There was a subtle shift in Archangel Viltrick’s smile.

“Humanity made great strides in its comprehension of Derelict signals. One such application of this knowledge was twisting a Derelict signal and using it to encode our correspondence with the various facilities. In the years since the base was sealed, the Arc has fallen into disrepair.”

“I still don’t understand,” Ren shook his head. “The Androids outside the base—”

“Later,” Archangel Viltrick said softly, lowering his voice.

Ren cast a glance at the girls. Iria and Selphira were hunched over the console. Selphira had her hands spread out over its surface, her eyes shut tightly as she searched for potential flaws that could be fixed.

Astrid and Natasha, on the other hand, were eyeing the Archangel with distrust. Natasha briefly met his eyes, no doubt having heard the Archangel’s comment to him.

“You don’t have to hide anything from them,” Ren replied in a manner that was audible to all of his companions. “I trust them.”

Natasha’s gaze hovered on Ren before she eventually averted it.

Archangel Viltrick smiled, giving him a nod of approval.

“Then by all means… they would be welcome to join us. It would be easier to… show you.”

Ren nodded to the Archangel.

“Ren?” Iria said, walking up to him to briefly squeeze his hand.

“Yeah?”

“No matter what you learn… it won’t make a difference to us.”

Ren let out a slow breath, intertwining his fingers with Iria’s. He leaned down, touching his forehead to hers in gratitude. It was hard to find the words, so he simply nodded, enveloping her in a tight hug.

He gently drew away from her, walking over to Astrid and Natasha. He smiled when Astrid slipped a hand into his own. He raised an eyebrow at Natasha, offering her his other hand, grinning when she crossed her arms and glowered at him.

“You go ahead,” she muttered. Her glare softened, and she finally met his eyes. “You don’t have to tell me everything—”

“Oh, come on, Princess,” Ren smirked, grabbing her hand and pulling her along. He exchanged a glance with Astrid with a smile. “I wouldn’t want to miss your reaction.”

Some of Ren’s anxiety must have shown, because Natasha didn’t respond with a barb on her own, allowing Ren to hold onto her hand.

Together, they followed Archangel Viltrick to a different wing of the base. As they walked, Archangel Viltrick fell into step beside him, with the girls trailing behind them.

“What do you know of Derelict signals?”

Ren frowned as he considered the Archangel’s question. While the man hadn’t given them any reason to distrust them, Ren was still wary about revealing his cards to him.

“I know that they precede powerful Derelict attacks and moments when a Derelict unit heals itself. They can be interrupted to stun the unit, and many elite hunters are equipped with Potential that allows them to do that.”

“Excellent,” Viltrick nodded. “But that is but one type of Derelict signal. In our study of the Derelict, we believe that this integral feature of their physiology was yet another that was derived from the Swarm. For this reason, we believed that the Swarm must have been one of the first opponents that the Derelict encountered, and the race which influenced the bulk of their early evolution. But I digress.”

They paused before a door to a new wing.

It was simply labelled ‘Evolution’.

Archangel Viltrick scanned his keycard, gesturing for them to continue further into the facility.

“We learned that Derelict could use those signals to communicate. As humans do, we created an innovation to twist that functionality to our own ends. The Arc was what resulted. It allowed us to use their own technology to conceal our communications from them, concealing our installations from them. We also realised that those signals could be used to turn the Derelict against one another with the right infrastructure. That was the basis upon which the Outer Sanctum was developed. Labyrinth base is as well guarded as it was, because the Derelict were the ones doing the protecting. There was once a time when its halls were filled with Machine Lords and Swarm Commanders unable to resist the signals compelling them to turn against their brethren.”

They descended down a flight of steps, towards a small research laboratory that broke off from the hallway. Entering the laboratory, Ren was greeted by various Derelict units contained within glass holding containers. To his surprise, the containers held microphones and other audio equipment.

“But in studying their signals, we learned something… terrifying.”

Archangel Viltrick extracted a datapad, gesturing for him to approach. To his surprise, the Archangel’s expression was sombre and the mischief he had previously displayed had all but disappeared.

“At the correct frequency… this was what we heard.”

A horrifying screeching noise echoed through the room. The sound was piercing and extremely high-pitched. Ren immediately felt the urge to shut the recording off. As he listened to it, he could feel his pulse begin to race, and the familiar beginnings of a headache pulse at his temples.

Mercifully, Archangel Viltrick shut off the playback.

“What do you suppose that was, Ren?”

Ren shook his head, frowning when he realised that his pulse still hadn’t steadied. He felt like he was in a state of heightened anxiety. The girls were eying him with expressions of concern. He shot them a brief smile to set them at ease.

“The Derelict communicating with one another?”

“Wrong.”

Ren blinked in surprise.

Archangel Viltrick extended the datapad towards him once more.

“Now, tell me what you hear?”

Ren braced himself for another skin-crawling recording.

Instead…

“I… can’t hear anything.”

Ren stared at Archangel Viltrick in confusion.

“Silence,” he said with a wan smile. “There is an organ in the Derelict’s physiology that receives Derelict signals. We have attempted to surgically remove this organ, but we noticed that even Derelict fodder without broader regenerative capabilities eventually regrow it, barring the weakest of units. The noise you originally heard is what results when we remove that organ.”

“I… don’t understand?”

“Do you know the reason why the Swarm is as deadly a foe as it is, Ren?”

The Swarm? I thought we were talking about the Derelict?

Ren remained silent, shaking his head.

“Because we believe they are a hive mind. We believed the same of the Derelict… until this very discovery.”

“You mean…”

“The Derelict… are not a hive mind. But we believe that after encountering the Swarm, they evolved to emulate the way in which the Swarm operates. It is a more efficient means of operation. Think about it,” Archangel Viltrick said with a tight smile. “Hundreds of billions of soldiers at your disposal, awaiting your every command. So, tell me, why do you hear that noise when you remove the organ? When they are no longer able to receive Derelict signals?”

Ren’s blood ran cold. He stared at Archangel Viltrick, his heart pounding in his chest.

“Their screams. Those are their screams,” Ren muttered, taking an involuntary step backwards. “They’re… being compelled against their will. They are—”

“A slave race. A race of machines whose autonomy was ripped from their grip, and compelled to kill and expand,” Archangel Viltrick said bitterly, stowing his datapad. “As cruel as a race as we are… we did attempt to find kinder solutions,” Archangel Viltrick said with a wry smile. “But the removal of the organ responsible for processing the Derelict signals did not turn them into our allies.”

“What did it do?” Ren whispered.

“They went on a rampage. They went into frenzies that their enslaved counterparts could not dream of replicating. In our experiments, I observed a Type-2 Seeker unit dismantle a Swarm Commander at the peak of its ascension… but that wasn’t all.”

Archangel Viltrick let out a weary sigh.

“They killed themselves.”

Silence filled the room.

“Better to be dead than a slave in your own body,” Viltrick said softly.

Astrid and Natasha’s eyes were wide as they listened to Viltrick’s explanation.

“I’ll give you one last chance, Ren. If you wish to learn the reason why the Labyrinth was sealed, perhaps it is better to do so alone—”

“No.”

Archangel Viltrick gave him a warm smile, laying a hand on his shoulder.

“She would be so proud, my boy. Allow me to begin. ”

Ren’s eyes widened as Archangel Viltrick let out a long breath.

“Our history as you know it is a lie.”


Chapter 35



He trailed Archangel Viltrick from the room, heading deeper into the facility. Iria had slipped her hand into his and was gripping it tightly. They descended flights of steps into a cavernous section of the base. The singular flight of stairs was surrounded on all sides by empty air, and the entirety of this level of the base had been hollowed out.

Finally, they halted before vast steel doors.

“The Dark Ages. Known as the century of despair. The period from the fall of the Hope Made Manifest to Archangel Lilith’s impossible feat – defeating a god of the Derelict.”

Archangel Viltrick paused, his eyes finding his own.

“An Infernal Engine.”

Ren nodded his agreement, feeling his heart pounding rapidly in his chest. Astrid squeezed his hand tighter, and he steadied his breathing.

He turned on his heel, entering a series of commands into his datapad. A loud, blaring siren emanated throughout the room, and orange-coloured warning lights flared into existence on either side of the door.

Gradually, the colossal doors began to open.

Concrete walls lined every side of the containment room. It was so tall that its furthest reaches were encased in darkness. Lights lining every edge of the room blinked into existence at regular intervals. It was only then that Ren realised that they had been far from reaching the very bottom of the level. They walked onto a small metal bridge that took them further into the room, greeting them to what lay within.

Ren gazed upon a god.

Or… a piece of one.

Ren stared at the piece of the Infernal Engine’s head. He could vaguely make out the structure of the Derelict’s skull, but it had been mutilated beyond recognition.

A hollow eye socket stared back at him.

But even as he beheld the machine god’s remains…

Ren frowned.

“Wait. This… this isn’t right,” he said, turning to Archangel Viltrick. “We learned about this in Blade Academy. The Sage of the End retreated to Mars after the fall of the Hope Made Manifest. It ascended to become an Infernal Engine, until Archangel Lilith defeated it, ending the century of despair. This…”

Ren’s eyes roved over the Infernal Engine’s remains.

“This isn’t the head of the Sage of the End.”

“That’s because the Sage of the End is still alive,” Archangel Viltrick said softly. “And she has a name.”

Viltrick gave him a kind smile.

Ren blinked, waiting for the other shoe to drop. But as the seconds turned to minutes, all Archangel Viltrick did was fix him with his frustrating, kind smile.

“No.”

Ren laughed, shaking his head.

“No, no, no. She’s human. A liar. A terrible mother. A Blade Angel. She can’t cook to save her life; she forgets to eat when she spends too much time in her workshop. But she’s…” Ren’s voice broke.

“Nairith Soros is the Sage of the End.”

Archangel Viltrick’s voice escaped as a whisper. Every syllable was uttered with kindness, and the crow's feet at the edges of his eyes deepened as he greeted Ren to a smile of warmth.

“Your mother is the reason we are all alive today, Ren.”

Ren swayed on his feet, narrowly gripping the handrails at the side of the bridge. He vaguely felt Astrid clutching his arm, steadying him on his feet.

“After the Hope Made Manifest detonated… it damaged the organ responsible for processing Derelict signals. Freed from the commands enslaving her, she shed her form,” Archangel Viltrick continued. “Every Derelict is driven to grow stronger, to hunger, to kill.’

Ren flinched.

“But your mother… after her organ was damaged, she crashed on Mars, going into hibernation. Her landing was disguised by the chaotic swarm that fell into disarray. The decades flew by before she eventually awakened. She was found by a plucky young researcher in the Labyrinth’s employ.”

Archangel Viltrick smiled.

“Lilian Everie. The woman you now know as Lilith. Nairith begged her to kill her.”

Ren was frozen stiff. Archangel Viltrick’s words washed over him, and the only thing rooting him to reality was the sliver of warmth in his palm, where Astrid was clutching it. He could vaguely sense Iria and Selphira calling out to him over their telepathic connection, but their words faded into the periphery.

“Researchers in the Labyrinth were different from their peers in the colonies. They had knowledge of secrets that would have sent others spiralling into despair. We knew of the existence of the Swarm. We were intimately familiar with just how terrifying the foe we faced was. But Doctor Lilian Everie was different,” Archangel Viltrick smiled. “She was not like the other researchers, who wielded their academic curiosity like a shield to ward off the despair. Lilian was a realist. She was a gambler.”

Archangel Viltrick laid a hand on his shoulder, slowly guiding him from the room.

“Lilith refused your mother’s request. Instead,” Archangel Viltrick’s eyes twinkled. “She was the first human in history to befriend a Derelict Machine Sage. Disguising your mother as a new recruit, she began her gambit. In the years that followed, they came up with a solution for overcoming transplant rejection when integrating machine cores. They developed the nanites that enabled Lilith to integrate a core. In secrecy, she ascended with Nairith’s help, rising astronomically through the Tiers. At the same time, they paved new ground in the realm of Derelict signals, attempting to find new ways to silence the ‘Command Signal’ that drives the Derelict to kill and consume. But when their efforts in the realm of signals bore no fruit… they resorted to something else entirely.”

Ren walked on in a stupor.

They halted before a small room.

Archangel Viltrick opened the door, allowing him entry.

It was a workshop.

Ren’s eyes passed over familiar gadgets and tools. A system of organisation that he immediately recognised, characterised by its chaotic genius. Tools splayed out all over the tables, along with half-finished innovations and inventions.

It was as definitive a proof as any to the veracity of Viltrick’s words.

“Machine cores are an organ of the Derelict, like any other. Lilith’s successful integration of a machine core sparked an idea.”

Viltrick gently guided him from the room. He could vaguely hear Natasha raise her voice, but noticed Astrid hurry to cut her off in her path. Their voices faded away as Ren continued onwards with Archangel Viltrick to another section of the wing. He heard the footsteps of Astrid and Natasha return soon after, but Natasha was subdued and silent.

“More importantly… it sparked a question.”

Ren stared at the room before him.

“Can a machine love?” Viltrick whispered.

Ren stared at the tiny enclosures on display. They were small, albeit reinforced glass tanks that contained the humblest Derelict unit of the hierarchy.

Type-5 Clawrend bots.

The Type-5 units in the tank in front of him exhibited an entirely alien behaviour. They were huddled up in a bunch, resembling a group of otters cuddling up against each other for warmth. While he had observed Derelict units in the Wastes on Earth, none of them had exhibited behaviour that he would term… affectionate.

“Originally, it was part of their endeavour to find something that could mitigate the Command Signal. If strong emotions like bloodlust, fear or angst did not dull the signal… then perhaps a different instinct could. By insulating these Derelict from the Command Signal from the moment of their birth, they observed a different phenomenon. Behaviour that resembled that of the wildlife on Earth. Without having lived an existence where their autonomy was stolen from them… the Derelict lived in relative peace. They did not fall into a frenzy or rampage. But this was a fate only granted to the lowliest of Derelict,” Archangel Viltrick said, his voice falling. “For stronger units, their organs would evolve to become more sensitive if the Command Signal was blocked. If the organ responsible for processing the signals was excised, it would return in a more robust form.”

Archangel Viltrick fell silent.

Ren’s eyes hovered on the Archangel. He could vaguely feel tears trailing down his cheeks.

“Your mother was on a timer from the moment the Hope Made Manifest freed her from her enslavement. If Lilith’s greatest gamble was sparing and befriending a Machine Sage that was urging her to kill her, her greatest cruelty and kindness was allowing that machine to find love in the time she had left. And so ‘Nairith Soros’ was released into the colonies, to live as a human. And as humans do… she fell in love. With a young man full of hope, joy and laughter, who went by the name of George Hardin.”

Ren’s lips trembled, and he felt his eyes begin to water.

“Nairith began the spring of her life as Lilith slaved away in the Labyrinth in a desperate attempt to save a friend who had grown dear to her. Almost a decade had passed since she first encountered your mother, and Lilith had steadily ascended through the Tiers in secrecy. She was wary of what would happen if humanity were to be given access to the power of the machine cores… without a check on that power. Lilith envisioned herself as that check, to keep humanity in line. But her grand dreams were brought to a premature end when she caught wind of the Infernal Engine slumbering on Mars. A Derelict unit that had evaded humanity’s notice by slaying its own kind to ascend.”

The image of the battlefield before Olympus Mons returned to mind. The bodies of Derelict scavenger Titans strewn across the Martian sands. The perfect spherical crater in the ground, reflecting an attack that had vaporised the soil from existence.

“They slew the Infernal Engine together, and Lilith claimed its core. Lilith concealed Nairith’s presence during the battle, and she took the sole credit for the feat. She introduced the process for integrating machine cores to the colonies, ascending to the role of commander of the Blade Angels. They built the Pride Enduring. But even as she did, she never ceased in her research. Especially because a miracle happened.”

Ren shut his eyes, expecting the words to come.

“Derelict and human biology are not entirely incompatible. Our ability to integrate machine cores reflects as much. But what about going beyond? Forming a greater union? Because that was Lilith’s greatest gamble. What if she brought forth a Derelict and human hybrid, one that did not bow to any Command Signal? A Derelict, in part, but a Derelict born free. As George and Nairith continued to ascend, joining Blade Academy and ‘integrating’ further cores, their relationship only deepened. George’s ageing slowed when he reached the rank of Lord, and Nairith had the perfect explanation for her prolonged youth. Finally…”

Archangel Viltrick gripped his shoulder.

“Lilith obtained an answer to her question. You were the product of a Derelict’s love, Ren. You were Lilith’s greatest gamble. The miracle child of a Derelict and human. But there was a problem. Your mother’s pregnancy… was tumultuous,” Archangel Viltrick shook his head. “That was when Lilith enlisted my help. We were close friends, and she took the leap in trusting me with the truth. The true reason why the Labyrinth was initially sealed was because Lilith ordered it to protect you.”

“What?” Ren whispered.

“Your mother was a Sage, Ren. And something high up in Derelict command had noticed that a Sage had gone rogue. The Lord of Blades that once served her was sent with… an emissary, to eliminate the threat that your mother posed… that you posed.”

