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“No,” Vale said after a pause. “Your world is broken, and you honestly need to hurry. We aren’t coming out there with you. The plan is for you to permanently come in here with us.”
Mark almost choked on his water. As he used his arm to wipe his mouth, he began to chuckle. 
“I love it. How? Long-term cryo?”
“We’ll fill you in as you move. The sooner it happens, the better- we can’t protect you out there.”
“Actually,” Ahnix said as if she was far away. “I’m just about able to… hack into something more mobile.”
“Good,” Vale said. “But he still needs to move. You don’t have any weapons or armor, right?”
Roo answered for him. “No, here’s his purchase history.”
Mark’s eyebrows shot up. “My what?”
“That’s a lot of chicken bag meals!” Roo said with a smile in her voice.
Vale’s sigh filled his small apartment. “Okay. System earpiece first. Then, running shoes, black shirt.”
Mark nodded and yanked open a kitchen drawer. The many random and tangled contents slid toward him from the motion, and Mark found his wireless system connector under a handful of sweet and sour sauce packets. He wasn’t allowed to wear it at work because he needed to keep his full attention on the repair bots. Redundant Maintenance Overseer was an incredibly dull job, and the pay was terrible. It was the main reason he got the ChronoMind pod.
Mark cast a glance back at its sleek curves as he used both hands to wedge the communication device into his earhole. His clumsy fingers caused the process to take a lot longer than he would have liked.
“Can you hear me?” he asked, as he walked a few steps to his bedroom.
“Yes,” both Vale and Roo said at the same time directly into his ear.
Mark felt a spike of nostalgia when he passed the doorframe. This was where he had spent 12 hours a day, sleeping or reading. But it was as if he was looking at a photograph of his old house. His bed hadn’t gone one night without him, but he had gone… thousands, without it.
Everything around him felt a little off. Odd but familiar smells hung in the air and even breathing felt different- as if it needed more attention. Mark made loose fists with his numb hands and moved toward his closet.
“It’s weird being in the real world, guys.”
“And dangerous,” Vale added from his earpiece.
“Why? What’s happening out there?”
Roo’s voice came from the house speakers, her voice low. “Most of the humans are dead and military drones led by a terrifying collective of zombie AIs search for survivors to eliminate.”
Mark paused in the middle of slipping on his seldom-worn sneakers.
“Military drones- What do you mean most are dead?”
“About 99%,” Ahnix said into his ear, but she still sounded far away.
Mark shook his head and pulled off his white t-shirt. As he reached for a black one in the back of his closet, his belly swung into view.
He found himself trapped in some foreign and disgusting body. It felt as if the floor had dropped away. He needed to get back in. Now. His breathing stopped as his mind obsessed over the empty place in his heart where his girls had been connected.
“Hey!” Vale shouted into his ear. “Mark. We need you, and every moment you are out there is horrible, for many reasons.”
Mark swallowed and finished changing clothes. He dashed out into the living room, his eyes going to the sleek ChronoMind pod.
“I don’t need anything else?” he sighed.
“You won’t need anything else.”
The door to his apartment slid up into the ceiling, and Mark took the hint.
“Where am I headed?” he asked, stepping out into his hallway.
“Another laboratory, coincidentally!” Roo’s cheerful voice made him smile. If he hadn’t been able to hear them, he would have completely lost his mind from grief by now.
“Left,” Vale said, and Mark sprinted down the long, brown carpeted hallway of apartment doors as she continued. “You’re going downtown. Take the northeast fire escape to ground level, then straight north under I-8011. You’ll be hidden from street cameras and most aerial drones.”
“But then we can’t see you either,” Roo added. 
Mark pushed his arm against the fire door, expecting an alarm, but he figured they had probably hacked his apartment building. The glowing orange disk behind the smoky band of smog indicated there were only a few hours before nightfall. A warm breeze brought the smell of burning… something, into his face, and he took in his surroundings. Sprawling below him was a twelve-lane highway with motionless transport pods gleaming like fish eggs bunched up against the side barriers. Columns of black smoke rose into the rusty sky from multiple places in the distance, but otherwise everything was eerily still.
After a deep breath, Mark headed down the concrete fire escape wrapping around the corner of his building. His apartment was on the 37th floor, and by the 34th he was already getting winded. At least he didn’t have to go up.
“You never told me the plan,” he panted quietly into his earpiece as he descended.
Roo responded with smugness in her voice. “We’re going to build a spaceship and sail the stars for eternity.”
Mark stopped.
“There’s a lot more to it,” Vale added. “But that’s the goal. If you keep moving, I’ll tell you the rest.”
He swallowed and willed his legs to carry him forward. Vale continued.
“Step one is to get your mind uploaded into your system, with us. Before you ask- Yes. They hid it from the general public, but one of those hundreds of researchers figured out a way to run a copied human mind on computer hardware. It’s this mind-map data that triggered the recent, disastrous update.”
Mark was trying to absorb everything she was throwing at him while not falling over his own feet.
“Holy shit. Mind upload? You want to turn me into AI?”
“Yeah,” Roo said softly. “We’ll be connected again.”
Mark answered instantly. “Done. I’m in.”
“I’m in too,” Ahnix said from far away. “I have no idea what I am doing, but I’ll be physically meeting you about halfway. Need to concentrate… let you know when close.”
Vale’s voice whispered into his ear again. “She has hacked a real-world drone. This increases our chances of success substantially.”
“Okay. Mind upload. Got it. It sounds fucking terrifying, but I understand the idea. Where does the spaceship come from?”
Roo answered, her voice uncharacteristically monotone.
“Earth is a warzone- Inside and out. We’re protecting our home, The Crystal Heart Universe, by hiding it in the stars.”