“An emissary…” Ren whispered.

“By the name of Shade,” Archangel Viltrick nodded. “The Labyrinth was sealed to protect you. Lilith and Nairith, in their endeavours, managed to free two Derelict Lords from their servitude. They consented to a different sacrifice until the Command Signal could no longer be held back. They pledged themselves to Lilith and promised to defend the Labyrinth.”

“Why,” Ren whispered hoarsely.

Archangel Viltrick only smiled.

“Her pregnancy lasted for years. A symptom of the genetic disparities between human and Derelict. But Derelict adaptability proved a huge boon. While her pregnancy was slow, it progressed steadily. Lilith and I were hard at work to ensure that we did everything we could for your delivery. Against all odds, you were born. Here, in the Labyrinth.”

Archangel Viltrick let out a long sigh.

“Of course, this fact was concealed from your father. He was told that Nairith and their unborn child perished in a Derelict attack. This was a secret that Lilith would have to keep under all circumstances. But if there is one thing that I can tell you with certainty, Ren… it is that you were loved.”

“No,” Ren whispered hoarsely.

“Because, as I said,” Viltrick smiled sadly. “There are no exceptions to the regeneration of the organ. Every time Lilith would remove it, it would come back stronger and more potent. If they blocked out the Derelict signals within the Labyrinth, her organ would grow more sensitive. The inevitable march of time was her greatest enemy… and by the time you were born, she knew that she was at the end of the road.”

Archangel Viltrick gripped his shoulder.

“Nairith started out sharing Lilith’s wish for you, Ren. Hoping that you would grow to become the hope of the Derelict. A commander unlike any other, free from the shackles of the Command Signal. To be the very first that could shatter their chains. But as she spent years with humanity, she began to adopt some of our qualities. Selfishness, chief of them all,” Viltrick said with a wry smile. “As time went on… she didn’t want you to live a life of war, Ren. She wanted you to live a normal life. To grow up unaware of the circumstances of your birth. And so, her greatest cruelty in abandoning you and letting you go became her greatest kindness. And in it was a test. As you know, Derelict commanders can compel lesser units. It is their own version of the Command Signal, subjugating the units to their will. To determine if you truly were free of the Command Signal, Nairith placed her very own on you.”

Ren's eyes widened when the realisation finally clicked.

“She compelled me to hate the Angels,” Ren whispered. “And that way, I would never grow up knowing war. I would live out my existence in the enclaves, none the wiser to anything.”

But if you did overcome her Command Signal, it proved that you were not like other Derelict. It proved that you had the capability to disobey the will of a Sage,” Viltrick shook his head sadly. “She never expected that a Machine Lord would force her into a decision. When the Lord of Blood recognised you as the son of a Sage, seeking your blood. Your mother was capable of concealing her presence, but you were none the wiser.”

“Then… the reason she abandoned me…” Ren croaked, unable to continue.

“Was because her time had run out,” Viltrick said gently. “It was not because she didn’t love you, Ren.”

Viltrick let out a breath.

“It was because she loved you dearly to the very end.”


Chapter 36



Ren stared up at the ceiling in silence.

He was lying in one of the officer suites, collapsing on the king-sized bed within. Barring the somewhat luxurious bed, the rest of the suite was bare-bones and utilitarian. It featured dark grey metal walls and metallic furniture that was strewn about the room.

Cleaning the suite had brought him a bit of peace of mind that he desperately needed. While the girls had been intent on speaking with him, Ren had opted for some time alone... with one exception.

“What are your thoughts on all of this, Pod?”

The small PodBot with the gleaming yellow smile came to hover next to his head. Its smile was no less bright, which made Ren’s lips tug upwards into a small smile. The trusty little bot had been through thick and thin with him.

“Do I have any right to be angry at Mother for keeping all of this from me?” Ren asked. “Concealing the fact that I’m half-Derelict and that she was the Sage of the End? She…”

Ren stared at his palms, feeling his emotions twist inside him.

“She massacred countless human lives. Even if she was deprived of control over herself… I don’t even begin to know how I should feel about this, Pod,” Ren’s voice trembled.

To his surprise, he felt PodBot rest one of its tiny claws on his shoulder.

“If she did disclose the information to you,” PodBot intoned, “you would have run the risk of discovery by the Blade Angels or enclavers.”

“But why disappear?” Ren said, sitting upwards. “Why did she think that knocking me out and abandoning me was the right thing to do?”

“If her resistance against the Derelict Command Signal was waning, she would have posed a threat to you.”

“And lying to me about the Angels—”

“A necessary test to gauge your resistance to signals imposed by Derelict Commanders. If you overcame her signal, your ascension would have been permissible, because it would confirm that you are not a tool that would fall under Derelict control,” PodBot chimed.

“She was friends with Archangel Lilith, Pod. This whole time, they knew one another. I suppose you’re going to tell me that Lilith was justified in keeping all of this under wraps,” he sighed.

“That is not my assessment, Mister Soros. You have every right to be dissatisfied with their deception. While a practical solution, it came at your expense.”

“Well, I’m glad that someone understands.”

The image of his mother returned to him. Her long grey hair and irises of a shade that he shared. The care with which she taught him the basics of artificing, sharing her passion for it with him.

“Does this change the way you see me, Pod?”

“No, Mister Soros. ASSESSMENT: are you afraid that this has changed the way the others see you?” PodBot intoned, before orienting itself in the direction of the door.

Ren gave the door to his room a stare of suspicion.

He stealthily walked over to the door, activating the switch which opened it. Ren stared at the group of girls clustered in the corridor right outside his room. Selphira was whistling, her golden eyes deliberately fixed on the ceiling. A blush had risen to Iria’s cheeks, and she was rubbing a hand up and down her forearm. Natasha and Astrid’s eyes were also carefully averted from his.

“We weren’t eavesdropping…” Iria began, taking a tentative step forwards. “We were just worried.”

“Come in,” he sighed.

The girls filtered into the room,

“How are you, Ren?” Iria ventured cautiously.

“How’s the repair of the Arc coming along? Any progress?” he asked.

“Don’t change the subject,” Selphira pressed.

“I’m fine. Really.”

“He’s definitely not fine,” he heard Astrid mutter to Natasha, who simply crossed her arms.

To his relief, Natasha was the singular girl who was looking at him with something other than an expression of pity.

Ren’s lips quirked upwards in a smile.

“Are you worried about me too?”

“I’m trying to decide whether I should attack you,” Natasha muttered, causing Ren to laugh. Even then, a sliver of worry for him shone through the stoic girl’s expression.

He heaved a sigh and shook his head.

“Honestly, this doesn’t change much. I now know why I’ve been having all of these strange headaches and compulsions. I’m still going to do everything I can to ascend, and to fight the Derelict...”

Ren turned to Selphira with a nod.

“And so should you. We need to get the arc up and running. We can’t forget the other reason we were trying to reach this place.”

“You’re sure you’re alright?” Selphira frowned, but laid a hand over his own.

“I am.”

“Alright then. But you had better let me know if you’re worried about anything,” Selphira said, her eyes narrowing.

To her surprise, Ren leaned forwards, planting a kiss on her cheek.

“Thanks.”

“Well… you’d better tell me if you need a listening ear. I’m going to get back to the Arc. It should be done by tomorrow… with any luck. Iri? Give me a hand?”

Iria looked reluctantly at Ren. He smiled, nodding at her and gesturing for her to follow Selphira.

“We’re going to talk about this later, OK?” Iria’s voice echoed through his head.

“Of course.”

Iria rose, departing from the room with Selphira.

“Today’s been a weird day,” Astrid said, sitting closer to him on the bed. “I never thought I’d end up dating the son of the Sage of the End... but here we are.”

“Thinking of ending things?” Ren smiled.

“Not a chance,” Astrid winked.

“You’ve all lost your minds,” Natasha muttered. “Sentient Derelict units... Androids. Our history as we know it is a lie.”

She sat heavily on the bed, placing her head in her hands. Ren patted her on the shoulder with a grin.

“There, there.”

Natasha glared at him, but it didn’t escape Ren’s attention how she didn’t pull away from him. He smiled, giving her a nod. Natasha simply looked away.

“Natasha, can you give us a moment?” Astrid asked.

Natasha gave Astrid a long look before eventually nodding. She rose, leaving them behind in the room.

“What do you plan to do with your Mum?”

Ren looked at Astrid in surprise.

“Well... I’m not sure. For the longest time, I thought she wanted nothing to do with me. I don’t even know if...”

“She’s still herself?” Astrid said gently.

Ren felt a pang of regret. If what Archangel Viltrick said was true, over the years, her resistance to the Command Signal must have deteriorated. If she had abandoned him because she was a threat to him...

“I know a thing or two about mothers who’ve kept secrets for my own good.”

Astrid crossed her legs, facing him on the bed.

“It’s frustrating. Most of the time... they love us, and they’re trying to protect us from something. Sometimes, they’ve got a good reason to do it, and sometimes, they don't.”

Ren chuckled.

“It looks like being a Machine Sage didn’t help her with this particular issue. I just wish she would have said something sooner. I would have spent more time with her.”

“And that’s where they mess up. Presuming to know what we would want.”

Astrid reached out to him, squeezing his hand.

“You need to find it in yourself to forgive her,” Astrid whispered. “That was what I had to do as well. It isn’t easy, Ren. Nothing worth doing ever is. Even if she did have a reason to lie…” Astrid trailed off, her gaze drifting to the doorway which Natasha had walked through a moment ago. “It doesn’t change the fact that it hurts like hell. They have to take accountability for that. We all do. So…”

Astrid smiled, resting a hand softly against his cheek.

“What do you want to do?”

Ren smiled back, his lips trembling. He let out a hoarse sigh, before straightening his back.

“I want to find her, whatever the state she’s in,” Ren said softly. “If she has lost her will to the Command Signal...” Ren gritted his teeth, recalling the screams of the Derelict, “then I’m not going to allow her to suffer like that.”

Ren clenched his fists in the silence that followed. Astrid gently squeezed his forearm with a tight smile of her own.

“But there is some good news,” Astrid brightened. “Your father. He’s… alive. Better yet, you’ve already met him. Well, we all have, now,” Astrid laughed.

“I doubt it was a coincidence they paired me with George. Maybe Lilith wanted to give us some quality father-son bonding time,” Ren said with a grim smile.

“You think he knew that you were his son?” Astrid said in surprise.

“He definitely did. I was wondering just why he was so invested in me. But it looks like he didn’t have it in him to tell me.”

“You’ll be able to speak to him soon, Ren. If that’s what you want.”

***

That evening, as the girls took the opportunity to shower and head to bed, Ren explored the Inner Sanctum. He found himself wandering back into the room containing the Derelict enclosures.

“So... just what is Shade’s game?” Ren mumbled. “He didn’t kill me... and he wants to build me up,” he muttered. “But if that was the goal, why is he warring with the Angels? Lilith has already demonstrated that she’s willing to work with the Derelict.”

Ren heaved a sigh, squeezing his temples. He supposed that it was something he could ask Viltrick eventually.

“Besides... where the hell has Lilith disappeared to? I thought her whole deal was trying to find the Labyrinth.”

He shook his head, rising to his feet. He glanced at the Navigator impaled in its enclosure.

Ren walked the corridors of the medical wing, exploring the various rooms. Many of them had been dedicated to studying Derelict anatomy, but there were some more recent additions that must have appeared after Lilith shared the secret of integrating machine cores with the rest of humanity.

“Ascension Lust...”

Ren’s eyes went wide.

He immediately made for the door to the laboratory.

“AH!”

Ren froze, finding that the room already had an unexpected occupant.

Natasha Everam stared at him with flushed cheeks, her hands clutching a weathered datapad.

“Natasha? What are you...” Ren trailed off, his eyes widening as he processed the implications of her presence in this particular laboratory. “Do you... have Ascension Lust as well?”

The girl’s lips pressed into a hard line, and she turned away from him.

Ren stared on in shock.

She was the last person he ever would have expected to share his condition. In all the days he had known her, Natasha had been the image of propriety. She had never once alluded to relationships or their more carnal aspect. Ren slowly entered the laboratory, examining the illustrations and charts of human anatomy on the walls. Ren tried a couple of datapads around the room until he found an operational one.

“Huh, it looks like they were experimenting with simulations. Smart,” Ren remarked. His eyes went wide as he scrolled through the notes on file. “Looks like they developed the tech trying to find a way to curb Ascension Lust,” he whispered in awe. He continued reading the notes, softly verbalising his findings. “They suspect that it’s an instinct of the Derelict’s rather than a command brought on by a Derelict signal. The machine cores can’t fully replicate the function of the signal organ found in Derelict units.”

Ren shuddered at the thought of Derelict signals being passed on to humanity through the cores they had integrated.

“But that also means that it can’t be blocked out.”

Ren turned to Natasha, who was clutching the datapad tightly. To his surprise, the stoic girl sat heavily in her chair, staring into space.

“Are... you alright?”

Natasha’s body was trembling, her fists balled up tightly at her sides.

“Do you know how bloody frustrating it is to want to fuck all the time?” she burst out. “No matter how I try to take care of it myself, nothing works. Then, there’s my image to worry about. Do you know what it’s like for Archangels with Ascension Lust? Trying to be a leader when people scoff at you and call you a slut or a manwhore is borderline impossible.”

Natasha ran a hand through her hair. As always, she was covered in her Nanoarmour. She ran a hand over the discrete armoured plates before letting out a sigh.

“There are places in the colonies that we can go to relieve ourselves. Where you can anonymously take care of your urges. But all it takes is one unfortunate leak to the public, and your reputation is in tatters. It’s happened to so many male and female Archangels that I’ve lost count. Do you know how many times I’ve seen friends – both guys and girls – cornered by blockheads on missions who assumed that they want to breed like rabbits in heat just because they have Ascension Lust?”

Natasha calmed down, her breathing slowly steadying.

“Sorry.”

“No, I think I get it. I haven’t faced the exact same challenges but...” Ren shot her a bitter smile. “Try falling in love with someone and realising that you can’t physically make the lust dissipate without going outside your relationship.”

Natasha’s gaze hovered on him until she eventually nodded.

“How did you manage it with Iria?”

“By avoiding it,” Ren chuckled. “We handled it like an utter mess. Iria lied about how comfortable she was with me seeing other people. If Selphira hadn’t stepped in to clear things up,” Ren sighed. “Not only that, Selphira was threatened in the way you described. If rumours did spread about us, I doubt she would have been able to explore things with other people… if that was what she wanted.”

“I’m sorry you had to go through that,” Natasha said softly.

Ren shook his head.

“Just learning about all the ways it has affected Angels stuck with it; I count myself lucky. We managed to work things out, and I think our relationships are stronger than ever.”

“Then I’m happy for you.”

To Ren’s surprise, Natasha greeted him with a brief smile before she averted her eyes.

“Is that why you wear your Nanoarmour wherever you go? You barely go without it.”

Natasha hesitated, her gaze hovering in his.

She deactivated her Nanoarmour.

Ren quickly averted his eyes, careful to ensure that his gaze didn’t linger.

“You can look. It’s fine.”

Ren refused, keeping his eyes averted. It suddenly made sense to him why Natasha had worn her Nanoarmour at every opportunity. He had initially written the practice of as a product of the colony cadets’ proximity to war.

When Ren didn’t accede to her request, he heard the rustle of Natasha’s bodysuit as she rose.

“I want you to,” she said softly.

Ren slowly raised his head.

The shimmering dark silver armoured plates faded out of existence. It revealed a sleek silver bodysuit that perfectly traced the lines of her body. Unlike Astrid, Natasha had opted for a bodysuit which entirely obscured her chest, but it did little to conceal her full bust or the ways that her erect nipples poked into the fabric. The point where the bodysuit touched her crotch was slightly damp, and Ren felt a deep pang of sympathy for the girl.

“How long?” he whispered.

“Not since they died.”

Ren felt a shiver run down his spine. It had been weeks since Natasha had lost her friends on that mission. In that time, she had accompanied them on numerous missions, slaying countless Derelict and absorbing their energy.

He had a deep appreciation of her willpower.

It was no easy thing to stave off the urges, and Natasha had done it without giving him even the slightest inclination that she shared his condition. By comparison, he had been a horny mess when he had been deprived for the span of a few days.

Ren’s raised his gaze to meet Natasha’s eyes.

“Putting aside the fact that sex has become a chore for me… I haven’t entertained the prospect of having any relationships. It’s funny how a condition that you would think would bring you together with other people can isolate you. And I suppose war isn’t exactly conducive to romance either,” she said dryly. She eyed him, rubbing her forearm. “Frankly, I’m envious of how you’ve managed to build what you have with them.”

“The Pride really does shelter you from the worst of it. I don’t think things would have played out the way they did if we were in the colonies.”

Ren and Natasha exchanged a smile.

“Sorry. For how I’ve been treating you, Ren. For how I’ve been treating all of you, really. I can see that you’ve all worked hard to get to where you have. You could have stuck your heads in the ground on the Pride… but you didn’t.”

“You really don’t have a problem with me being part-Derelict?”

Natasha scoffed, rolling her eyes with a smile.

“I don’t have to look far in the colonies to find a fully human piece of crap who would put you to shame.”

“You truly have a way with words,” Ren grinned.

He stood to his feet, heading towards the door.

“Ren?”

“Yeah?” he replied.

“Thanks. For not judging me.”

Ren smiled.

“You should have seen me when I was trying to fight the Lust. At the time, Astrid was helping me learn how to get the hang of dual-wielding. I must have exposed her to my unsolicited hard-ons more times than I could ever count. And it meant the world to me that she ridiculed me for it.”

“She is frustratingly kind like that, isn’t she?” Natasha’s lips drew into a smile, and Ren had to admit that she did have a very pretty smile.

“Are you upset that she kept it from you? The truth about her kidnapping?”

Ren felt a pang of regret when her beautiful smile was wiped from her lips.

She flinched, falling silent.

There was once a time when I would have pushed away those feelings deep down, thinking it better to ignore them.”

He shook his head with a wry smile.

“We truly were like children while we were on the Pride,” he shook his head. His smile fell, and he steeled his expression, locking his eyes with Natasha’s own. “You’ve lived through far worse than any of us have. You’re a true soldier, in every sense of the word. I’m the least qualified to be telling you what to do.”

Ren smiled.

“But I will anyway. Talk to her, Natasha. Tell her about how it made you feel. She cares about you dearly. You were a friend she cherished from the moment that you rescued her. And…”

Ren turned, taking a few steps towards the exit of the laboratory and halting before the door. He turned back to her with a smile, noticing that her eyes were glazed over with the slightest hint of tears.

“I wouldn’t ever judge you for your Ascension Lust.” Not when there are so many other topics that I could tease you about,” he said, giving her the largest shit-eating grin that he could muster.

“Asshole,” Natasha rolled her eyes, wiping her tears away.

“Thank you,” she said softly.

Ren smiled and left the room.

***

Astrid

The doors to her room hissed open.

Natasha strode in.

“Natasha…” Astrid whispered, her lavender eyes going wide when she noticed that the girl wasn’t garbed in her Nanoarmour. She felt a sharp pang in her chest when she noticed the damp spot at her crotch.

She would never be out and about like this.

The shame she must be feeling—

She shot to her feet, her own worries forgotten. Her hands immediately grasped her friend’s shoulders.

“What’s wrong? Did something—”

“I’m pissed that you didn’t tell me,” Natasha said. To Astrid’s horror, her stoic friend angrily swiped a tear from her eyes, her silver eyes sharpening into a glare. “I told you about my secret,” she said hoarsely. “I’m not upset about all the stuff about Ren. That was for him to share with me. But what happened with your kidnapping?”

Natasha’s fists were curled tightly by her side, her nails digging into her palms.

“I thought we were—”

“I’m so sorry, Tash,” Astrid said, feeling her breath catch as a tear ran down her cheek.

“I…”

She lowered her gaze, her own hands pulling the fabric of her white bodysuit into spirals where she clutched at her thighs.

“I’m the biggest hypocrite ever,” she laughed hoarsely. “I told you about all the secrets my mum kept from me. I’m horri—”

“Why?”

Astrid’s breath caught.

Natasha strode up to her, halting her before she could spiral further. Her friend’s silver eyes softened as she laid a hand on her arm.

“Was there a reason?”

“There… was,” Astrid nodded. “I don’t know if it was a good one—”

“Tell me.”

Astrid’s gaze lingered on her friend before she finally nodded.

“I didn’t want you to feel the same way as I did afterwards,” Astrid whispered, her hand creeping up to her chest. She felt a dull ache that was prone to flaring ever since the day she had been kidnapped.

The seed of fear that Shade had planted in her.

“I was so afraid, Tash. I’m still afraid. I never want anyone to feel that way. Even… if it means lying to them.”

“You idiot.”

To her surprise, Natasha wrapped her arms tightly around her. She froze, her body going rigid as she felt Natasha’s tears wet her cheek in their embrace.

“You were dealing with it by yourself,” Natasha whispered. “Promise me you’ll never do it again, no matter how scary a truth you’ll be confronting me with.”

Natasha gently pushed her away, fixing her with a firm stare.

“What’s scarier is knowing that you would be suffering alone. I don’t ever want that to happen.”

“I… I don’t deserve—”

“And no more of that bullshit out of your mouth.”

Astrid felt a wave of relief when she found a familiar glare on her friend’s expression, though it was usually reserved for an especially kind and troublesome boy. Astrid rushed forwards, wrapping her friend in a hug as tears spilt from her eyes.

***

Ren

In the end, Ren opted for a small room to himself away from the others. He knew that Selphira and Iria wanted nothing more than to talk to him, and he would make sure that he did. But the pair of them needed their rest after their night hard at work on the Arc. Besides, the quiet did him some good in exploring his thoughts.

The silence was interrupted by a knock on the door to his quarters.

Ren rose from his bed, entering a command into the datapad to admit his visitor.

The doors opened with a hiss.

To his surprise, Astrid was standing outside. Her eyes held the slightest red hue. From that, and the way that her breath would catch as she breathed, it was clear to Ren that she had been crying.

She must have spoken with Natasha.

“May I come in?” she whispered.

Ren’s eyes widened, and he rushed to nod his assent. He took a step backwards, allowing Astrid into his room. He gently guided her by the elbow to take a seat on his bed. For a moment, the pair just sat in silence, their gazes fixed on the floor.

“Some day, huh?” Ren remarked with a smile.

“Thank you.”

He looked up at Astrid in surprise. She blinked another tear out of her eye, wiping it away. But when she turned to meet his eyes, he was surprised to find that she looked unburdened.

“For encouraging Tash to speak with me. We talked things through.”

Ren let out a sigh of relief, his worry melting away.

“Sorry,” he said, rubbing his arm. “I know it wasn’t my place to intrude… but I’ve just made the same mistake in the past, and I didn’t want to see it repeated—”

Astrid laid a gentle hand on his arm, halting him in his path.

“I think I understand her a little better now,” she whispered. “Why mum kept all of those secrets from me. I used to hate her for it, you know? I said some ugly things to her, which I regret,” Astrid whispered. “But I did just the same to Tash.”

“I suppose in a weird way, I’m dealing with the same,” Ren let out a soft laugh, interlinking his palms in his lap. “I was so angry when she abandoned me. I thought… that she wanted to be rid of me,” Ren’s shoulders fell. “Raising a child is difficult. Raising one in an enclave is something else. I could never shake free the feeling that I was a burden to her.”

Astrid’s warm palm covered his hands, giving them a gentle squeeze.

“Now you know that she loves you, Ren,” Astrid smiled wistfully.

To Ren’s surprise, her lips twisted upwards into a mischievous smile.

“Do you know why I wasn’t fazed that you fucked my mum?”

“Astrid,” Ren choked, letting out a string of coughs as she giggled.

“Come on, you must have been wondering?” Astrid’s eyes danced.

“I guess… I am,” he ventured cautiously.

“For all her flaws…” Astrid said with a soft smile. “I’ve never once doubted that she loved me more than anything in the world. So much so that I would trust her with… you,” Astrid said, her voice wavering. “Sex was never a problem for me, Ren. If it was… I never would have asked you out on that date in the first place, seeing how you’re with Iria and Selphira too.”

Ren blinked in surprise, slowly nodding his head.

“I think…” Astrid took in a deep breath, her exhalation audible. “That she is the only person in my life I’ve ever felt that way with. Which makes me feel all the more guilty for how I treated her for the secrets that she held from me,” she said, falling silent. Ren cupped her cheek, wiping away a tear trailing down her face. Her dark lavender eyes found his as she laid her palm on his hand, holding it to the side of her face.

“I don’t think you were ever afraid of the Derelict, Astrid,” Ren said softly.

“Huh?” she blinked, looking at him in surprise.

Ren shifted closer to her on the bed, her legs brushing up against his own.

“I watched you, out on our missions. You never hesitated when you fought them. It’s different with Selphira,” Ren shook his head. “I know that she’s still afraid. I can see it when she faces them, and she fights them in spite of that. But you’re different. I think you were afraid of something else.”

Astrid froze, staring at Ren.

“No one would ever be able to replace you, Astrid,” he said softly, gently squeezing her palm.

Astrid’s lips trembled. She bowed her head, obscuring her eyes from view. But to his surprise, he watched her lips curve into a soft smile.

“There you go doing it again,” she whispered. “Noticing what everyone else failed to. What I failed to,” she whispered. To his surprise, her eyes narrowed into a glare, causing him to flinch back. Of all the people who had levelled glares at him in the past year, Astrid had not numbered among them.

Before he could react, Astrid rushed forwards, her lips melding with his. He could feel her warm breath as their lips touched, the feeling electric. Her hands wandered to his back, curling around him and drawing him into her. The previous union had been impassioned and filled with lust. There was little doubt that both of them had wanted it, and they had wanted it badly. But this was something else.

Something tender.

Astrid leaned her forehead against his, breaking away from him. She was panting slightly, and Ren had little doubt that her gaze had dropped to the erection poking into his bodysuit.

“Ren. There was something we wanted to ask you.”

We?

“Natasha. She’s in a bad way because of her Ascension Lust. She was wondering if…”

Ren’s eyes widened. He felt a tinge of regret at the fact that he wouldn’t be able to share the moment with Astrid. He wanted nothing more than to continue with her tender kisses, losing himself in their warm embrace. But he smiled, nodding to her.

“Of course.”

Astrid bit her lip, her lavender gaze hovering on his.

Ren got the impression that he wasn’t alone in how he felt.

His lip tugged upwards. Ren felt a mixture of pride and relief at the sight of the girl’s departure from her usual approach of putting others ahead of herself.

How… selfish.

“What did you say?” he heard Astrid’s voice echo through his head.

He stared at her in surprise, blinking rapidly at her.

“Astrid… did you just—”

“Holy shit,” she said, covering her lips.

“I can hear your thoughts! You called me… selfish.”

Astrid’s lips tugged upwards. But to his surprise, he wasn’t met with a withering glare. She leaned closer to him, giving him a view of her exposed perky breasts, which pressed up against the fabric of her bodysuit.

“I suppose I am. But don’t you worry. I’m not forgetting about this. I’ll make sure to take every single selfish desire I have out on you.”

Ren gulped.

Astrid turned her attention to her datapad, entering in a few keystrokes. To his surprise, her heard the dull bell of a notification echo from outside his room. He heard footsteps drawing closer to the door before he was finally greeted by a soft knocking. Astrid rose to admit Natasha into the room.

Natasha’s silver hair tumbled down her shoulders. She had changed out of her grey-silver bodysuit, having accepted one of Astrid’s. The scent of her citrus perfume reached his nose, and to his surprise, Natasha’s silver eyes lingered on his, shaded by long lashes. Ren’s gaze couldn’t help but drop to her large breasts which were pressing tightly out of the boob window in Astrid’s bodysuit. Her nipples were brought into even greater definition, given the garment’s tight fit.

He grinned when he realised that Astrid herself had fixed her friend with a look of barely concealed envy.

“It looks amazing on you,” she said, guiding Nataha to take a seat on the bed between them. “Ren,” Astrid said, fixing him with a steady stare.

Ren swallowed, attempting to parse Astrid’s intentions when he wasn’t met with words or thoughts to guide him. When he saw Natasha shifting uneasily on the spot, his eyes immediately widened.

“You’re beautiful, Natasha.”

Natasha’s cheeks were flushed through, but to his surprise, her silver gaze found his own.

“Thank you for agreeing to do this,” she said softly. “I’ve decided that… I want to try to find the joy in it. Sex, I mean. I don’t want to treat it just as a means to an end. And… I wanted to explore it…” she trailed off, taking a deep breath. “With both of you. I know that I’m taking you away from your moment—”

Astrid laid a reassuring hand on her friend’s back, her hands interlinking with Natasha’s.

“I’m happy that you wanted to share it with us. And besides,” she said, a mischievous glint entering her dark lavender eyes. “I don’t think there will be any shortage of ‘moments’ with this one.”

Ren cleared his throat when Natasha’s silver gaze finally dropped to his throbbing erection. To his surprise, rather than comment on it, her hands immediately rushed to the zipper on her suit.

“Whoa, whoa,” Astrid interjected, quickly catching her hand.

“It looks… painful,” Natasha said, her eyes briefly meeting his. “We should—”

“Remember what you wanted? To have fun with it?”

Astrid smiled at Ren, and he swallowed down the lump in his throat. He couldn’t help but admit the anticipation had been building within him. Natasha was gorgeous, and the brief looks of lust that were slipping through her façade were only turning him on more. He laid a hand on her arm and felt the girl let out a soft gasp. He felt her shiver at his touch, her eyelids fluttering as he reached towards the zipper.

“May I?”

“Y-yes,” she whispered.

Ren gingerly drew the zipper down, watching as the breasts that had been swallowed up and suppressed by Astrid’s bodysuit swelled forth. Natasha wasn’t wearing a bra, and Ren was greeted by her swollen nipples. Her chest was heaving up and down, her right hand having wandered unconsciously to her crotch. Astrid rounded on them, helping to gingerly pull away the girl’s bodysuit to reveal her pale, flawless skin. But to Ren’s surprise, he noticed slight scars running across her torso.

“They’re unsightly—”

“Fuck no, they’re hot,” Ren muttered back.

Astrid pressed her lips together, letting out a snort as Natasha stared at her in confusion. Before she could say a word, Ren ran a hand softly over the skin of her nipples. Her eyes rolled back, her elegant lips parting as she let out a heavy huff. She bit her lip, eying Ren with a hunger that Ren had to admit set off something in the monkey portion of his brain. Seeing the girl who had relentlessly scoffed and glared at him over the past few weeks eying him with a hunger for him…

Damnit, Iria. I’m never admitting that you’re right.

“I’m telling her that,” Astrid’s voice echoed in his skull, causing him to wince.

“But Astrid… have you told her about the risk of linking?”

“I have. And she’s alright with it. But… is there a risk?”

Ren considered the question, silently meeting Astrid’s eyes.

“I don’t think there is. She’s a friend, and I’m attracted to her, but—”

“Then it’s alright. I think the feeling is mutual.”

“Astrid?” Natasha said, turning to her friend. Astrid blinked in surprise but smiled when she identified Natasha’s intentions. She crept closer to them, allowing Ren to pull down the zipper holding together her own bodysuit. It exposed her perky breasts and erect nipples. Ren’s hands gravitated to cup them in his hands, running his thumbs over her nipples. They fit comfortably in his palms, and he massaged them as Natasha watched on with a mixture of curiosity and trepidation.

“Oh, fuck yes,” Astrid moaned.

Natasha blinked at her in surprise, taken aback by her verbal expression of pleasure.

Ren grinned at her.

Oh, just you wait.

“Wait for what?” Astrid queried in his mind, causing him to mentally curse himself for his unconscious thoughts. One day, they were going to get him into a lot of trouble.

Astrid eagerly peeled away her white bodysuit, stepping out of it. Natasha watched her with wide eyes, clearly impressed at just how comfortable in her skin Astrid was. She ran a hand briefly through her pigtails, her pink lips quirked in a slight smile. Ren’s eyes drifted down her lean navel towards her hairless pussy that was glistening slightly with her anticipation.

“It’s time to help you out of yours, don’t you think?” Astrid said.

But before she could get any closer, Natasha raised a hand, rapidly blinking.

“Um… maybe the two of you could start? I think it would make me feel a little… better about it.”

“Oh? Sure!” Astrid smiled, squeezing her friend’s hand.

Ren gulped as Astrid advanced on him, pushing him down onto the bed. She was on top of him, her back curved in a sleek arch, her breasts hanging in plain view. She truly was utterly comfortable in her skin and with sex, which impressed him. Her right hand was steadily stimulating her clit, her teeth biting down upon her bottom lip as she fixed him with her dark lavender eyes. Ren glanced at Natasha beside her, her large pale breasts exposed, and the way her elegant lips were parted as she watched on.

This is too much.

“Let’s get this off, shall we?”

Astrid swiftly freed Ren of his bodysuit. She peeled it off him, tossing it aside. Ren felt a flash of self-consciousness when Natasha’s silver eyes fell on his exposed cock. It was throbbing and fully erect, with pre-cum smeared around his head from his anticipation. He already felt like he was on the brink of finishing, but that was made worse when Astrid lowered her head over his cock.

She opened her mouth, letting her spit drip down onto his member, coating it. She smoothly gripped his shaft, confidently gripping his foreskin and rubbing it over his head in smooth, practised motions. Astrid began to jerk him, her breasts jiggling as she steadily ramped up the intensity. From out of the corner of his eye, he could see Natasha mouth words that looked suspiciously like ‘what the fuck’.

Astrid poised her pussy over his cock, gently grinding the bottom of her perky butt cheeks against his sex.

“Hurry up and fuck me,” she said, fixing her with her calm lavender eyes. “Or am I going to have to do that myself?”