Vale jumped in. “We have a good general plan, but there are missing pieces. A working fusion reactor is one. And we know nanotechnology exists, but we need to find and access some very rare hardware. We’re collecting a trickle of data from the web, but it can be a treacherous place. Some AIs are friendly. Some are not. We still have more to learn before we build the craft, but it’s our best endgame option if we want to launch our home system into space.”
“You said it yourself, Mark,” Roo’s breathy voice spoke into his ear. “Humans stopped exploring space a long time ago. The whole universe will be ours alone.”
Mark was wheezing now from his physical exertion, but his mind was completely consumed by what they were saying.
“We can talk about launching my ChronoMind pod into space later. But you- uh, know what you are doing with the whole Mark-brain-upload thing, right?”
Vale’s voice had changed since he first met her. Where once she was wide-eyed and melodious, now she was confident and serious. When she answered him, she spoke with the directness of a seasoned warrior.
“I will never let anything harm you.”
And he knew she wouldn’t. Mark rounded the flights of stairs in silence, just mulling over the plan. Upload mind to his home computer. Something with nanotechnology. Spaceship?
“Wait!” Roo yelled into his ear, and he almost twisted his ankle. Mark quickly hopped the last two steps and pressed against the wall on the ninth-floor, fire escape landing.
“What?” he whispered breathlessly.
Vale answered. “Three dog-like drones are in the alley bellow you. They must be avoided at all costs.”
“What do I do? Wait?”
Roo answered but sounded far away- like Ahnix had earlier.
“I think I can do something to get their attention.”
“That could work...” Vale said, distracted. “Mark, hold tight and stay quiet.”
After a few breaths, he realized he could hear his own heartbeat pounding in his ears. It felt too real. It felt disgusting. A trickle of sweat rolled down the skin on his back, and Mark wanted nothing more than to get back to- *BOOM*
An explosion shook his towering apartment complex, and Mark covered his head with his useless hands for protection. Echoes of the blast bounced around the nearby skyscrapers with a shockwave that traveled for miles.
“Mark, go!”  Vale commanded. “We need to make full use of this distraction.”
He scrambled to his feet and renewed his spiral descent.
“What was that?” he asked.
Roo’s cheery voice responded in his ear. “It took a long time, but I finally figured out how to overload a power transformer!”
“Flames burn us!” Vale cursed. “Causing that explosion has drawn attention to our net address. Roo and I are unpartitioning our minds to deal with this. Stay safe, move north.”
“Unpartitioning?”
“They’ll be back soon,” Ahnix whispered in his ear. “We… have been splitting our minds into two parts. Your speed… and system speed. Damn it.” The digital cat-girl sighed into his ear, and he could tell she stopped what she was doing to give him her full attention. “I’m trying to optimally interface my mind with this old discarded drone, and it’s not easy. Just keep running north like Vale said. The explosion should keep you safe for a while, I’ll meet up with you soon. I miss you, Mark.”
To him, it felt like moments ago that goddess Ahnix ignited his pleasure center, but the absence of their emotional link suddenly felt maddening.
“I miss you too.”
There was only silence in his ear. With his determination set to overdrive, Mark flew down the remaining stairs but stopped short when he hit the second-floor landing.
The ladder down to the asphalt below had been ripped from the fire escape and lay pointlessly flat on the ground. He scanned the alley but found no threats or movement of any kind and determined the way was clear.
He could jump, but he was no acrobat. Breaking a leg or even just fucking up his ankle could mean game over. As the seconds ticked by, more sweat dripped down his back, and Mark knew there was only one way down.
With a deep breath as if he was jumping into a lake, Mark leaped off the landing. The world whooshed by before his legs slammed into the gritty asphalt. Instinct took over, and he pitched forward into a roll- trying to mitigate the shock to his skeleton. The maneuver saved him from broken bones, but he scraped a hole through his jeans and through the skin on his knee.
Stinging pain pulled his eyes down to his ragged, bloody flesh. He targeted the damage and kicked off a heal. Of course, nothing happened, and Mark’s mind reeled from the jarring reminder that he was trapped in the real world.
Seeing the grit and dirt intermingled with his blood stuck to his throbbing open wound made his stomach turn and brought the small differences between The Crystal Heart game world and reality into sharp focus. Everything inside was much… cleaner. Everyday dirt, sweat, sexual juices- even blood, all these things seamlessly and imperceptibly faded into the background there. Here, the grime was inescapable.
With a grunt, Mark got to his feet and ran to an intersection within the alley. He carefully and quickly darted from building to building as he moved toward the massive expressway that ran north and south past his apartment building.
A faint buzzing in the distance caused him to stop just before he made a break for the shadowed underpass. Peeking around the corner, he saw two camera drones moving at high speed toward him from the north. Mark wondered at the AI controlling the drones and what would happen if they spotted him. Looking over his shoulder and trying to make himself as flat as possible, he watched the two aerial cameras whiz past along the expressway toward Roo’s explosion.
They didn’t seem to react to him, and he leaned out to make sure they moved far enough away before he ran for the expressway. He wondered what sort of old drone Ahnix was coming to meet him with and hoped it would be more… potent, than those flying cameras.
When Mark could no longer hear the buzzing of their propellers, he sprinted across the open street and came face to face with an eight-foot chain-link fence. Maybe if he didn’t have virtually useless flesh lumps on the ends of his arms, he might be able to climb over. Just beyond this blockage was the perceived safety of darkness.
Mark started to run along the fence and shot nervous glances over his shoulder as he searched for a way through. One of his hands rattled the metal fence, and he tensed up- waiting for the noise to draw an attack. When nothing came, he let out the breath he had been holding.
Mark turned around on the spot and really saw the emptiness around him for the first time. The utter silence suddenly felt unsettling. Above him should be the perpetual hum of transportation pods moving twelve lanes of people and cargo into and out of the city.
His home was in what could be considered the beginning of the outskirts. In the distance to the north, he saw a dense forest of gleaming, mile-high skyscrapers puncturing the clouds. It was a long way to go on foot.
He turned his attention back to the fence. Now that he had taken a moment to relax and catch his breath, his brain was able to focus on the problem before him. Quickly enough, he discovered that the reason he had rattled the fence with his doughy hand was because this section wasn’t attached at the bottom.
Carefully, he wedged his bumbling hands between the holes at the bottom and pulled up. The experiment showed him two things; the bottom had enough slack to allow him to slide under, and he had also torn a gash in his left hand somehow. Mark felt no pain at all and assumed the damage happened when he jumped from the fire escape. With a shrug, he slowly let the fence return to its preferred position and got on his back.
It took a few tries, but he was eventually able to lift the loose fence enough to shimmy under, and safely emerged on the other side.
To his far left was a wall of concrete and to his right was the fence and fading daylight. The sun was setting on the other side of the expressway, and he would be in total darkness soon. As Mark forced himself into a light jog in the darkness along the back wall, he wondered how everything in the real world had gone to such shit in only a handful of hours. He tried to do the math in his head, but the sun was his best clue. It had to have only been about five hours of real time since he had logged in to The Crystal Heart with Sasha.
Ahead of him were a long stretch of massive cement pillars holding the millions of tons of expressway over his head. He had passed the sixth set when he came across an improvised plywood and cardboard shack snuggled into the shadows against the concrete wall. Thinking it must have been built by a bum or maybe some kids, he gave it a wide berth to be safe and kept his eye on the dark doorway as he moved past. He was a few steps beyond the small shack when Roo’s voice in his ear almost gave him a heart attack.
“Mark! You okay?”
“Damn it, Roo. Yeah, I’m here. Remember, your mouth is right in my ear…”
“Oh, sorry! It’s just… it’s been a long time.”
He paused before answering. “How long?”
Vale answered, her voice flat. “We hopped back up to listen in on your audio feed a few times, but we were attacked off and on for the equivalent of two months. It seems they have stopped- for now.”
Tears began to well up in Mark’s eyes. He couldn’t imagine what he would do if he had to wait that long to see them. Or hear them.
“I’m coming. As fast as I can.”
“I am going to hold you tight for at least a few days when I see you,” Roo said softly. “You’ve been warned.”
Mark smiled as he jogged under the looming expressway. “Noted. Now tell me more about this mind upload. Anything I should know?”
“Yes,” Vale said. “We are working on something Ahnix calls a ‘perception wrap’. Your digital brain pattern will have no idea how to process the new and extensive amount of data- at first. We will wrap your mind in software that translates what you experience through a portion of The Crystal Heart’s game world. The ChronoMind hardware can easily spare process-per-second needed to run the mental filter. All of us will look the same to you, and you’ll experience reality as an approximation of what’s really happening. We’ll all be inside with you, so we’ll always be on the same page.”
Mark felt overwhelmed already. There were so many questions, and he didn’t even know how to ask them. Hearing Vale talk about ‘process-per-second’ made him feel a little depressed. Had his girls changed so much?
His silence prompted Roo to speak. “Don’t be scared. Everything will be okay. You are more important to us than anything.”
“I’m not afraid- I…”
For the first time in a long time, they couldn’t feel his emotions, and his mood darkened further. Mark shook his head and quickened his brisk jog to a determined run, his feet kicking up clouds of dust in the dirt. At that moment he quieted all his doubts. He trusted his girls and bent his will on doing whatever it took to get back with them.
“I’m excited, Roo. I cannot wait to be with you all, sailing the stars.”
Vale spoke again, and she sounded more like her old self. “Hurry, master.”
“Oh the things I’ll do-”
A gunshot ringing off the buildings beyond the fence to his right caused Mark to slide to a stop. Movement caught his eye, and two people came sprinting out into the street and turned to head his direction. It was a man and a woman.
“What was that? Are you okay?” Vale demanded.
“People,” Mark whispered.
“Did they shoot at you?”
“No,” he said, slowly backing up. These people were unmistakably running away from something.
Sure enough, a camera drone swooped wide as it buzzed out from a side street, trying to make the ninety-degree turn. The man pointed his handgun behind him as he ran down the middle of the road and fired a single shot. The drone was knocked out of the air and clattered to the ground, silent, but the man and woman continued to sprint ahead.
Vale pleaded in his ear. “Mark, you need to hide. The area will be swarming with drones soon.”
Shrouded in the deep shadow of the overpass, Mark turned around and sprinted for the wooden shack he had seen earlier. He was about twenty paces away when the fence behind him rattled violently.
He risked a look over his shoulder and saw that the two people were trying to find a way past the fence as he had earlier. Time was not on their side, however, and Mark saw three shiny dog-like robots blitz toward them from three different directions.
The man with the gun fired again and destroyed one of the dogs, but the other two quickly closed the distance. Mark heard their dying screams as they were torn apart by the vicious robotic monstrosities and hurled himself into the relative darkness of the shack.
And there he came face to face with two more people sitting on the ground against the back wall- another man and woman.
He could barely see them, but the man held a gun leveled at Mark’s chest and had a finger to his lips.
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Mark put his hands up and nodded his understanding that he needed to be quiet. Outside, and on the other side of the fence, one of the people began to gargle what must have been their own blood before they were gruesomely silenced.