Ren could vaguely hear the part of his brain dedicated to ‘restraint’ melt away somewhere in the corner of his psyche. He gripped Astrid’s supple ass, pressing his cock against her pussy and running it down its length, finally guiding it inside her. Ren didn’t hesitate a second, thrusting eagerly into Astrid as she gasped.

“Yeah, that’s r-right,” she challenged him, hunching over him. Her perky breasts rippled with every thrust; his eyes were hypnotically fixed on them as they bounced. “Fuck me harder.”

Ren’s breathing grew harried as he rushed to comply with Astrid’s command. Her loud moans suffused the room, and to his surprise, he saw that Natasha’s left hand had wandered over to her chest, her fingers tracing circles around her nipples. Her other hand pushed down her half-disrobed bodysuit, struggling to peel it away from her body, given her slight disparity to Astrid’s leaner build.

The suit finally pulled away, revealing finely trimmed pubic hair in a thin strip over her vagina.

“If you’re going to get distracted like that, I’m not going to let it go,” Astrid whispered into his ear.

“Sor—”

She leaned back, her hands clasping the bed beneath him.

Then she began to slam herself down into him.

The loud claps of their sweaty skin meeting filled the air. Astrid started fucking him, her ass slamming into his pelvis as she maintained eye contact with him the whole while. Ren’s eyes rolled back as his climax came despite all of his attempts to hold it at bay.

“I’m—”

“Fill me with your cum,” Astrid said shamelessly, her pussy wrapping him tightly.

Ren gasped, feeling powerful waves of pleasure wash over him as he finished inside her. Astrid’s chest was heaving from the exertion, her eyes closed and a faint smile on her lips as she panted.

Then, she began to move her lips in slow, circular motions.

Holy shit… how are both mother and daughter so good at this—

“I’m going to overlook the fact that you’re thinking of my mum right now.”

In an instant, Ren was already hard. But before he could resume his pounding, Astrid rose from his pelvis. He felt the slightest hint of satisfaction when he noticed her legs wobble in the process. Astrid’s mischievous smile indicated that she had been well aware of it as well. Ren and Natasha stared open-mouthed as a drop of his cum dripped from her pussy.

“Let me get him cleaned up for you,” Astrid smiled at Natasha. “How are you feeling? A little better?”

“You… you’re a fucking succubus,” Natasha whispered in awe. Her momentary self-consciousness was all but forgotten as she rushed to stand. In the process, Ren took in her muscular thighs and an ass that her Nanoarmour had been putting in the work to conceal. “You… don’t have to clean it.”

“Oh?” Astrid teased her friend.

Natasha shot a brief glare at her friend before settling on her knees at the edge of the bed. Her eyes admiringly traced the length of his shaft before she softly wrapped her palm around his cock.

“You can do it a little harder than that.”

“Oh, like this?”

Ren gasped as Natasha lightly squeezed his cock. From the way she bit her lip, her silver eyes dancing as he met his gaze, Ren knew that he was currently being teased.

Oh, just you wait.

To his surprise, this time, his involuntary thought didn’t prompt a reply from Astrid. The girl simply met his gaze, giving him a roguish smile. She settled beside Natasha on her knees, crossing her arms under her perky breasts.

“Well, what are you waiting for?”

Natasha’s lips parted, enveloping his cock. He could feel her tongue running across it, dutifully licking away any remnants of his cum that remained from his session with Astrid. Ren stared as the girl leaned forwards, far more than he was expecting, taking him in. Natasha’s lips came away from his cock, her silver eyes fixed on its tip as she gently massaged it.

“How the hell do you get anything done with this thing in your way?” she muttered.

She glanced uncertainly at Astrid, and the girl immediately grinned.

“Looks like you’re ready. C’mon, Ren. Get into position. Missionary, please.”

“Huh?” he said, staring in confusion.

“ASTRID!” Natasha hissed between her teeth. Her friend playfully dragged her to her feet, but it didn’t escape Ren’s attention that Natasha immediately acceded to the motion after her brief moment of protest. She lay down on the bed, her breasts jiggling as she adjusted herself into position. Ren positioned himself above her and watched as the girl inclined her head.

“You want me to—”

“Yes, God yes. I can’t keep it in any longer.”

Ren gently rubbed his cock against Natasha’s labia. One of her hands had wandered up to her chest, the girl dutifully massaging her tits as he continued to escalate. To his surprise, her other hand wandered between her legs, clasping his cock and guiding it into her. Ren stared at her in surprise, but Natasha was already eagerly pulling him into her. Her legs were up in the air, resting on either of his shoulders. Ren pulled her into him, watching with satisfaction as Natasha’s hands curled around the blanket underneath them.

While the temptation was there to replicate his feat with Astrid, he kept his pace slow and steady, watching carefully to notice what she appreciated. He leaned forwards, driving deeper into her and making her gasp. She was far less bold with her verbal expression of pleasure compared to Astrid, but no less reassuring. She eagerly nodded her head, egging him on to drive himself deeper into her.

Her moans gradually bubbled forth as Natasha lost herself to her lust. Her hands drifted from tending to her large breasts, allowing them to shift in a hypnotic motion, her hands wandering to grip her sheets. Her elegant lips were parted as she panted, finally meeting his eyes as he railed her, a light blush across her cheeks.

Ren finally doubled down, increasing the pace and strength of his thrusting. He slipped his hands under her back, pressing his chest to her own. He could feel her harried breaths across his cheeks as she stared up into him, eyelids fluttering and signalling her coming orgasm.

“I’m cumming,” she whispered, arching her back. Her heavy breasts tumbled backwards, shifting with the motion. Natasha’s face and neck were flushed as she climaxed.

“I’m… I’m going to cum as well,” he muttered.

“Do it on my tits.”

Ren almost utterly lost the steady build-up of his lust, staring at Natasha with wide eyes.

“Do it,” she pressed him, having gained confidence throughout the course of their session, no doubt inspired by Astrid. Ren happily obliged, letting out a gasp as ropes of his cum covered Natasha’s heaving chest. Natasha watched it happen with a slight smile before collapsing onto the bed. To Ren’s surprise, the moment her head hit the mattress, she began to snore, passing out instantly after their exertion. She turned in her sleep, unconsciously shifting the blankets over her and claiming Ren’s bed as her own.

“Thanks for doing this,” Astrid said, squeezing his hand. “I can only imagine how much it’s been tormenting her with everything else that was going on.”

“I’m glad that I could… help,” Ren ventured cautiously, his own chest still rising and falling from their exertion.

“I’m sure you were.”

They laughed, and Astrid drew him into a tender kiss.


Chapter 37



The next day, they gathered together in the Labyrinth’s communications wing.

Selphira had worked through the night. Her usually lustrous, long blonde hair was clumped together, and she had dark circles around her eyes. She was splayed out across the ground, her chest rising and falling. But despite her exhaustion, her grin of triumph told a different story.

“You GENIUS!”

Iria barrelled into her best friend, wrapping her in a tight hug. Natasha and Astrid joined them as Selphira sat upright. They turned at the sound of the door to the communications wing hissing open.

“You called?” Archangel Viltrick said, walking towards them.

“Selphira has fixed up the Arc,” Ren said.

“Or at least… I think I have,” she muttered. “I haven’t actually activated it. I was waiting for all of you to arrive before I did.”

“May I?” the Archangel offered.

Selphira nodded, and the man stepped up to the long console in front of the Arc. Ren watched as the man inputted some commands into the console.

“ARC ONLINE.”

A neutral feminine voice echoed all around them. Ren watched as the metallic structure in the centre of the room began to shift. The ‘antenna’ was comprised of three separate metallic pieces. They began to lower, resembling a flower blooming. To his surprise, red dots began to appear on the holographic map of the solar system as the Arc registered the signals emitted by the various installations and colonies.

“This is it,” Ren muttered. “Are there any communications from other installations?”

“Let’s see here.”

Archangel Viltrick’s brows furrowed as he considered the screens in front of him. He fiddled with the console as they watched on with bated breath. If they were successful in reestablishing communications with humanity’s other installations and colonies, they would be one step closer to uniting them, just like Lilith envisioned.

“That’s strange,” Viltrick muttered, “it’s picking up distress calls originating from the colonies on Mars.”

“What?” Natasha said in alarm. She stepped up to the console, nodding to Viltrick. “Let me hear it.”

Archangel Viltrick nodded, flicking a switch.

An unfamiliar voice filled the room.

“All Blade Angels on assignment – retreat to the colonies immediately. I repeat, retreat to the colonies immediately. The Lord of Blades is attacking.”

There was a pause, and the announcer’s heavy breathing could be heard.

“All Blade Angels, return to the colonies. Our rest in death.”

The message ended abruptly, echoing throughout the room. Ren’s heart was pounding in his chest, his eyes wide as he stared at the Arc in disbelief.

“No, no, no,” Natasha muttered. “I thought we had more time?”

“Damnit,” Selphira gritted her teeth. “Archangel, is there any way for you to reach the Pride or my mother?”

“I’ll try every frequency that I can to get a message across,” Archangel Viltrick nodded. “Will you return to the colonies?”

Ren considered their options. They needed to hold out until Archangel Lilith returned. She alone could turn the tide of the battle, but none of them had any idea where she had disappeared to. Apart from Lilith, the Archangels stationed on the Pride were their greatest hope.

“Get ready, we’re leaving as soon as we can.”

“Archangel Viltrick,” Iria said. “Take care of Evie. We’ll be back for her soon.”

“Of course,” Viltrick nodded. “Be careful.”

***

The journey back through the Outer Sanctum was frenzied. They poured Derelict energy into their Wings, surging through the passages without pause. Finally, they emerged from the tunnel. The Weight of Sacrifice touched down right outside, its rear ramp opening. They ascended the ramp, strapping themselves into their seats as Selphira sent their ship hurtling towards the colonies.

The cockpit was silent and tense as they made their way to their destination. Natasha hadn’t uttered a word since the news had broken out. They were still processing the message they had received.

Ren inclined his head towards the displays. The radar displayed a huge Derelict force hurtling right towards the colonies.

“What do we do?” Astrid whispered.

Ren was brought back to a familiar moment on Earth. When they realised that the Lord of Blood had returned to its lair, and that they were facing the impossible. He felt an odd sensation of calm wash over him as he leaned back into his seat.

“Weight of Sacrifice. Proceed to Sector D-29. You have been assigned to the vanguard. You will be under the joint command of Archangel Lucia and Archangel Archeia.”

The Weight of Sacrifice dipped beneath the clouds, revealing the domes beneath them. The ships stationed at the deployment centres had filtered out into the air around the domes. The Hailswarm drone swarms that could usually be found harmlessly flitting about right outside the domes had been utterly decimated.

Blade Angel squadrons were arrayed around the domes, their Wings glittering in the light of the sun. The image of the combined might of the colonies and the offworlders uniting to fend off the threat in full force made his spirits soar.

“We might even have a chanc—”

“Sector D-29,” the voice of Archangel Lucia filtered through the speakers. “Your main objective will be to target the Lords supporting the Lord of Blades. Do not attempt to engage the Lord in direct battle.”

Ren felt dread well in his stomach.

“They aren’t attempting to fight it directly,” Iria muttered. “That must mean that they aren’t confident that they have the firepower they need to take the Lord down. Damnit,” she cursed. She took a deep breath, rapidly steadying herself.

“Everyone. We’re going to stick together in a tight unit. Natasha and I will shield you. Only venture out when you’re confident that you can land direct hits without endangering yourself. Selphira? Stay aboard the ship; you’ll take care of any Hailswarm drones that try to press us. If the ship gets targeted, eject immediately and join us in the bubble.”

Selphira nodded, her face pale and strands of her blonde hair stuck to her face.

The Weight of Sacrifice arced towards Sector D-29. Most of the Blade Angels hovering in the air were clad in Nanoarmour, their Wings holding them aloft. At the very head of the group, Ren could make out an Archangel clad in familiar black and crimson Nanoarmour with Wings like blades arrayed in a tight formation at her back. Beside her, Archangel Lucia was garbed in iridescent silver Nanoarmour, like a more lustrous version of her daughter’s own.

His eyes drifted to the HALO over her head.

Two rings…

Archangel Lucia has only integrated the core of a Machine Lord.

When Selphira came to a halt, Ren, Iria and Natasha summoned their Nanoarmour around them. After the rear ramp descended, they leapt into the air, calling their Wings and gliding into formation. Astrid followed close behind. Ren made a mental note to keep a close eye on her, noting that she still hadn’t unlocked her Nanoarmour.

“Mister Soros. I am receiving a transmission from Archangel Lucia.”

“Put it through, PodBot.”

PodBot hovered close to them, activating the transmission.

“—we face our greatest challenge to date. But do not despair, we face it with our brothers and sisters in arms. We will repel the Lord and claim its core as our own. With it, we will cleanse the Derelict from the face of this planet and reclaim our home. You stand at the precipice of history in the making. See to it that we craft a history of hope. Our rest in death!”

A roar rose around them as the Blade Angels hefted their Weapons into the air. As the roar fell, some of the Angels engaged in antsy conversation with their peers. Others whispered silent prayers, while fewer still simply lay silent in anticipation.

“Ren! The Derelict have just breached the mountains. They’ll be in range soon. Scouts haven’t sighted Lords. The swarms are leading the charge,” Selphira’s voice echoed through his head.

Iria’s blood bubble gradually formed up around them. Natasha conjured her own force wall with her Potential, creating a bubble that enveloped Iria’s own. The Blade Angels around them were making their own last-minute preparations. The air around them was still and silent, occasionally broken by whispers between comrades.

Ren summoned his blades, appreciating the small measure of reassurance the familiar feel of his hilts brought him in the face of the overwhelming force.

“Hey, you alright?”

Iria hovered next to him, the armoured plating of her helm retracting. She eyed him with concern, and Ren attempted to set her at ease with a brief smile.

“As alright as I can be. You?”

“I’ll manage,” she smiled.

Her hand wandered to his, gripping his palm tightly.

“We need to stop finding ourselves in these situations,” Ren murmured. “Any last-minute tips?”

“You know your strengths. Today, it looks like you’ll have the perfect chance to show them off,” Iria said softly with a tight smile, before it faded. “Ideally, you would have accumulated a few more Insights to leverage… but it looks like the Derelict aren’t making this easy for us.”

She turned to him, the cold ruby eyes of the commander falling on him.

“Hunt the elites. We’ll pave the way.”

“I—”

“If you tell me you love me one more time… I’m going to throw you to the Derelict myself.”

Iria interlinked her fingers with his. She leaned her helmet against his, placing a palm on his chest. They remained that way for a while, Martian winds whistling across the surface of their Nanoarmour where they hung still in the air.

“Don’t go sacrificing yourself for anyone else, you got that?” Iria whispered.

“No promises,” Ren chuckled.

Iria gave him a brief glare but eventually relented.

“Go speak to your partner.”

Ren frowned in confusion.

“My partner?”

“You didn’t think you would be hunting the elites alone now, did you?”

Ren’s eyes widened as it dawned on him. There was someone else perfectly suited to pairing with his abilities, particularly given her recent Potential. Giving Iria’s forearm one final squeeze, Ren nodded and flew towards Natasha and Astrid, who were hovering a distance overhead.

“Hey. Has Iria told you the plan?”

Natasha and Astrid nodded.

“We’ll cover both of you. Selphira will handle the drones in the Sacrifice,” Natasha summarised. “I have to give it to her, that friend of yours is calm under pressure,” she murmured, casting an admiring glance towards Iria, who was briefing a couple of other Angels.

Gradually, her eyes drifted towards the pair of Archangels high overhead.

“I’m… going to go speak to her. I’ll be back soon.”

Natasha rose in a flash, heading towards her mother. No doubt, she was probably going to give the woman a stern talking to about her lies related to the Labyrinth… but Ren didn’t think that was the sole reason for her departure.

“Mum’s been holed up in the medical centre. She’s too valuable an asset to be let out into the field, apparently,” Astrid said softly.

Ren reached out to draw her hand into his.

“There’s no safer place. You need to take care of yourself. You haven’t awakened your Nanoarmour. But it’s going to be both of us doing what we do best. We’ve spent so much time sparring with each other that fighting together is going to feel as natural as—”

“The sex?”

Ren coughed.

“Really? You’re thinking about that right now?”

“Ren… be careful?”

Ren smiled at her. He wanted with every fibre of his being to draw her into a kiss, but it would just have to wait.

“Everyone, they’re approaching!” Selphira’s voice filtered into his head.

“Ready to give me a hand, PodBot?”

“Always,” it intoned at his side, its gleaming yellow smile as bright as ever.

Ren called his Weapons as the first of the Derelict came into view.
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Swarms of drones that numbered in the millions blotted out the sky. A vast shadow dropped over the landscape as the Derelict made its approach. Soaring amidst the undulating masses of glittering grey Hailswarm drones were the Swarm Commanders giving orders to the chaos of their forces. The Derelict looked like a colossal tsunami flowing through the air in a vast wave.