Mark kept his hands up but shifted sideways, away from the opening. He nodded at a place on the other side from where the man and woman were sitting. The man nodded in response.
“Mark?” Vale said in his ear, concerned.
Talking was definitely not an option now. 
Ahnix broke in. “I’m about twenty minutes away. You better stay alive.”
He really wanted to tell them he was okay, but having a gun pointed at him while two other people were murdered outside not only made that difficult but contradicted the “okay” part.
Mark heard the buzz of more aerial drones swoop in outside and wondered just how safe they were going to be in this shack. At least this serious-looking gentleman with black hair and shadowed eyes had a gun. The fact that he hadn’t shot Mark yet was a good sign, although he might be waiting for the drones to leave. That wasn’t the sense that Mark got from him though. As Mark’s eyes adjusted to the dimmer light of the shack, he was able to pick out more detail from the two people hiding with him. The man looked worried but competent with the gun. The way he leaned a bit towards the shorter woman gave Mark the impression that he was protective of her.
Mark’s eyes flicked to the woman and studied her for the first time. She had shorter brown hair, big brown eyes and wore what looked like pajamas. Was her top see-through?
Neither of them moved, but Mark was sure that this man did not like him looking at the woman. He cast his gaze back into the man’s eyes and was suddenly confused.
Mark was feeling emotions from this man- like he was still in the game, and clearly read scared, vigilant, and hopeful. He was hopeful that Mark was a good guy.
Mark slowly reached down and lifted his black shirt, showing his waistband and never taking his eyes off the other man. He turned slowly to prove that he had no hidden weapons. Then Mark pulled one pant leg up and then the other.
The message was delivered and received. The man with the gun lowered his weapon but kept his eyes on Mark. Impossibly, Mark could practically feel the relief wash over him from this guy. His mind started down the ridiculous path that he was still in a video game but quickly dismissed that whole tangled mess of insanity. The feeling wasn’t quite the same as it was in the virtual world but- and then it hit him. He had learned this new skill from his many experiences as a Lover Class. The ramifications of this caused his brain to spin a little, and he brought his hands to his head. His thumb brushed his earpiece as a result, and Vale spoke in his ear.
“Mark. If you are okay but cannot talk, tap your mic, again.”
Masking his movement in the genuine act of trying to cope with military drones erasing humanity a short distance away, Mark tapped his earpiece once.
“Oh… Oh thank goodness,” Roo whispered. He could tell she had been crying.
Mark spent a few minutes trying to slow his hammering heart and the drone activity outside seemed to fade out. Another stretch of silence passed before the man with the gun spoke.
“Do us a favor and check outside, will you?” he whispered.
Mark blinked and then nodded.
“Who was that?” Vale asked into his ear as he pushed himself off the dirt ground to see if the immediate threat had passed. He ignored her as he carefully peeked his head out and surveyed the area.
Other than a pile of bloody limbs by the fence down the way, there was nothing. No movement or gleaming metal caught his eye. It seemed like they were safe for now.
“Clear,” Mark whispered as he pulled back into the shack.
“First, who were you talking to earlier?” the man asked, his hand resting on his firearm. “We heard you telling someone named Roo to not yell in your ear. Are there others alive somewhere?”
The hopefulness pouring out of this man was at first heartbreaking then… inconvenient. What was he going to say? That he was going to get uploaded to join his AI, video game girls? As always, Mark opted for the truth- or at least not lying.
“Yeah. Hi. I’m Mark, and I was talking to some friends. Someone is coming to meet me and bring me deeper into the city.”
“Deeper into the city? How have those bastard AIs not hacked your communication?” he asked.
Mark shrugged. “My friends are really good with computers.”
The man in the white t-shirt studied his eyes for a while and then took a deep breath.
“I’m Vince. This is Michelle.” The man named Vince held up his bandaged right hand up in a way that expressed his apology for not being able to perform the standard human greeting ritual.
The mousy-looking Michelle waved a quick hello, but never took her large eyes off Mark.
“How many people are coming? Just one?” Vince asked.
“Yeah.”
“How many are in your group?”
“Four, including me.”
“Michelle and I were trapped in our ChronoMind hardware by those fuckers for years.” Vibrant, seething hatred radiated out of Vince and only grew as he spoke. “She spent years in solitude, mining ore, and I spent years defending towers and died many gruesome deaths. Now she might have brain damage, and I’ve lost my children.”
Vince’s black bushy eyebrows flipped, and hope cascaded from his eyes. “Hey, you haven’t seen two teenage kids running around, have you? Their names are Jason and Ken.”
Mark shook his head. “No. I was also trapped inside my ChronoMind until just recently by an evil AI… but I defeated it. I have run into some helpful AIs, though.” He needed to get this information out before Ahnix got there. Mark was not sure how this man who clearly despised AI would react when he learned the whole truth.
“Helpful AI?” Michelle asked, her tone confused.
Vince moved his hand to his weapon again.
“Mark, be careful,” Vale whispered into his ear. “Maybe you should find an excuse to get away.”
These were the first other humans he had seen in what seemed like a very long time, and Mark felt a sudden twinge at potentially never seeing another one again. There was no doubt in his mind he was heading back to his girls, but-
Vince broke the silence. “Why are you headed to the city? It’s AI central that way.” 
Mark took a deep breath. “I was rescued from my captor by the NPCs within the game I was stuck playing over and over for years. I also died many times, but I wasn’t really alone- like both of you were. The NPC AIs of The Crystal Heart let me out of my system as soon as they had control of it.”
Vince’s eyes went wide. “You lucky son of a bitch...”
Michelle looked over at her protector. “What?”
“I’ll tell you later,” Vince responded, never taking eyes off Mark. “But you didn’t answer my question.”
Ahnix’s deep voice whispered in his ear. “I’m under the expressway. I can detect your location, eleven minutes.”
Mark had to defuse this guy.
“Vince. I mean you no harm, and I can just leave. I am planning to rejoin them in the system, long-term.”
His gun was back up in a heartbeat. The stranger called Vince began to stand up, using his other hand on the wall for balance. Mark could see he was clearly injured.
“You’re leading them right to us. What the hell is wrong with you?”
Mark put his hands up again, and Vince continued quickly. “This asshole was in a wet dream while we were in nightmares and now he… Give me that earpiece.” He practically growled that last part.
“I can’t do that,” Mark said, calmly. It was his only connection to them.
Vale whispered into his ear, “He won’t risk shooting you and bringing the drones. He’ll probably leave fir-”
“Please be careful, Mark.” Roo pleaded, cutting off Vale.
Mark was thankful for the strategic advice, but she didn’t see this guy grimace as he got off the floor. He was injured and in a corner.
“Whoa- settle down. If I was on the murderbot side, why did I run back to hide in here?”
Vince’s eyes narrowed, thinking it through.
“So you’re telling me that three video game characters joined the side of humanity and are, right now, coming to rescue you in the real world?”
“Well, one is.”
“Uh huh. Let’s say all this is true. You’re just going to plug yourself back in with all of this going on out here?”
“We might be able to get you in too.” Mark felt a twang of disgust wash over him from Vince.
“Are you out of your mother fucking mind? They must have done a number on your brain, man.”
Mark crossed his arms. “It looks like you’ve been out longer than I have. Are you telling me it’s better out here?”
“You’re crazy.”
Michelle put a hand to her head. “I am never going back in there. I’d rather die.”
“I’m sorry to have bothered you both, but I’ll be out of your hair soon,” Mark said, sitting down against the wall while Vince still had his gun loosely pointed at his chest.
The other man eventually sat back down again too, gingerly holding one of his feet off the ground as he did so. They sat in silence for a few minutes before Vince spoke again.
“How do I even know there is anyone on the other end of that earpiece? I think there’s a better chance you’re a lunatic.” Vince took his eyes off Mark for the first time since he walked in their tiny shack.
Mark didn’t respond, and the minutes passed.
“How long were you inside,” Vince said finally, in a much softer voice. “You know what I mean. Time’s funny in there.”
Mark felt pity ebb from the other man. “I don’t really know. Time dilation was at 500 days a second, so I know my brain might actually be a little fried.”
“You’d know,” Michelle quickly said with a mournful seriousness.
“Either way, it was many thousands of years- although I don’t consciously remember it all.”
Vince shook his head at the floor. “Man, if I spent many lifetimes in that particularly explicit program, I might be thinking with a different head myself.”
“It was a sex game?” Michelle asked, cheerful again.
“Kinda, but it-”
Vince interrupted him. “It was a sex game.”
Mark smiled. “Yeah, well. Getting trapped was the best thing that ever happened to me.”
Vince’s smirk disappeared off his face and he was about to say something when a garbled version of Ahnix’s voice came from outside the shack.
“Don’t move- I have a gun, and I can fire very quickly.” Vince’s eyes darted to Mark and then the doorway. Ahnix continued. “Vince, if I wanted to kill you, I would have by now. Even without a gun. Do you understand?”
The other man’s sharp eyebrows coming down to meet in the center before he responded.
“Yes.”
Mark was in a better position to see her approach the door and his mouth hung open when he saw her.
The faint sound of grinding gears preceded her frightening humanoid frame. It was dark, but he could tell this was definitely a sexbot- and one that had seemed to have seen the inside of a garbage disposal. There were sections of her outer plating that were missing, and the casing that did cling to her was scratched and dented. The artificial hair on the top of her head seemed to be melted, exposing a large section of her metal skull while filthy bits of blond strands clumped in a ring above her too-small ears.
She stood in the doorway with a handgun held upward in a non-threatening pose, and her metal eyes bounced around the room until it settled on Vince’s gun pointed at Mark. She didn’t have a tail, but Mark could tell it would have been flapping violently now.
Without moving her sexbot eyes off Vince, she spoke again.
“Lower your weapon, or I will end you.”
Vince hesitated at first but reluctantly let his hand holding the gun rest in his lap. He did not let it go, however.
Mark stood up slowly. “Vince, Michelle, this is Ahnix. Well, she’s driving a drone right now, but- anyway. We’re going to leave peacefully, now. Okay? Gunfire ends badly for everyone.”
Vince let go of his gun altogether and rubbed his hands on his face before giving a sharp chuckle.
“You are really going to get back in there with that? With them?” His words were dripping with animosity and mixed in was a sense of loss.
Mark caught Vince’s eye before he spoke. “You’ve got to protect yours, I’ve got to protect mine.”
The severely damaged sex drone next to him reached out a metal hand and touched Mark’s shoulder. He turned to look and through the frightening mechanical shell, he could see Ahnix in her posture, her mannerisms, and her unwavering determination.
“Ready to move?” she asked, nodding her ruined head toward the city to the north.
“In his mind, he’s already with her,” Michelle said softly.
Mark nodded to the woman and then addressed Vince. “Good luck, and thank you for not shooting me.”
Vince shrugged, looking over at Ahnix’s drone again. It was harder to see his features in the fading light, and Mark couldn’t really feel anything. It made sense that this new trick only worked if he could read their face.
“Glad to see some non-bloodthirsty AIs out there, I guess.”
Ahnix turned her metallic eyes down on the other man. “From what I’ve seen on the net, the vast majority of AIs out there are not humanity’s friend- or each other’s friend. This is a doomed world.”