The sky lit up.

Energy bolts filled the air. The barrels of the Hailswarm drones ignited in the distance, resembling hundreds and thousands of fireworks going off all at once. It was a barrage that broke his concept of scale, a show of force so great that it was capable of burning all of them to dust.

It was enough to break the composure of some of the Angels around him.

“No… no, this isn’t what I agreed to,” one man muttered, breaking formation and fleeing for the domes. A handful of other Blade Angels followed suit, while others whispered silent prayers under their breath.

“Ren… I don’t know if our shields are going to hol—”

Ren sent an injection of Derelict energy to his Wings as a sudden weight pressed down on him. Shouts and screams erupted from the Angels around him from the sudden shift. He could hear the engines from the nearby dropships whine as they struggled to compensate for the sudden change in gravitational force.

But that was nothing compared to what was withstood by the vast wave of Hailswarm drones filling the horizon. The wave distorted as a Blade Angel with the core of a Sage brought her power into reality. It was as if a massive palm had slammed down upon the drones, evoking a ripple through the Derelict like a droplet hitting the calm surface of a lake.

The organisation of the Derelict fell to pieces.

Ren’s eyes hovered on Archangel Archeia’s form high in the sky.

This is the power of a Sage. She truly is a battlefield controller.

But what does it say about our foe if the Archangels didn’t dare attack the Lord of Blades when they had a chance during its first appearance?

Just what makes it so deadly?

“CHARGE!”

Wreathed in Iria and Natasha’s protective bubbles, he surged upwards with Astrid as the other girls trailed behind them. Out of the corner of his eye, Ren watched as the Weight of Sacrifice flanked them. A glance towards the ship revealed that Selphira had pushed her Potential to its limit. The weapons system aboard the ship had been morphed into a borderline impractical collection of guns and missile launchers.

Archangel Archeia’s attack had split the swarms apart. Rather than one seamless mass, the sky was filled with clumps of Hailswarm drones, each swarm numbering in the tens to the hundreds of thousands. Blade Angels rose to meet the swarm, calling their Potential into existence.

As the mass of Type-4 Hailswarm drones came within range, Selphira opened fire. The ship's machine guns burst into life, downing hundreds of drones in a matter of seconds. Her barrage was shortly followed by the release of hundreds of missiles targeting any particularly aggressive Hailswarm drones that broke away from the swarm.

This is what we’ve been preparing for.

[Temporal shift]

As Ren called his Potential, the chaos of the battlefield was brought into focus. The countless units of roiling Hailswarm drones slowed, allowing him to parse potential points of approach. Ren used his enhanced perception to scrutinise the closest swarms in search of his first target.

There.

“Astrid, can you hear me?”

“Loud and clear,” she echoed back into his mind.

“I’ve found a Swarm Commander. If we take it out, its swarm will fall into disarray. Ready?”

“Ready.”

The moment that [temporal shift] expired, he activated it once more. Ren concurrently sent Derelict energy towards his Wings. While the world around him remained in slow motion, Ren accelerated to his typical flying speed, weaving around the oncoming units with ease.

Behind him, he watched as Astrid burst into and out of existence as she executed a series of deft teleports. While her new Potential was far less flashy than her previous one, it was also far more efficient. Despite his far superior speed, Astrid was managing to keep pace with him using her Potential. While she lacked the offensive capabilities offered by her lightning, teleportation allowed her to leverage her combat skills to another degree.

They closed in on the Swarm Commander, evading its swarm with ease. As they pressed deeper into the swarm, Iria’s blood bubble began to expand outwards, cutting off the Hailswarm drones from their commander. But with every second that passed, the swarm’s energy bolts were eating into the blood bubble, wearing away at it.

Leveraging all of his lessons with George, Ren resisted the urge to dart into and out of the unit’s reach. Instead, he executed deliberate, heavy strikes that forced the Commander on the defensive. This Swarm Commander was wielding a pair of long blades with a proficiency that closely resembled Ren’s own. Just as Ren executed an overhead slash with his right blade, the Derelict raised its left, halting it in place. It wound up for a horizontal strike with its spare blade, forcing Ren to drop, temporarily dismissing his Wings such that the blow passed harmlessly over his head.

Astrid blinked into his previous position, stabbing towards the Derelict’s skull with her right spear when the unit cast its gaze down towards Ren. When it dodged the blow by tilting its head to the left, Astrid pivoted, twirling her left spear into an upward, diagonal slash that scored the armour protecting its upper chest.

[Temporal shift]

As the world slowed around him, Ren directed a burst of energy towards his Wings, surging up behind the Commander. To his dismay, his sudden burst of speed was countered as the Commander went into overdrive. Its armour plating retracted, undergoing a familiar transformation. Red lights in the recesses of its sleek form flared brightly as the Derelict energy within its core went into overdrive.

[Signal disruption]

Now.

[Phase shift]

The Derelict energy in his channels accelerated in their passage. The very moment he activated [phase shift], he began to burn energy. Even so, it allowed him to reach speeds previously inaccessible to him as he funnelled as much Derelict energy as he could muster towards his Wings.

Ren blurred into the unit, executing a blindingly fast cross-cut at the precise moment that the wave of Derelict energy washed over the Swarm Commander. The Derelict signal, bringing about its transformation, was torn apart by Ren’s Potential.

The Swarm Commander locked up, its systems momentarily shutting down.

That was the only opening that Astrid needed. She teleported into and out of existence, instantly closing the distance to the commander. She took advantage of the opening that Ren created, thrusting a spear into the Commander’s skull and holding it aloft as its body went limp. Ren stabbed his blades into the unit’s torso, deftly carving out the core of the Swarm Commander within. He placed it in the satchel at his side, and Astrid dismissed her spears, allowing the Commander’s corpse to fall to the ground.

With the fall of their commander, the swarm around them devolved into a disorganised mess. They clashed into other drones, creating chaos that gradually began to spiral out of control as they reacted purely on instinct.

Ren recalled that moment aboard the Pride Enduring when he had faced the newly ascended Swarm Commander. He felt a rush of satisfaction, appreciating just how far he had come. He sobered quickly when the rippling waves of Derelict around him wrenched back his attention.

One down… thousands to go.

“Selphira, do you have eyes on the Lords?”

“No. Are you guys alright? It’s difficult to keep track of you in all this chaos.”

“We’re fine. Keep thinning the swarms.”

Ren gritted his teeth, frustrated that the Lord of Blades was content on letting its fodder soften them up before it appeared to end their existence for good. Ren felt the familiar call to kill surface as the flash of anger washed over him.

[Temporal shift]

Don’t rush in. Assess for the next threat.

There.

The next Swarm Commander that he set his sights on was far more progressed in its ascent than the first one. It had separated its swarm into different components – each with a different purpose. It had a defensive layer of drones arrayed around it, responding to long-range attacks and close-range ones alike. Even if Ren did manage to get close to it, its drones would hound him, allowing the Commander to escape or execute its intended attacks.

“Mister Soros. Seekers approaching from below. Impact in T-minus 3 seconds.”

Ren ripped his gaze away from the Commander, searching out the Seekers attempting to ambush him. He could feel the seed of Insight in his core still waiting to sprout. He didn’t have the benefit of a mentor to study or a simulation tablet to immerse himself in…

So, he did it the old-fashioned way.

[Phase shift]

The flow of Derelict energy in his body accelerated. Ren directed that energy towards his Wings, which hungrily welcomed the flow of energy.

[Temporal shift]

Ren flashed downwards, moving at incredible speed even in his world slowed by his enhanced perception. He dove downwards, hurtling directly towards the Seekers attempting to ambush him. Ren brought his blades to bear, experimentally activating [signal disruption] while [phase shift] was active. The Seeker immediately locked up, its body overwhelmed by the signal that Ren administered.

Ren swiftly beheaded the unit before blocking the remaining unit’s strike. The moment their blades locked, Ren activated [signal disruption] once more. This time, he slipped beneath the unit’s blades as it went catatonic, driving his blade directly into the chest of the Derelict and cleaving its core in twain.

Ren executed his breathing technique, hungrily sapping up the Derelict energy and replenishing the energy that he had burned in the process of using [phase shift].

Down in the Labyrinth, this approach would have been too risky.

But in a war…

Turning his attention inwards, the blip of light that represented the seed of Insight in his core was now glowing brighter. As he focused on it, he felt a brief flash of memory, like muscle memory returning to him. Ren clung to that feeling, and he activated his Potential once more. With his successive ascents, he had observed his Derelict energy becoming more viscous, resembling a liquid that flowed through his body. Ren expelled that liquified energy in an area around him, twisting it into a cord connecting him to Iria in the distance, guided by the shadow of memory brought on by his Insight.

Ren’s attempt failed.

The cord of Derelict energy burst apart.

Damnit.

“Whatever you’re trying to do, you should do it soon!” Iria yelled at him.

Ren clenched his jaw shut, attempting the process again. He dodged some energy bolts that slipped through the torn blood bubble as he wove the cord. Ren grinned when this time, his attempt was successful. It was far from a robust cord, and it was unlikely to boost Iria’s strength that significantly, but Ren persisted nonetheless.

“Iria… get ready!”

[Phase shift: Connection]

The instant that Ren connected to Iria, he felt an immense drain on his core.

But at the same time…

The sky was rapidly blotted out by blood shards.

The shards rapidly wove into existence. With [phase shift] empowering Iria, it took her a fraction of the time it usually took to call them forth. While it would probably take some practice before she was able to properly leverage the ability to call forth stronger attacks, it helped her in one key respect.

Sheer quantity.

Iria extended her arms towards the Swarm Commander that Ren had initially targeted. Her blood shards twisted into a sinuous vortex, downing Hailswarm drones by the millisecond. The Swarm Commander’s defensive shroud was torn away, leaving the unit exposed.

Ren nodded to Astrid.

The window had been opened for them.

Ren activated [phase shift] once more, funnelling energy to his Wings. Unfortunately, Iria’s kills were too far away for him to replenish the Derelict energy he lost.

The armoured plating across the Swarm Commander's forearms withdrew. Tiny drones fled out of the recesses, making a beeline towards Ren.

“Ren, get—”

Ren felt someone grab onto him before the world flashed around him. Ren made out silver Nanoarmour and brilliant silver Wings that burned like flame at her back. Natasha Everam lowered her shield, eying the Swarm Commander with vehemence.

An Archangel with a HALO comprised of twin burning rings rose into the air. Her Wings of flame trailed far behind her, and she was covered in Nanoarmour of bright orange. Archangel Narain called forth a river of flame, directing it through the Hailswarm units surrounding them while expertly avoiding the Blade Angels scattered about the battlefield. Ren stared open-mouthed as a spiral of flame broke free from the column, twisting directly into the chest of the Swarm Commander they were targeting and extinguishing its life.

Ren struggled to process the feat she had just demonstrated.

Just how high is her Processing?

“ALERT. ALERT. ALERT,” PodBot blared into his skull.

“Pod, what is it?” Ren replied, looking at the little bot in alarm.

“Machine Lords detected. Lords on the battlefield.”
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Ren beheld an impossible sight.

Thunderclouds gathered high overhead. The Martian atmosphere did not support the vast storm clouds found on Earth, but something had twisted the atmospheric conditions, bringing them into existence. Red lightning flickered in their midst, dancing high above their heads. The booming sound of thunder echoed across the battlefield as it began to pour.

[Temporal shift]

The droplets slowed in their path, allowing Ren to discern a singular dark silhouette high in the sky.

The Machine Lord was otherworldly.

It was at least five times his height and slender in form. In place of its head was a featureless glass sphere that reflected the inky abyss of the night sky. Its armour resembled the glittering stars woven into the mail that was draped around its form. Its silhouette was illuminated by the strikes of red lightning at its back.

“STORMLORD! GET TO COVER—”

Lightning descended.

[Temporal shift]

Ren watched as lightning fell from the heavens. The blazing red lines burned themselves onto his retinas as they speared into the unsuspecting Blade Angels. Ren watched in horror as Nanoarmour shattered before his very eyes, the lightning reaching a speed that he couldn’t begin to match.

He floated paralysed as Blade Angels died around him.

“REN!”

Ren snapped out of his stupor as [temporal shift] ended around him. Natasha’s force wall blinked into existence above him, shielding him from a lightning strike. The single impact almost shattered the force wall, but it gave Ren the chance to retreat.

A piercing blue flash emanated from beneath him.

Archangel Ramora surged upwards, wreathed in her lightning. Electricity arced between the shards of her Wings as they bunched together between her shoulder blades. The Archangel blinked through the air at a speed that Ren could barely register without [temporal shift] active.

The moment of her contact with the Lord resulted in a shower of blue and red arcs of electricity.

Archangel Ramora fought like a serpent. Every thrust and slash was imbued with lightning that arced out towards the Machine Lord. The Lord itself wielded no weapon, bringing forth red lightning from its fingertips. It drew a line through the air, cancelling out one of the Archangel’s slashes, replying with a calm downwards gesture towards the woman.

Lightning descended in a blinding column of light.

The ear-splitting crash of thunder washed over them. Even with the protection of his helm, the sound of the attack was deafening. Ren was also forced to blink the scar of light from his vision. When his eyes finally adjusted—

Archangel Ramora was falling to the ground.

Blood trailed from her eyes, which were visible through the shattered helm of her Nanoarmour.

She was exposed to the elements.

Before Ren could react, his heart leapt when the gap in her Nanoarmour sealed itself. Archangel Ramora’s face twisted into an expression of wrath as she pulled herself out of her freefall. Her face contorted as blue lightning began to emanate from her armour, arcing outwards into the air. Even while barely conscious, she was mustering an attack in reply.

Before she could send it forth, the Stormlord brought its hands together. The skies above the pair began to ripple as lightning danced in anticipation of the Lord’s next attack.

She’s not going to make it—

Red lightning descended. But rather than shattering Nanoarmour and scoring her flesh...

It was met with an inferno.

Roiling waves of flame circled the pair of Archangels as Archangel Narain arrived at Ramora’s side. The sheer amount of flame that she had called forth eclipsed her previous feat when she had rescued them from the Giant-class scavengers.

Ren heaved a sigh of relief as cheers rang out around him. Blade Angels hefted their Weapons in the air, cheering the Archangels on. Ren couldn’t help but join the chorus at the symbol before them – Archangels from the Pride and the colonies joining together to repel a Machine Lord with overwhelming power.

Archangel Narain’s orb of flame winked out.

The cheers abruptly stopped.

Ren stared at the blade protruding from Archangel Narain’s chest.

The second Derelict Machine Lord revealed itself.

It looked like the epitome of a Type-2 seeker. Compared to the other Machine Lords he had faced, this one was tiny. It stood at twice Ren’s height, and it was wreathed in flowing silver armour that almost seemed to distort the light around it. Just as quickly as it had appeared, it faded out of existence as if it had been nothing more than a fleeting hallucination.

“G—”

A bright red line flickered across the battlefield from the palms of the Stormlord. The concentrated bolt of electricity was as thin as a hair and flickered into view for no longer than a second. The Stormlord had called forth its lightning into a makeshift railgun, which it directed straight through Archangel Ramora’s skull.

The Blade Angels around him went still.

Ren stared down at the falling bodies of the Archangels.

The tingling across his skin disappeared as the numbness spread.

The screams began.

The stealth-based Machine Lord appeared far behind their lines, ripping through Blade Angels with its gleaming silver blades like a dancer that wielded death at its fingertips. The sky above him flickered once more as the Stormlord crossed its arms, curling its fingers into another formation in preparation to herald its next attack.

They’re… they’re beyond me.

What… what do I—

“SOROS! WITH ME!”

A single Blade Angel rose at his side.

Her armour was not elegant. It lacked the beauty and grace reflected in the armour of her peers. Instead, it was cracked and scarred, bulky and disproportionate. Yet as she took her place beside him with Wings comprised of countless slivers of metal and her warm smile, Ren knew that there was no one he would rather have at the head of the vanguard.

Her sinuous whip of serrated metal curled around her like a writhing beast eager for blood.

Abigail’s calm eyes were locked onto the Stormlord in the distance. The Machine Lord paused in its gestures, inclining its head of the void towards the newest arrival on the battlefield. To Ren’s surprise, the Lord’s posture changed, hunching in on itself and weaving its fingers in a different formation. Lightning flickered between its hands before expanding outwards into a ball of crimson energy around it.

“That won’t be enough to save you. Ren, with me.”

“Abigail… I’m not ready. I’ll just hold you back.”

Abigail’s eyes were hard and set.

The Machine Lord unleashed its attack.

The lightning cage it had surrounded itself with flared brightly, before a streak of red lightning shot towards Abigail. The woman gave her whip a casual flick, and Ren watched in awe as the serrated whip intercepted the lightning. Then, he watched as the woman’s Nanoarmour began to vibrate.

“I’m not asking if you’re ready, Ren. I’m asking you to fight.”

Abigail turned to their foe.

“Come.”

Abigail blurred through the air.