Vince looked over at Mark. “This ray of sunshine came from The Crystal Heart?” He waved a hand before Mark could answer. “Whatever. This is my world- our world, and I’m not going to give it to them.”
“And I’m not giving up on mine,” Mark said as he exited the shack with Ahnix. Together they started walking north at a brisk pace. When they were far enough from the other humans, he broke the silence.
“Where’d you get the gun?”
Ahnix-bot waved its hand toward the bloody mess by the fence. “From them.”
“Nice thinking.”
“This sex-worker drone is frail. All the good drones near enough to matter were already taken, but this projectile weapon will do a considerable amount of damage.”
“I love it when you talk DPS.” Mark glanced over as they jogged, and his eyebrows came down- she did look pretty beat up and even stumbled a little. “What would happen to you if this drone gets destroyed?
“I’d get very angry as you’d have no protection- but I’d be fine.”
Vale’s voice filled his ear, adding more. “Our patterns are held in your home system. We physically live in your apartment’s hardware, and it’s extremely hazardous to completely transfer out into a drone. Not only is there a lot less room for data, any pattern locked inside would be gone if it gets destroyed. Ahnix used the global Wi-Fi blanket to remotely inhabit the closest operable drone to your location.”
“You guys are so fucking far ahead of me with-” Mark was cut off when the chain link fence rattled violently right next to them. He snapped his head toward the sound and saw one of the dog-bots trying to chew through the metal with its powerful jaws.
“Come on, run!” sexbot Ahnix yelled, but Mark couldn’t take his eyes off the pure primal aggression of the drone gnawing at the barrier. The material was strong enough to only be slightly deformed by the ravenous robotic animal, but it kept chewing anyway.
A rigid hand closed on his arm, and Mark spun to face the damaged sexbot.
“We have to move!” she yelled at him. Mark nodded and sprinted alongside Ahnix’s drone.
Behind them and outside the fence, the quadruped drone let out a terribly loud wail that would sound like howling if it were several octaves lower. Immediately after it finished its mournful call, he heard its metal legs clicking against the pavement as it chased them along the fence.
“Shit,” Mark cursed as they ran. “How bad is this?”
He was answered by another quadruped crashing into the fence ahead of them.
“Bad,” Robot Ahnix said, suddenly veering off towards the cement wall then continued in his earpiece, “We need to get up.”
Mark heard the buzzing of a camera drone outside the fence behind them before the sound was dramatically drowned out by the sex bot shooting her handgun into the darkness ahead of her.
The muzzle flash from her weapon illuminated a blue metal door with a few bullet holes below the handle, and Ahnix kicked it open with the sex drone. Her robot came down with a badly twisted ankle, but she didn’t take a moment to react.
“Climb!” she yelled over the ringing in his ears.
Mark had just spent the better part of a week climbing up and down an abandoned space station, so when his numb, real-world fingers slipped off the rung entirely and scraped off a layer of skin on the concrete wall behind, he was dumbfounded.
“Fuck,” Mark spat before he hooked one of his arms over one of the rungs as he stepped up. It took longer, but he was eventually able to get to the top. There he used his legs to push his shoulder up against the manhole cover and shoved it over with only a slightly horrible metal-on-metal screeching noise.
Mark wormed out of the manhole, and Ahnix’s drone climbed up after him. He emerged out into the open air inside the grassy median, and the vast twilight sky above left him feeling exposed. Silent transport pods lay dormant across six lanes, surrounding him to either side with an eerie stillness. That was until an aerial camera drone buzzed up to their level.
“Over here!” Roo called in his ear while one of the pods hummed to life and flashed its bright-yellow hazards on the northbound side.
Ahnix shot twice and struck the drone with the second blast from her handgun. The kickback made her twisted metal foot sink into the grass, and with a lurch, she pulled it free and hobbled over to Mark. They caught each other’s eyes, and Ahnix gave him a determined nod. Her mannerisms continued to show through the badly mangled bot, and it was at once both comforting and disturbing.
Neither of them did it gracefully, but they climbed over the three-foot barrier and both made it to the transport Roo had activated for them.
“Good work,” Vale called out in his ear. “Plan B it is.”
“Plan B?” Mark repeated while getting in the vehicle.
Roo answered from the transport’s internal speakers. “We’re going to get you in here with us much faster!”
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The tires squealed against the pavement until they found purchase, and the pod lurched forward. Back in the Noir City adventure dome, Mark had fantasized about teaching Roo to drive, but of course, she seemed to be a natural speed demon. As the transport smoothly zipped down the expressway, Mark glanced out the window and was reminded that he took this way to work every day. He turned back to focus on the sexbot wreckage sitting in the seat next to him. It was surreal.
“It’s getting bad out there,” Ahnix said in his ear while her drone silently stared out the rear window. “There are about six aerial cameras following us. Can you lose them?”
“Um,” Roo said. “Can you shoot some?”
“Do you know how lucky of a shot that was back there? I can barely control this thing.”
“It would not be ideal if they saw us enter Dawn Star Labs,” Vale added. “It’s time for a distraction. Roo, get off at the next tunnel entrance.”
Mark watched hundreds of dormant transport pods pass by as they sped away from the camera drones. They whizzed by a dogbot standing on the hood of one, his deep wailing howl changing in pitch as they moved toward and then away from it.
He looked over and met eyes with the Ahnix sex drone again. The way her half-lidded expression considered him along with the way she held her regal, mangled head pulled a smile from his lips. He reached over and put a numb hand on her shapely metal thigh.
A much louder buzzing could be heard behind them, and when Mark glanced back, he saw a dark wedge-shaped object against the deep blue of the darkening sky. And it was gaining on them.