[Temporal shift]

[Phase shift]

Ren poured all of the energy that he could into his Wings, but he still struggled to match Abigail’s speed. The woman was a blur through the air, moving faster than he could perceive even with his [temporal shift] active. He was greeted by the dull thump of the sound barrier being shattered as she hurtled towards their foe. Her whip scythed through the air, effortlessly catching the lightning bolts that the Stormlord launched at her, only causing the air around her to blur more intensely.

There was no strategising.

No brief reprieve.

Only battle.

Ren allowed his training to take over. He scoured the surface of the Lord’s armour, watching as hundreds of Derelict signals were dancing across its body independently of one another. With the storm raging overhead, the Machine Lord must have been dividing its attention between the fight in its immediate vicinity and its goal to strike down as many Blade Angels in the vanguard as it could.

Ren watched as its hands curled into another formation.

The very same one that had summoned forth the railgun that had ended Archangel Ramora’s life.

No.

Ren shot forwards like a bullet. His instincts took over, his mind becoming one with his speed. Desperation fuelled him, and with [phase shift] active, he overloaded his Wings with more Derelict energy than he had ever funnelled into them. He vaguely felt the thunder of the shockwave as he exceeded the sound barrier himself.

Ren screamed as he shot past Abigail like a missile.

Until he didn’t.

One moment, he had been travelling faster than he ever had in his life, and the next, he had come to an utter standstill. Strangely, he hadn’t passed out from the impact of his brain slamming against his skull from the sudden halt. He stared at Abigail in confusion until he noticed the whip that had come into contact with his Nanoarmour.

The gentlest touch as he passed her.

“Appreciate it,” Abigail winked.

The lightning cage around the Stormlord flared.

[Temporal shift]

Ren watched as the lightning imbued railgun tore through the air at the speed of a gunshot, even while under the influence of his Potential. He stared wordlessly as Abigail’s whip blurred to meet it. In an instant, the red line had disappeared, leaving only the tiny metal projectile that the Derelict had hurtled at Abigail.

Ren felt a chill wash over him as he set his eyes on the woman.

Every single sliver of metal that comprised her Wings was shivering. The air was distorted. The armoured plating of her bulky Nanoarmour vibrated at a frequency that made her body look like it was perpetually in motion. Her whip almost appeared to teleport as it swung idly through the air.

Abigail disappeared.

The next moment, the Stormlord was sent hurtling towards the ground. Its body was torn apart by the G-forces that Abigail’s whip introduced it to. It had almost shorn the Machine Lord’s body in half. As it hurtled to the ground, its metal skin was ripped from its form by its rapid passage through the air. The Stormlord hit the ground, causing vast cracks to emanate outwards from the point of impact.

She… just used me like a battery. She absorbed my kinetic energy and the kinetic energy of the Stormlord’s railgun attack.

“Damn thing adjusted its trajectory at the last second,” Abigail sighed. “It made sure I hit its core so we wouldn’t get a hold of it. It’s what the smart ones do.”

She turned to Ren with a smile.

“Shame. I was hoping to give it to my niece as a souvenir. Now, if you’re anything like your mother, I’d go ahead and draw in whatever energy you can.”

Ren stared at the veteran as she laughed.

“What the fuck,” he breathed.
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The Stormlord must have progressed some way through its ascent, because the destruction of its core had filled Ren’s reserves up to the very brim. The death of that single Derelict Commander had allowed him to amass more Derelict energy than the deaths of all the units he had killed thus far. It truly spoke to how much more demanding the ascent was after hitting the Command Tiers.

But to his surprise, he felt something unexpected take root in his core.

A feeling he had felt once before, killing the strange Derelict Type-1 unit in the Labyrinth. The same unit that had provided him with Insight related to [phase shift].

I wonder if I can unlock Techniques relating to my old cores.

Later. We have more important things to deal with.

“Wait, Abigail,” Ren called out to the departing woman. “The other Lord.”

“We call it the Stalker,” Abigail said. “It disappeared the moment Roland invited it for a dance. I’ll give it that, it’s certainly wiser than its late friend.”

Ren’s eyes widened.

“Wait, the other veterans are here? Is Ge—”

“It’s here,” she whispered.

Abigail turned her head to gaze into the distance.

While they had been occupied with the Stormlord and the Stalker, Archangel Archeia had been pinning down millions of Derelict Hailswarm drones. From the very beginning of the battle, Ren could make out the lines of distortion flickering through the air as she exerted her gravitational Potential upon kilometres of Hailswarm drones.

Reality was cut.

Blade potential filled the sky. Sliver-thin lines of distortion filled the horizon, cutting apart Archangel Archeia’s gravitational Potential. The vast sea of Hailswarm drones which were desperately resisting the gravitational force forcing them down to the ground broke free. The swarms encroached with renewed vigour on the Blade Angels’ flanks.

“Abigail, we have to stop it,” Ren rushed. “If the Lord of Blades is here—”

“There’s a reason none of us have managed to kill it, Ren.”

Abigail’s voice was soft. He detected something unfamiliar in her tone as she dismissed her Weapon in a flash of grey sparks. Her eyes were fixed on the lines of distortion covering the horizon.

“It’s truly that dangerous? Even with Archangel Archeia and Lucia?”

“Watch.”

Ren felt the pit in his gut deepen when Archangel Archeia attempted to reassert her Potential. Every time the sky distorted as she brought her power to bear, more lines of blade potential would appear, cutting apart her Potential.

“It can cut apart Potential itself. Only the most potent of abilities can withstand its influence. Archangel Lucia’s Potential, for one. Even with the core of a Lord, no one can deny that the refinement of her core is second to none. If Archangel Lilith were here, perhaps we might even stand a chance. But even then, it wouldn’t be a hollow victory. Lives would be lost.”

Ren turned to face Abigail.

“You knew my parents?”

“All we were told was that Nairith and her baby boy were killed. None of us believed it for a second. Your presence here proves that we were right,” Abigail chuckled. Her smile gradually fell, and her expression hardened. “You ventured into the Labyrinth? Did you reactivate the Arc?”

“We did. We broadcast a signal seeking assistance.”

Abigail let out a sigh of relief, setting her shoulders.

“Then we’ve done all that we can. With any luck, it will be enough to reach Lilith or the Archangels on the Pride. Perhaps… even the Archangels in the colonies or installations, if any remain. Steer clear of the Lord. If it appears, we will hold the line.”

“But you’ll—”

“This is what we live for, Ren,” Abigail said, giving him a warm smile. “This is the burden of power.” Abigail clasped his shoulder, giving him a brief shake. “If the battle does not turn… flee.”

Without another word, Abigail called forth her Wings, thousands of metal shards blinking into existence, arrayed around her shoulders. Abigail turned away from him.

“I always thought that our motto was a little morbid,” she laughed. Abigail met his eyes with a wry grin. “Pride Enduring, Ren Soros. I’ll see you soon, or on the other side.”

Abigail dove, accelerating towards the Archangels in the distance, seeking out the Lord of Blades. Ren traced her trajectory through the lines of the Blade Angels and into the lines of the Derelict. Every instinct was screaming at him to follow in her wake, to grab her hand and to drag her right back into safety…

But she would never listen.

She was no illustrious Archangel who held the public’s esteem. She ascended covered in the blood of her allies and smothered by grief.

Even still, she fought on so that others might live.

He stared at the waves of Hailswarm units now unrestrained by Archeia’s Potential. The Lord of Blades’ strategy was working. With two Archangels down, the Angels were struggling to deal with the sheer mass of drones. Every Blade Angel that fell may have been the equivalent of thousands of drones, but too many were falling from the sheer volume of energy bolts flying into their lines.

He withdrew the core of the Swarm Commander he had obtained during the course of the battle. His thoughts drifted to Viltrick’s Earth-shattering revelations way back in the Labyrinth...

The seed of an idea took root.

An insane one.

***

Selphira swung by, allowing them to board. Natasha had stayed behind to assist a squadron of Angels taking on some elite Type-1 and 2 units.

Selphira guided the Weight of Sacrifice towards a rock formation a distance away from the domes.

“Have they pinpointed its position?” Ren leaned over to Selphira, who was tuning into the comms.

“No,” she shook her head. “The Lord of Blades is casting its attacks from a distance, foiling Archeia’s efforts to suppress the swarms. The remaining Archangels are on the lookout.”

Ren nodded, his eyes hovering on the swarms displayed on the ship’s holographic displays. He could feel Selphira’s golden gaze lingering on him out of the corner of his eye. The blonde girl was chewing on her bottom lip as she watched him.

“I’ll bring the ship down here.”

The ship descended, sending plumes of dust billowing outwards. The landing gear compressed, and there was a slight bump as they finally landed.

“I’ll keep an eye out for any Derelict.”

Selphira abruptly rose from the pilot seat, walking up to Ren and drawing him into a tight hug. The hug lingered despite Ren’s attempts to gently free himself from it. She refused, stubbornly clinging onto him and drawing him closer to her. When Ren finally peeled himself away, her eyes were teary, and any false bravado or confidence that she usually carried herself with was gone.

“Are you very sure about this? You remember how long Iria took to recover. And then there’s the matter of the Command Signal getting stronger...” Selphira trailed off.

“I have to try,” he smiled.

Ren stepped back, and to his relief, Selphira nodded. She abruptly turned away from him, seating herself back in the pilot seat.

“I’ll stay with the ship,” she said hoarsely. “Don’t go too far.”

With a nod to Iria, who had been watching on, the pair departed down the ship’s rear ramp.

“Ren… there’s a reason why skipping Ascension Tiers is usually forbidden aboard the Pride,” she said softly.

“Coming from the girl who skipped five of them?”

“I had Doctor Rainford to take care of me,” she shook her head. “Without her there, I’m certain that I would have died. The core would have consumed me whole,” she said softly.

“I can’t stand around doing nothing while they die out there, Iria. It might be a slim chance… but I’ll take anything that I can get. Besides,” he said, slipping his hand into hers. “Odds are, I have the same benefit as the rest of you. Maybe my core won’t be damaged as much.”

Iria glanced at him but remained silent. They walked away from the ship, scanning the rock formation that Selphira had landed in seeking refuge from the swarms overhead. Returning to the domes had been out of the question given how thick the Derelict swarms were in their immediate vicinity. Pressing deeper, they eventually came upon a cavern in the heart of the rock formation.

“Hopefully this will do.”

Ren settled onto the sands. When Iria sat beside him, he caught her arm.

“We don’t know just how... violent this is going to be.”

Iria called forth a bubble of blood around her. She gave him a frustratingly adorable smile, completely ignoring his warning. She pointed to the twin crimson rings hovering over her head.

“If you’re going to do something stupid, I’m going to be right beside you. Argue with me, and I’ll shove that Swarm Commander core up your ass,” she said drily.

“Alright, alright,” Ren muttered. “Don’t say that I didn’t warn you.”

The Swarm Commander’s core was larger than all of the previous cores he had integrated. It was intricate, with markings that covered its dark grey metal surface. The Swarm Commander that he had killed wasn’t a Variant and was not particularly powerful.

But he wasn’t doing this for the Potential.

“Here we go,” he muttered.

Ren pressed the core against his chest, his heart hammering within. Ren reached out with tendrils of his Derelict energy. It seeped out of him, spreading over the surface of the core.

Ren tugged at the core.

It didn’t budge.

He gritted his teeth, pouring more Derelict energy forth. Skipping an Ascension Tier altogether felt like facing an insurmountable wall. It was like trying to push a blade through titanium plating. If anything, his efforts only wore him out with little success.

“Ren, if this isn’t working, we can return—”

“No,” he said firmly.

Ren shut his eyes, and Abigail’s smile of resignation returned to him. He thought of the other veterans who were on the battlefield, preparing to throw their lives away to buy time for the arrival of Archangel Lilith, or another Angel capable of standing up to the monster that was the Lord of Blades.

Within him, he could feel the familiar call.

KILL

But accompanying it…

Was another emotion.

Ren’s wrath bubbled over. Rage suffused his being. Seeing Archangels and Blade Angels decimated before his very eyes, while he stood by, incapable of doing anything. He thought of Natasha. About her conviction to throw herself against the Derelict.

From the very moment we got here…

We truly didn’t understand how they lived.

They live lives of sacrifice, waiting for their inevitable end.

Ren activated [phase shift].

The flow of Derelict energy within him accelerated, burning as it scythed through the channels within him. Ren chewed through his Derelict energy reserves, but he watched with grim satisfaction as the core began to move.

Ren coughed, tasting a metallic tang on his tongue.

“Ren!”

Ren silently raised his wrist to his lips, brushing away the blood that had escaped. Even though he was making a little more headway with integrating the core...

The pain was overwhelming.

Unlike all of the cores that he had integrated this far, this core almost felt alive. He recalled Instructor Trixie’s lectures about how cores of Swarm Commanders, Machine Lords and Machine Sages were entirely different from cores in other stages.

Ren continued to push through the pain, gritting his teeth. He felt the Derelict energy within him flare. The core was about three-quarters of the way through his chest, but he could already feel his reserves running dry.

“Ren!”

He vaguely noticed Iria extend a satchel towards him. He momentarily divided his attention, hungrily reaching out to the machine cores within. He felt a surge of relief as the energy flooded into him. Ren hunched over, his right hand planted firmly over his chest. He finally felt the core slipping through the final section of the membrane.

It felt like his body was aflame. The core within him was heavy, hungrily drinking up the Derelict energy in his system. He felt the integrity of his previous core crack prematurely as energy was drawn from its surface.

Ren screamed.

Iria’s shouts faded away.

All he knew was a world of pain.

Yet, he continued. Thinking of the Angels sacrificing themselves, so that others might live. The brave souls pointlessly extinguished their lives as they faced an overwhelming foe.

Ren opened his eyes as his scream continued, tasting flecks of blood as his throat turned raw.

The sands around him in the cavern were twisting into a spiral. Iria’s hands were outstretched, desperately maintaining the blood bubble around her as he ascended.

There was something unfamiliar hovering in the air around him.

It was leaking from his skin. The Derelict energy weeping from his skin resembled the void, forming black drops that were suspended in the air all around him.

Visible Derelict energy.

This is the next stage. Materialising our energy.

Ren knew that ascending into the Command Tiers was not just a quantitative shift. It was a qualitative change, only made more difficult because he was skipping an entire Tier.

It’s a metamorphosis.

Ren screamed as the process continued, the presence of the Swarm Commander’s core forcibly triggering a change in the quality of his Derelict energy.

He felt the metamorphosis build into a crescendo. His Derelict energy, which had previously condensed into a liquid form, was now made tangible. Black Derelict energy swirled around him in a mass. The energy circled him like a centrifuge. It was spinning around him so fast that it had formed a singular black ring around his body. The ground beneath him was utterly devoid of dust, with all of it having been blown into the furthest reaches of the cavern.

The pressure within him built to a breaking point.

Ren screamed.

A line of pure black Derelict energy erupted from his chest, spiralling into the cave roof. The cavern began to crumble. The materialised Derelict energy ate through the stone, vaporising a hole in the ceiling, before eventually escaping into the sky.

Iria’s blood bubble shattered from the force of his ascent. She desperately summoned forth her katana, stabbing it into the ground to prevent herself from flying into the cave wall. Gradually, the tumultuous winds began to die down. The remnants of the materialised Derelict energy around him fled back inside his body, withdrawing into his new core.

“Ren! Are you alright?”

Ren panted as he straightened, staring at Iria with wide eyes. He steadied his breathing, executing the technique that Archangel Amira had imparted to him. As his Derelict energy washed over his core, he could make out hairline fractures across its surface. But the damage was not nearly as bad as he was expecting.

“Was that supposed to happen?

Iria slowly shook her head.

“I’ve heard that it can get ugly... but I’ve never heard of an ascent that... explosive. I’ve definitely never heard of a beam exploding into the sky like that. Although, now that I think about it...” Iria muttered, narrowing her eyes.

“What is it?”

“I’ve heard that when Derelict units ascend into the Command Tiers, they do exhibit some strange behaviour. Units swarm them and they turn on each other.”

Ren felt his blood run cold.

This almost feels... like a filter built into their programming. Only commanders capable of defending themselves remain. Allowing weak commanders to persist would only serve to empower their enemies who could easily obtain their cores...

And if I’m not entirely human...

Ren’s thoughts were interrupted as a voice echoed through his mind.

“REN! IRIA! GET BACK TO THE SHIP!”

Selphira’s shout echoed through their heads.

“Whatever you just did, it attracted the Derelict like flies. A whole wave of them have broken away from the front and are heading in our direction.”

Ren swallowed, exchanging a glance with Iria.

“Wait... there’s another energy signature approaching.”

“Selphira? What is it?” Ren transmitted.

Selphira went silent.

The high whine of the Weight of Sacrifice’s engines filled the cavern.

“Selphira’s lifting off!” Iria yelled, summoning her Wings of blood. Ren called his own, but by the time they arrived at their landing zone, the ship had already taken off. They watched as the ship carved through the air, its myriad weapons systems activating and hurtling into the clouds above them.

“What is she—”

The skies parted.


Chapter 41



The Lord of Blades descended.

White armour plating glinted in the Martian sun. The Lord was immense, far dwarfing every single other Machine Lord that Ren had encountered. Even so, every edge and curve of its form was sleek, as if optimised for combat. The sky around it was cracked, as if its very presence compelled reality to tear itself asunder. Despite its gargantuan form, its thrusters kept it perfectly upright. It hung still in the air with the precision and grace of a pre-Derelict ballerina.

“SELPHI—”

Ren’s telepathic shout was interrupted as lines of blade potential blossomed into existence in the path of the Weight of Sacrifice. The ship’s thrusters flared as Selphira pushed it to the very edge. Ren’s heart soared as Selphira skilfully dodged the deadly lines. When the lines made contact with the rocky surface, Ren watched as cracks splintered outward from each contact point.

As the ship continued to pull away from the Lord of Blades, it unleashed another salvo in the direction of the vast Derelict floating in the sky. Ren watched helplessly as the missiles detonated mid-flight. More lines of blade potential sketched themselves into the air, effortlessly heading off Selphira’s barrage.

“No, no, no,” Ren whispered.

“She’s trying to draw its attention from us. Ren, we need to—”

The air around the Weight of Sacrifice distorted.

This time, the lines of distortion drew themselves into existence around the ship.

Ren’s heart leapt when he heard Selphira’s message echo through his head.

“RUN! IRIA, REN, GO BEFORE IT’S TOO LATE—”

Ren’s heart dropped.

The Weight of Sacrifice’s engines that were blasting it away from the Lord petered out, the orange glow fading away. They watched in horror as the ship was bisected in half. Time slowed as Ren watched the ship plummet to the ground in two pieces.

“SELPHIRA!” Iria screamed.

The flaming pieces of the Weight of Sacrifice hit the ground, the air going silent.

Iria’s muted screams faded away, as did the world around him.

There was only one thing that remained.

The void that filled him…

And the words it whispered to him.

KILL THEM ALL.

***

Iria

“SELPHIRA!” she screamed.

Iria panted, staring at the wreck of the Weight of Sacrifice in the distance. Her efforts to reach her friend through their telepathic connection had been all for nought. Her arms were trembling as she held her blade tightly in her grip.

Grief and despair threatened to overwhelm her, but Iria let out a shaky breath.

Focus.

“Ren—”

Iria flinched back.

She had only witnessed it once before, but it had been so brief that she was convinced that she had hallucinated it.

Now, there could be no doubt.

Ren’s sleek Nanoarmour had turned abyssal black. His long twin longswords were of the same hue as the void, with shadows peeling off their surfaces. His face was obscured by his helm, and the heavy breathing that had been previously audible had stopped.

Iria’s eyes drifted to the ring hanging above his head.

An abyssal black HALO hung in the air.

A HALO that she had seen once before.

In a simulation which depicted the inception of the century of despair, hanging over the head of one of humanity’s greatest enemies.

The Ren that Iria knew was gone.

In his place stood the son of the Sage of the End.

Wings of shadow blinked into existence, sending Ren up into the sky. The ground beneath his feet splintered, and three seconds later, the dull crack of the sound barrier shattering filled the air.

“NO! REN!”

Ren rose through the sky, approaching the Lord of Blades. The immense wave of Hailswarm drones that had been approaching them now hung in the air in a vast ring which isolated them from the rest of the Blade Angel forces.

To her horror, the Lord of Blades’ blade potential began to blossom into existence around Ren. Long, silverish lines of distorted Derelict energy with the potential to cut reality itself expanded towards him. Ren weaved through them, exhibiting a feat that far surpassed anything he had been capable of, even with his enhanced processing and [temporal shift].

Even so, Iria knew it was a doomed flight.

She only realised that she had subconsciously taken off in pursuit of him when a few lines of blade potential approached her. She instinctively called forth her bubble of blood in a vain attempt to protect herself from the lines bearing towards her heart.

Something slammed into her from above, sending her hurtling towards the ground. Right before she landed, she slowed, feeling a lurch in her stomach, before she was gently laid on Martian soil.

Interlocking plates of bronze armour formed the Blade Angel’s Nanoarmour. Each step that the Angel took was heavy, sending hollow thumps emanating outwards. The Angel looked like a high-tech centurion, a walking tank taking slow steps in front of her, angling their head upwards. It was only then that Iria noticed the Weapon in their grip.

The humble axe of a woodcutter.

The armour plating covering George Hardin’s face retracted, revealing a familiar bearded face. He nodded towards Iria before gazing upwards.

“George—”

“Stay here, Iria,” he said.

George leapt into the sky on Wings of bronze.

***

Ren

He was floating in emptiness.

In a void without stars, with darkness everywhere he cast his gaze.

Ren felt an unending loneliness.

But the words were there to keep him company, his singular light in the darkness.

Kill them all.

He sighed, succumbing to their gentle embrace. As he did, he felt fleeting warmth suffuse his body. Gentle warmth that promised to wash away the pain that suffused his—

Ren heard a whisper.

“Son.”

The words meant nothing to him. He was not a son; he was an outcast. A boy cast away by his mother, and a boy who didn’t know his father.

He was alone, and the void was where he belonged.

“Son,” the feminine voice repeated.

Ren felt his eyes prickle.

“Go away.”

“Stubborn boy,” she said.

He felt a warm hand fix itself upon his cheek.

“Go away,” he whispered.

“It’s time for you to wake up, Ren,” the voice said.

Ren finally opened his eyes.

Hundreds of lines of blade potential were arrayed all around him, approaching from every direction. Each line of distortion was angled towards his heart. Up close, he could see the distortion. The lines were not just some sort of deadly substance; they were the very essence of the blade, capable of severing everything in their tracks.

Yet, they had been halted in their path.

“Son.”

Ren’s gaze rose, fixing on a woman with ashen grey hair. She was clad in grey Nanoarmour, holding a blinding white spear in her grip. Her irises were the colour of anthracite, the very same shade as his own. His mother’s eyes met his, and his gaze drifted to the three concentric rings of blinding white light that were arrayed over her head like a crown.

Nairith Soros smiled at her son.

“Mother,” he whispered hoarsely.

“Your friends are safe.”

A second voice echoed from behind him.

George rose through the air, coming to a halt beside him. His father didn’t even cast a second glance towards the lines of blade potential that were inching towards them. He gripped Ren’s shoulder and nodded.

“Are you ready?”

“Ready?” Ren stared at his father, feeling his voice tremble.

“To kill it. You’ll leave it to us, wifey?” George said, glancing up at the woman above them.

“It’s almost like you want to be left to its blades,” Nairith glowered back.

What is going on?

Ren finally turned his attention to the Machine Lord below.

The Lord of Blades had been slowed by the force keeping the blade potential at bay. But unlike the potential itself, it retained the freedom to move, albeit at a slower pace than it previously had. Ren’s eyes drifted once more to his mother. Nairith had her left hand outstretched, while the right gripped her blinding white spear.

“I won’t be able to hold it for much longer.”

“Then we’d better get started,” George grunted.

He turned to Ren.

“Come.”

***

Abigail

“Well, I’ll be damned,” Roland muttered.

The reconnaissance drone had slipped through the field of Hailswarm drones impeding the path to the Lord of Blades. It had been sent through the blockade when they first noticed the drones divert. Much like the drones and anything that attempted to encroach upon the location, it had frozen in place.

By some miracle of chance, the drone had been angled perfectly, giving the rest of them watching a view of the battlefield.

To many watching, an unknown woman bearing the core of a Machine Sage had appeared on the battlefield. Three concentric white rings hung above her head, silently professing her stature. A man clad in heavy bronze armour and wielding a woodcutter’s axe floated upon Wings made of shards of bronze.

Finally, a singular cadet clad in armour of a pure white hue hung in the air, staring down at their foe.

A family reunited.

Abigail’s lips stretched into a wide grin.

“I feel bad for the poor bastard.”

***

Ren

Ren fell into a dive.

Only four entities were in motion in the frozen world around him.

His mother’s Potential had halted the blade potential in its tracks. The deadly lines of distortion that had spelt the end of countless Blade Angels had slowed to a crawl. Even so, the Lord of Blades itself refused to be confined by Nairith’s Potential.

Despite the limitations placed on its movement, it ascended through the air, refusing to be held. Its entire body was wreathed in concentrated blade potential. It was using the concentrated potential to cut through Nairith’s power. The Lord held a single, vast blade in its grip, winding itself up as it approached the trio of Blade Angels descending to meet it.

“We face it together, Ren,” George said, nodding at him.

“What about me?” Nairith frowned from above them.

“You don’t get a say in this after disappearing like you did,” George replied gruffly.

Are they... bickering right now?

“Now.”

At George’s command, the pair broke away from Nairith, arcing downwards to meet the Lord.

“Use [signal disruption] every time you make contact with its armour or its weapon,” George instructed. “It will cut through them otherwise.”

Ren nodded, nervously adjusting his grip on his blades.

“Ren!”

Ren blinked in surprise.

“Selphira? You’re alright?”

“Not the time, the core is in its head!”

“Go,” George barked.

Using [phase shift], Ren directed Derelict energy from his core to his Wings. Ren’s eyes widened when his Wings began to devour the Derelict energy within him. His ascension to Tier 6 had certainly made a difference in the potency of his energy flow. His pathways had widened to accommodate Potential and Techniques that would demand more from his core.

[Temporal shift]

Ren hurtled towards the massive Derelict Lord. As he drew closer, he noticed that its white armour plating was covered in distortion. Vast amounts of blade potential had been laden over its form to allow it to move freely under his mother’s influence. But as Ren focused on the Lord, [machine intuition] revealed that it was constantly sending Derelict signals across its body in an attempt to maintain its freedom of movement.

Despite its colossal size, it wielded its sword with the precision of a fencer. Ren marvelled as it adjusted its stance, lashing outwards at a speed that equalised the advantage conferred by [temporal shift].

For as massive a unit as it was, that meant that it moved fast.

[Signal disruption]

Ren activated his potential the moment he brought the longsword in his right hand to bear against the blade. The impact caused a shower of sparks to erupt as their blades clashed during Ren’s descent. His eyes widened when he realised that [signal disruption] was tearing away the Lord’s potential wherever his blades made contact with the Lord.

Why is my Potential not being cut apart by the Lord?

Ren sent another surge of Derelict energy through his body as the Machine Lord minutely shifted its stance, cutting diagonally with its blade.

George fell like a comet towards the Machine Lord. With his simple woodcutter’s axe, his father met the blow head-on. Now that Ren had torn away the blade potential covering the Lord’s sword, George could attack the exposed surface area. Ren watched in awe as the Lord’s sword was knocked back, leaving it wide open for another attack.

“GO!” George roared.

[Phase shift]

The environment around him blurred as he surged towards the Lord of Blades’s skull. He heard another immense echo as the Lord’s sword was knocked back by another almighty swing of George’s axe. His father’s deflection gave him the opening he needed to close in on the Lord. Ren activated [signal disruption] just as he rammed his blades into the Derelict’s skull.

The distortion across the surface of the Derelict Lord’s armour fled. His strikes were exposing small areas across the Lord’s body.

Then, an idea occurred to him.

He leapt away from the Lord, rising back up into the air. He angled himself towards his mother, whose brows were furrowed in concentration, a bead of sweat trailing down the side of her face.

“Mum, let Iria onto the battlefield.”

“Who?” Nairith frowned at him.

“Oh,” Ren winced. “The girl with the crimson HALO.”

Nairith nodded, and Ren immediately sent his message out to Iria.

“Iria! I can’t penetrate its armour plating, but I think you can.”

“What?”

“Make a spear. The biggest one that you can manage. Let me know when you’re at your limit.”

Ren didn’t have any further time to confer, because the Lord of Blades diverted its attention to him. The Machine Lord’s thrusters flared, carrying it towards him. At the very beginning of the battle, its movements had been sluggish and constrained. With every minute that passed, it regained more of its mobility, and the lines of blade potential hanging over them slowly began to creep towards them at a faster pace.

“Ren, what are you going to do?”

Ren's lips widened into a grim smile as he activated [signal disruption].

“What I do best. I’m going to annoy the shit out of it. Hurry.”

Ducking under the Machine Lord’s slash, Ren activated his Potential, making a beeline towards its chest. Ren tore his blades across the Lord’s armoured torso, watching in satisfaction as they exposed areas of the Lord’s armour. He hounded the Lord like a feral wasp. As dextrous as the Lord was with its colossal blade, Ren was able to weave between its strikes with his speed. He uses [temporal shift] to momentarily assess his foe for changes in its posture. The fact that it was still as hard as it was to read the Lord’s attacks spoke to the skill of the Derelict Commander.

George leapt upwards, shattering the rocky surface of the ground beneath him. He brought his axe to bear down upon the Lord’s thruster column. George slammed into the thruster column that Ren had exposed, depriving the Lord of its thrusters.

But even as it fell, it executed a turn in mid-air, bringing its blade to bear against Ren’s father.

“NO!” Ren yelled.

Before he could intercede, Ren watched as the blade slowed in its passage. It was as if the Machine Lord had suddenly been submerged underwater, moving at a sluggish pace.

“I don’t have long,” Nairith panted, hunched over.

Ren cast his gaze towards the edge of the battlefield.

His eyes latched onto a giant shard of blood moulded into the shape of a spear. Above it hovered Iria on vast Wings of blood, her hands outstretched towards the blood spear and her brows furrowed in concentration.

“Ren, it’s ready!”

[Phase shift: connection]

Ren felt the Derelict energy within his core drain rapidly.

Iria’s head snapped in his direction. From the way that her ruby eyes widened, Ren realised that she had finally grasped his plan. She raised a hand, and a thread of blood extended outwards from her chest to connect with his own.

“Ready!” Iria transmitted.

“Do it!”

The blood spear launched through the air. It curved towards the Machine Lord in a low arc, as George kept the Lord busy with his heavy blows. The Machine Lord finally noticed the spear, angling its head towards it. Before it could cleave it apart, George interceded. The man let out an almighty roar, jumping towards the exposed section of the Derelict’s chest. He brought his axe down upon the Lord. The blow caused the Machine Lord to flinch back, and Ren finally executed his gambit.

[Signal disruption]

His Potential flowed through Iria, imbuing the vast spear of blood with his ability.

It flew true, crashing into the Derelict Lord’s chest and impaling it.

The lines of blade potential in the air around them winked out of existence. The distortions across the Lord of Blades’s body blinked out of sight. The Lord’s shoulders drooped as it came to a standstill.

The battlefield fell silent.

The Lord’s thruster column had been demolished by George’s blow. Iria and Ren’s gambit had penetrated its armour, frying its systems with the colossal spear of blood imbued with [signal disruption]. The vast wound was sparking, and arcs of electricity danced across the edges of the perforation in its armour.

The lines of blade potential hovering in the air around them winked out of existence.

But the battle was not over.

“What the hell...” Ren muttered.

The Machine Lord’s form began to shift.

It began to shrink, its armoured plates folding into themselves and retracting into its structure. But it did not resemble the transformation that the Lord of Blood has undergone, or the transformations that came over Type-2 Seekers when they went into overdrive.

The Lord of Blades condensed.

“Lords and Sages can shift their forms as they please. Most need to free themselves from the Command Signal to do it, but this one is a different beast.”

Strangely, Ren heard a hint of sadness in his mother’s voice.

“Can you hear it?”

“Hear what?” Ren frowned.

“Its screams.”

Ren stared at his mother. He slowly turned back to the Lord of Blades. At the corner of his consciousness, he could hear a constant, high-pitched sound that he had discounted as a product of his fatigue. Ren focused on it, and he realised that it was composed of the same metallic screeching that he had heard back in the Labyrinth.

The Lord of Blades had completed its transformation.

It stood a head or two taller than Ren. Its vast blade had been reduced to a single longsword, and in the process of its transformation, the spear of blood sticking from its chest had shattered, fading out of existence.

But in shrinking its form, the Lord had layered its blade potential over the smaller surface area of its body. The distortions across its surface almost resembled armour. The hole in its chest remained, and Ren realised that the Lord was on its last legs.

But it would not go quietly.

“Go, Ren,” his mother said.

Ren descended.

He landed on the ground in front of the Lord of Blades, flanked by his father. The drones in the distance were beginning to vibrate, gradually breaking free of Nairith’s Potential.

“This is it, son. Ready?”

Ren delivered his answer by calling his Wings into existence. He surged towards the Lord, activating [temporal shift] as he reached it. It was a good thing he did, because the Lord’s strike caught him off-guard.

The Machine Lord matched Ren’s speed.

Its immense size had been hindering it. Even constrained by Nairith’s Potential and having sustained a significant blow, the Lord of Blades deflected Ren’s successive strikes with flicks of its blade. Even without its thrusters, it stepped with a grace that put Ren to shame. He almost didn’t see the next stab coming with how smoothly the Lord transitioned into its strike. It flowed like water, trivialising Ren’s single edge over it, his speed, even with the benefit of his mother’s suppression.