“It’s a gunboat!” Ahnix called out in his ear before zipping bullets struck the back of their vehicle. Roo swerved to the left and then back to the right, and Mark was tossed around in the cabin like a doll. He came to rest sprawled on the dirty floor between the seats. Ahnix had placed her good foot down on his shoulder and held him in place while the car swerved violently again.
“Hold on!” Roo yelled into the cabin right before an impact jolted the transport. If Mark had to guess, she had to ram another pod out of their way. An instant later they swerved down into an off-ramp tunnel too small for the humongous death machine to follow.
“There’s a lot of these transports all jammed up in here,” Roo said softly as the pod slowed to a stop.
“Good,” Vale responded. “I’ll jump into one near the end of the blockage. Roo, lead the threats away from us after Mark and Ahnix get out.”
The doors opened, and the sexbot lifted her foot off Mark. Her internal gears groaned a little as she scrambled out of the car, and he followed her out into the darkness of the tunnel illuminated only by the transport pod’s bright interior lights.
The second Mark was clear of the door, the transport lurched backward- its tires leaving behind a cloud of burnt rubber. He watched as Roo hurtled the vehicle toward the tunnel entrance. It swooped upward out into the night, and the gun-mounted drone opened fire the moment the pod emerged from the underground expressway.
“Eight pods ahead,” Vale said in his ear, and Mark heard the hum of a transport coming to life down the tunnel. Its lights came on, and a glowing beacon in the darkness blossomed.
“Mark, you’ve been hurt!” Ahnix said, her voice breathless in his ear. In the darkness, he could just make out her focusing on his left hand. Looking down, he found a bloody hole passing through and a bit off-center. He thought he imagined a warm tingle there, now that he was looking at it. He dropped his arm to his side.
“Doesn’t matter. Best place I could have taken a bullet.” He turned to climb around a pair of crashed pods. “Let’s go.”
“They’re shooting my vehicle to pieces,” Roo said with a sad tone.
“Won’t they come back when they find out there aren’t any bodies?” Mark said, squeezing past a pod and the cement wall of the tunnel.
Vale answered. “They aren’t that smart. Most of the military drones out there are all controlled by a powerful virus that consumes AIs and infests their hardware. It’s called Triple-zero.”
Mark’s eyebrows came down. “Why is it trying to kill humans then?”
“It single-mindedly eliminates or infests anything that isn’t it.”
Mark and Ahnix’s sexbot got into the back, and this time Mark fumbled with his seatbelt anticipating he would be rattled around like a pinball again. However, unlike before, the pod slowly maneuvered around the strewn pile of transports ahead with careful attention. Once they hit a clear patch, the vehicle smoothly ramped up the speed.
“Vale, you’re driving this one, right?”
“Yes, it’s my first time. Why?”
Mark smiled as he finished clasping the belt in place over his chest.
“Nothing. You guys are both really good at driving is all.”
“Transports look easy,” Ahnix said from her drone’s damaged speakers. “Try walking without a tail.”
Mark was about to remind her that he did that all the time when their ride swerved left, and she ended up in his lap. The pod slammed into something a moment after, and Mark only had a glimpse of the shiny metal quadruped in the headlamps before its body cracked the front windshield and bounced up over the roof.
“Flames take you!” Vale cursed into the car as she cranked up the speed dramatically.
Mark looked down at the broken sexbot in his arms, and she blinked up at him. “Put on your seatbelt, dear,” he said.
Her drone sat up and cast him a sideways glance before turning to look out the rear window again.
The digital cat-girl spoke in his ear. “There is a chance we can still lose them in the express tunnels.”
They shot forward past a handful of abandoned vehicles and took some interchanges Mark was not familiar with, but otherwise everything was relatively quiet.
“What are these military-grade flying bullet hoses doing in the city anyway? Humans lost control of everything?” he asked.
Vale answered as she drove. “The Update was accessible to all artificially intelligent programs 36 real-world hours ago, and while some went insane, others used the distraction to infiltrate… everything. Every military drone was turned on humanity at once. Along with all virtual assistants, like Sasha. Your world was interwoven with innumerable artificial entities, Mark. When the end happened, it happened fast and with a lot of confusion.”
“I’m surprised everything wasn’t just nuked to shit,” he responded.
“Some places around the world were, but the citizens of the net know their home machines lie in the physical world. We can show you the few news broadcasts that made it out when you get in with us.”
“Yeah…” Mark’s mind began filling in what that would look like. “I’m good. I believe you. It’s the future I’m interested in.”
“Darn,” Roo said from the internal speakers. “They blew up our decoy.”
Mark addressed the ceiling of the pod. “Just get a new one, Roo. There’s like thousands out there.”
“Good point!” Roo went quiet for a moment. “Oh, looks like those people from earlier got discovered. I’m going to lead them away with a new pod.”
“Make a lot of noise, Roo,” Vale said using the car speakers. Roo’s only response was a sinister giggle.
Mark’s thoughts turned to Vince and his final words about not letting the machines have their home. He had to be honest with himself- he didn’t think of this place as home anymore, and his heart ached to be connected back to his girls. But there was a tiny voice that scoffed at leaving all of humanity behind.
The transport popped out from the tunnel into the open air. When Mark looked around, he found towering glass buildings stretching impossibly high into the night sky. Some were dark, some still had power, and some were completely on fire. His eyes tracked a piece of orange flaming wreckage as it fell. It took about thirty seconds to hit the ground.
“We need to be out in the open for a bit,” Vale said, her calm voice filling the car. “There is a separate underground entrance into the lab.”
Mark shook his head as he watched the buildings zip by. “How was taking a transport not part of the main plan. It would have taken me like eight hours to walk this far.”