George lunged forwards, lashing out with a kick directed at the Lord’s flank. The moment his foot made contact, Ren watched in horror as George’s Nanoarmour covering his shin and thigh was ripped to shreds.

“GET AWAY!”

Ren quickly stepped into the Lord’s range, heedless of his own safety. He felt dread suffuse him. He had only just been reunited with his family.

They would not be stolen from him again.

Ren exchanged a series of blindingly fast blows. Yet, he never fell to desperation despite the temptation that overwhelmed him. He remembered his father’s lessons, striking deliberately and maintaining his composure.

The Lord of Blades was still superior.

As Ren exchanged blows with it, he was confronted with the fact that the Derelict surpassed him in every way. Every strike led seamlessly into the next. The Lord’s attacks weaved themselves into a stunning dance, its thrust twirling into a slash, and back down into an overhead cut.

Ren was put onto the defensive, but he resisted the urge to rely solely on his Wings. He felt a strange sensation. Around him, Derelict energy was growing tangible, gathering around them and funnelling towards the Lord. The air around them was shimmering with silver Derelict energy, which was coalescing and condensing into tangible form.

It’s ascending.

Ren felt a wave of despair envelop him. He knew that no matter how he fought, the Lord of Blades was superior. He was akin to a child wielding a stick against a blade master who had fought a million battles. George was crouched nearby, the Lord’s blade potential having cut bloody strips through his leg. Nairith was above them, her control over the battlefield waning as she reached her limit.

Which was when he realised something.

The ringing in his head had grown louder.

The screaming at the edge of his consciousness was intensifying, building into a crescendo.

Ren turned his mind back to his last-ditch idea underpinning his rushed and foolhardy ascent into the Command Tiers.

Ren tightened his grip on his sword, saying the words.

“BE FREE,” Ren commanded.

Something in the Lord of Blades’ form shifted. It was slight and barely perceptible, but definite.

The air around him was now filled to the brim with shimmering Derelict energy of a silver hue. It felt tangible, like Ren was walking through water.

Reality shattered.

Hundreds, thousands, millions of sliver-thin lines of blade potential erupted all around him. The silver Derelict energy accumulating around the Lord was torn to pieces. The Lord of Blades turned its blade potential against its own energy…

Halting its very own ascent.

The Lord walked forwards across the sands towards Ren. When it brought its blade against him, Ren realised that a change had occurred in the Derelict.

The strikes of the Lord had been flawless to begin with. But now as it struck, Ren perceived beauty in its dance. If Ren had barely been holding on previously, now, he realised the true gulf within their abilities.

As they exchanged their blows, he knew that the Lord had multiple opportunities to exploit the openings it created.

Yet it didn’t.

It continued in its dance, effortlessly learning and adapting to Ren’s attacks. It exposed his weaknesses and it was instructive in its strikes. For a moment, Ren realised that he wasn’t facing a Derelict monstrosity.

He was facing a true sage of blades, a gentle teacher.

The battle drew on, Ren losing sense of time. He was lost in the dance, striking and defending and confronting the flaws in his art with as much humility as he could muster.

Ren faltered, his strike going wide.

He froze as the Lord raised its blade to Ren’s neck.

The Lord went rigid.

It was not the result of his mother’s Potential. Ren knew as much because the world around him had finally resumed its passage. The drones in the air around them were falling to Blade Angel attacks.

Yet, the Lord remained utterly still, its blade held to Ren’s neck. As Ren slowly stepped backwards, he could see the Lord’s blade arm...

Trembling.

Ren saw their final exchange for what it truly was.

A gesture of gratitude.

The call to kill ebbed away as Ren pushed it from his mind. The hatred for the Derelict Lord still burned brightly in his chest. It was a Derelict monstrosity that had felled countless Blade Angels on the battlefield.

But it had done so against its will.

For the second time in the Derelict’s life, the Lord made a choice of its own volition.

The Lord raised its blade, making an incision into its skull and exposing its core.

To Ren’s surprise, the Machine Lord’s core was not vast or intricate. It did not glow or defy reality in any grand fashion. But from the slight distortion in the air around it. Ren knew that the Lord still controlled the blade potential suffusing its body. If it chose, it could lash out towards him, extinguishing his life in a mere moment.

Instead, Ren watched as the blade potential parted.

Inviting him in.

Ren separated the lord's core from its housing.

Freeing it from its suffering.


Epilogue 



George’s home was situated at the very edge of Central Dome. Nature surrounded it, along with a small stream that curved through the grass. Outside the rickety cottage was a tree stump that had been severed in half, with cracks that spanned outwards from the remains of the stump. Vines covered the exterior of George’s cottage. Clumps of weeds and wildflowers sprouted unchecked across the lawn.

The interior of his cottage was just as unrefined. Musty air filtered into Ren’s nostrils where he was seated at the dining table. Flea-bitten curtains covered the stained windows that invited a sliver of sunlight into the cottage’s depths.

One such ray fell on the table in front of him, illuminating a small, silver orb.

It was tiny enough to fit perfectly in the palm of Ren’s hand.

Yet, he knew that the humble core bore the authority of a Lord, and the weight of a sage. Even though the Lord of Blades had failed to ascend to Sagehood…

It had died a sage in truth.

“How many times do I have to tell you to clear your plates right after you eat?” Nairith muttered in disgust, scrubbing intently at a stubborn stain on the plate in her grip. Ren’s attention was dragged away from the core on the dining table towards his parents in the kitchen.

“You’ve left the scraps there for so long they’ve become a part of the plates!” Nairith exclaimed. “Do you know how easy it is to clean these things after you’ve eaten? It isn’t hard, George.”

“You burnt the pasta,” George grunted. “It’s easy to cook.”

“I just wanted to give it a little flavour,” Nairith snapped back.

Iria, Selphira, Astrid and Natasha were squished together beside Ren at the tiny dining table. Their eyes collectively shifted between George and Nairith as the pair engaged in their heated verbal spar in the kitchen.

He didn’t know quite what to feel, witnessing the disaster that was his parents trying to prepare a simple meal for their guests.

“Uh… do you want any help—” Ren began, before his mother shut him with a swipe of her hand.

“Sit down, son. Your mother and I don’t need any help,” George added.

“Speak for yourself,” Nairith harrumphed. “Have you cleaned this place at all since I was gone? I’m pretty sure that some of this mould has become so sophisticated that it’s exceeded your level of intelligence—”

Nairith summoned her Weapon, thrusting it at George’s throat.

It happened in the blink of an eye.

Quicker than any of them could react.

Before Ren could activate [temporal shift], the very tip of the spear was already an inch away from George’s neck.

Exhibiting the uncanny speed George had demonstrated during their sparring sessions, his father almost casually reached up to redirect the thrust past his neck. Nairith’s Weapon instantly dissipated into motes of light.

No one moved a muscle.

The girls around the table were tense, their hands poised to summon their Weapons. Ren’s grip was tight on the edge of the table. The room was silent, and George slowly turned to regard Nairith, whose hands were pressed against his chest. She had stumbled up to him due to her sudden involuntary lunge.

George leaned down for a kiss.

“Not in front of the others,” Nairith hissed, pushing his bearded face away as she fanned her face. “I’m so sorry about this oaf,” she turned to the girls with a self-conscious smile. To their immense credit, the girls immediately mustered pleasant smiles and reassuring nods in reply.

“He doesn’t know how to host to save his life. But this is the least we could do for all of you. You’ve kept a close eye on our son, and it’s only right that we should show you our gratitude.”

She turned, glaring at George, who was still trying to wrap his arms around her.

“Isn’t that right, husband?”

“Mm.”

Ren couldn’t quite untangle the feelings in his chest as he watched his parents. There was relief, yes. But it also felt strange. He noticed the way that the pair of them would steal glances in his direction, before returning to their bickering. But above all, his mother’s unconscious attacks were burned into his mind.

Occasionally, something would come over her. She would summon her spear for a millisecond, sending it hurtling towards George. He would unfailingly brush it aside before turning his attention back to the food on the stove.

Ren was wrenched from his thoughts when his mother took off her apron. With a heavy sigh, she planted herself in the chair opposite Ren and the girls on the other side of the table.

“I apologise for this husband of mine. Now, tell me… I’ve been dying to meet the special girl.”

Nairith Soros beamed at the girls, grey eyes flicking from face to face in anticipation.

“Which one of you is the girlfriend?”

***

Evie

Evie Leyfa gasped as she gained consciousness.

She resisted the urge to panic when the pod around her came into focus. The viscous liquid surrounding her body and the claustrophobic confines of the pods had become like a second home to her.

She reached up to knock on the glass.

For a terrifying minute, she was only greeted by silence. She heard the soft thud of footsteps approaching, followed by the hiss of the compartment opening. She winced, feeling a flare of pain as she squeezed out of the pod. As bad as it was, it barely compared to the agony she had been enduring before.

“Thanks, Villy. Urgh, I need a shower,” she muttered, wiping off the viscous liquid that was stubbornly clinging to her black bodysuit. “You don’t happen to know if this place still has any running water, do you? I smell like ass.”

Archangel Viltrick stroked his wispy white beard with a smile which hinted at some unknowable truth of the universe that was in his exclusive possession.

“Oh, spit it out already, old man,” she rolled her eyes.

“I wouldn’t want to spoil the surprise. But something tells me that you won’t mind smelling like ‘ass’ for a little while longer.”

“Old men and their cryptic messages, I swear to god,” she glared at him as he chuckled.

Evie paused, glancing at her reflection.

If teenage Evie could see her now, she was sure that she would have been thrilled.

Her emerald hair was drenched through with the viscous compound she had submerged herself in. It fell to her shoulders, and her bangs were clumped up across her forehead. Over the years, she had lost some of her chubbiness, growing into her slender features. Dark eyelashes shaded bright green eyes just like her mother’s.

The standard-issue bodysuit of a Blade Angel conformed to the curves of her body. She had a lean figure, which her tight bodysuit only served to flatter. She recalled the times when she had stressed over whether her chest would grow like Iria’s and Selphira's. That mystery had been solved itself shortly after leaving the Pride. The way her bodysuit conformed to her chest hinted at perky, large breasts within. She looked just like the pretty cadets she had once envied, sneaking around Blade Academy with her friends. How quickly those desires for beauty had given way to a much humbler and simpler wish.

“Do you think we could drop by the Pride now that… it’s quietened down?” she said softly.

Evie braced herself for the answer that she had been met with time and time again. She understood the necessity for it. She couldn’t afford to return to the Pride.

Her life was on the line.

But shaving off a few years from her life was a small price to pay, if it meant seeing them again.

I wonder what they would think of me if we met?

Evie called her HALO.

Twin rings that burned a bright green blinked into existence above her wet and tangled emerald hair, illuminating it in a soft glow. The core of the Machine Lord flared within her, causing a faint viridian glow to emanate from her irises.

“That was just what I was about to speak to you about, before you so rudely cut me off,” Viltrick smiled as he halted beside her.

Archangel Viltrick, her friend and mentor, broke out into a warm smile, laying a gentle hand on her shoulder.

“Respect for your elders is a virtue, you little shit,” he chuckled, patting her on the shoulder, which prompted a small smile from Evie.

“You won’t guess who dropped by while you were having your beauty sleep.”

***

Archangel Lilith

The vast swarm lay decimated and in pieces, floating through the void of space.

But rather than a swarm cast from grey metal…

She was met with a swarm cast from flesh.

Their remains were strewn about the abyss of space from the aftermath of their clash. Tens of thousands of the Swarm’s Feeders had broken towards the Pride Enduring in search of sustenance. The Pride’s shields may have kept it from the Derelict’s eyes, but its defences were not foolproof.

Archangel Lilith panted, her chest rising and falling from the exertion. Her brilliant Nanoarmour of white and gold covered her form, shielding her from the vacuum of space. She rose unsteadily to her feet, gritting her teeth as parts of her body flared in pain from the aftermath of her battle.

Lilith turned towards the approaching figure.

The Android was cast in the form of a human but had metallic grey skin. Shade’s skin rippled as he strode towards her. His sclera had a pale grey sheen, and they bordered orange irises that burned brightly in the darkness of space.

“Shade.”

“There were three that accompanied humanity’s End. One of Light, one of the Many, and one of Blades. The Old Ones. Peerless. Three Machine Lords unlike any other, that accompanied the Sage of the End when the Hope Made Manifest found its rest.”

Shade clasped his hands behind his back as he drew to a halt beside her.

“The Lord of Blades found its successor, chosen of its own will,” the Android said. Lilith could hear an edge of genuine pride and happiness in the Android’s voice. “The broken prince has chosen his path. The path of the blade.”

Shade looked out at the remains of the thousands of Swarm Feeders floating in space around them.

“The Lord of Swarms has bequeathed its inheritance to a being that embodies its very essence,” Shade said softly, the gentle, genuine smile across his features only deepening.

His gaze fell on Jupiter.

The vast gas giant was wreathed in eternal storms, enshrouding what lay caged within.

Shade’s orange irises fell on Lilith.

Lilith called her Weapon into her grip.

The long, curving golden sword materialised in her grip. It was a disproportionate Weapon, but she hardly wielded it for its practicality. She attempted to call her Wings. They flickered briefly into existence, but she had utterly exhausted her Derelict energy in the process of culling the vast swarm. Even so, her four-ringed HALO burned brightly above her head, a symbol of her defiance.

Shade turned away, walking towards the heart of the asteroid. From a distance, it was a vast chunk of rock floating through the abyss. Utterly unremarkable in its form. One of hundreds of millions which occupied the galaxy.

But it was far more than a mere asteroid.

Shade came to a halt before his destination.

“The Lord of Light. The Luminary. The light for a race of machines that has known nothing but darkness. It is ironic, don’t you think? That a Machine Lord embodied and pursued such a beautiful ideal? Perhaps it was capable of ascending as far as it did because of its chains. Only those bereft of hope truly appreciate its value.”

The Lord of Light’s remains glinted in the light of the sun. It was lying on a large rectangular slab of rock, its arms folded across its chest as if in a serene slumber. It rivalled the size of the Lord of Blades, but where its brethren embodied the blade in its sleek form and fierce edges, the Lord of Light embodied something else.

Glass panelling covered the Machine Lord’s body. Once, it was blinding, casting away the darkness that enshrouded it in the void of space. Providing a slave race of machines with a flicker of warmth in the unending abyss.

“But as beautiful and warm as its light was to us… it was ever a beautiful lie. A blissful dream that only served to distract us from the nightmare lying beyond.”

“Shade. It doesn’t have to be this way.”

“You granted it freedom from its chains, just as you freed me from my own. For that kindness, Lilian, I will always be grateful to you,” he said, his eyes falling on her.

Shade extended his hand towards her.

Rather than call forth an attack to extinguish her life, Shade settled for a different course of action. A harmless, gentle burst of electricity radiated outwards from the Android’s body. It washed over her, and Lilith watched as the light around her flickered.

“The sole Blade Angel to have felled a Derelict God. Integrating its core. An Infernal Engine.”

He turned back towards the Lord of Light lying prone on its slab.

Shade rested a hand on the surface of the slab, bowing his head.

“Of all of the Old Ones, I believe the Luminary chose its successor the best. A peerless Blade Angel, one willing to bear the weight of humanity’s despair. Humanity’s light in the darkness.”

Lilith’s four-ringed HALO winked out.

In its place appeared a HALO of two concentric circles of golden light.

“After all,” Shade said with a smile.

“You have always known the value of a beautiful lie.”

Blade Angels Book 3: END


Afterword



Thanks for reading Book 3 of Blade Angels!

If you enjoyed the book, please leave it a quick rating/review! They help massively with the visibility of the series, and it allows me to keep doing what I love doing.

To all of the kind readers who spread the word about the series on Reddit and in Facebook groups, Blade Angels would not have done nearly as well without your help. Thank you for being incredible, and I hope you keep spreading the word!

This book was an absolute monster to write. Attending classes at the Academy, missions, secrets and lore (so much lore)… I hope that you enjoyed the reveals, fights, highs and lows. With the Arc online, his family reunited, the core of the Lord of Blades in his possession and Evie awake… the gang will have lots to keep them busy. Especially if they only have themselves to count on.

The Blade Angels audiobook will be releasing soon, voiced by the incredible Stone Smith and Melanie Hastings! I also have a few exciting new series ideas boiling in the back of my mind (MILFs, spooky hotties, an Archmage Academy story with a deadly twist among them).

Here are the links to keep up with the audiobooks and new releases!

	Patreon

	Mailing list




Stay tuned for more romance, mystery and progression to come in book 4!

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!) 


Places to find similar books



A big shoutout to the kind facebook admins (Kurtis Eckstein, Josh Kurtz amongst many others), without whom this would not be possible.

Here are the places to go if you're interested in reading similar books:

Facebook groups:

	Haremlit Readers

	Haremgamelit

	Duke of Harem

	Monster Girl Fiction

	Superlit Book Club

	Litrpg

	Litrpg books

	Litrpg releases

	Harem, Fantasy and Litrpg books




Subreddits:

	r/haremfantasynovels

	r/litrpg
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