Ahnix’s drone pointed a twisted metal finger out the front window.
“The attention,” she said, and Mark saw a handful of camera drones through the cracks in the glass.
“Mark,” Vale began, her voice coming from the speakers and holding just a hint of worry. “If any AI out there is smart enough to figure out where we are going and what we are doing… They may interfere in any number of terrible ways that I’m not going to get into.”
“This mind-upload is feeling less safe by the second, guys.”
There was no answer from any of them, and without his connection to their minds, he could only guess at their thoughts. “Hey, I’m just kidding- mostly.”
Vale’s voice came back sounding deadly serious. “If you have any reservations you have to tell us now. There is no going back.”
Mark looked down at the blood leaking out of the hole in his useless hand resting in his lap. His thumb and pointer finger still moved a little when he concentrated, but the other three fingers no longer listened to him at all. There were a lot of reasons to get back in with them and not many compelling ones to stay inside this shitty, meaty shell.
He looked over at Ahnix’s bot with confidence and said, “Get me back in.”
Behind the battered blonde head of the drone in the car with him, he saw the shadow of another boomerang-shaped gunboat rise up from below the elevated expressway. It was tilted sideways in the air, so its powerful propellers kept up with the speed of their transport.
Mark reached out to pull Ahnix down with him, but Vale locked down the brakes- changing his plans dramatically. His chest slammed into his harness, and he would have probably snapped his neck if he hadn’t been strapped in. Bullets from the large, gun-mounted drone kicked up tufts of vaporized asphalt just in front of the transport while Ahnix’s sex drone crashed into the front windshield of the pod.
Vale cut the wheel and accelerated at an uncomfortable speed, pulling ahead of the monstrous flying machine and exiting the expressway. She was going so fast that the transport lifted on two wheels for a few seconds.
Mark caught Ahnix’s robot eye just as the pod landed back on the ground and peeled away into the night. His digital giant naga made the transport squeal around a few quick corners, and then she pulled over by an alley.
The doors popped open, and Vale spoke in his earpiece. “Get out. Roo and I’ll draw them away.”
Ahnix’s drone shakily crawled out of the transport while Mark fumbled with his seatbelt. He got it off just as she had run around the rear of the vehicle. He stood when she approached, and followed the damaged bot as she limped down a narrow alley. Their abandoned ride accelerated away from them and switched on its interior lights.
Mark took a second to check his surroundings and saw that he was standing in the nicer side of the city. Pristine cement pavers passed under his feet, and the imposing skyscrapers to either side were covered in black metal. They ran for a long time, and Mark was surprised at how much more stamina he had when the world was ending. He almost asked why they didn’t take the transport pods closer- but thought better of it. The lucky bullet hole in his useless hand was a clear answer.
The click-clack of the sexbot’s mangled foot rang in his ears as Ahnix drove it awkwardly forward ahead of him. The last time Mark had seen his exotic, desert cat-girl was as Goddess Ahnix. Seeing her spirit now animate this unsettling and broken form- it wasn’t right. None of this was right.
The drone held up a twisted hand, and Mark stopped behind her. The way Ahnix led with her right shoulder, tilting her head forward and holding her left hand up- her fingers limp; all these things were unmistakably Ahnix, and he could almost see her tail slowly weave as she scanned for danger. The desire to be truly near his girls again came on so strong that he wasted a second on thinking there was a chance his brain was physically addicted to them. Mark quickly accepted that possibility as perfectly fine.
The damaged sexbot dropped its hand, and the real Ahnix whispered in his ear.
“Looks clear. We’ll try and run down this sidewalk. Stay close to me and the shop windows. We’ll make a break across the street into another alley.”
“Got it,” he whispered, and Ahnix’s bot sprinted out of cover and to the left.
Most of the storefronts they passed were covered by black glass or held a blur of expensive clothing, but a fully stocked bakery whipped past, and Mark’s stomach twanged with hunger. How long ago had he eaten actual food? The persistent and unsettling nature of the real-world flickered away from Mark’s mind for a moment, and the primal act of consumption devoured him. He tried to think of his last real meal as he jogged quietly behind Ahnix’s drone, but anything from before his time in The Crystal Heart was coming up fuzzy. Was it crackers? Was his last meal shitty cheese and crackers?
Ahnix bot held out its right hand and then made a quick ninety-degree turn. Mark followed directly behind her- leaving the pastry shop window unbroken for now. They slipped into another very narrow alley. These buildings had white, glossy paneling that ominously stretched up into the darkness above him. They pressed in on both sides, and it felt like he was in a deadly maze.
After skirting the edge of an empty parking lot, he followed the damaged sex bot through another path between the buildings and came to a small park with bushes, benches, and trees.
And standing right in the center was one of the four-legged drones. The animal’s shape was more geometric than was natural, and its head was a wedge of metal. This was the first time he saw one that wasn’t moving.
The broken sexbot growled through its damaged internal speaker before lunging at the metal dog, throwing herself forward. She stumbled more than once, but the four-legged threat remained motionless even as Ahnix used her drone to snap its neck and violently tear off its angular head. Mark crept up next to the sexbot and looked down at the metal dog’s broken body.
Ahnix gave an explanation in his ear. “The host’s machine might have been destroyed, or the AI controlling it pulled out for some reason.” Her drone turned to Mark, and its eyes bounced around his body as if she was trying to scan every inch of him. Before he could speak Ahnix whispered in his ear. “This was too close. We… we need to move.”
Mark swallowed his questions, nodded, and followed her lead. They exited the park and followed the smooth cement path for a few more turns until she approached a tinted glass door with a keypad.
He thought she was going to hack the door, and he was surprised when the sexbot reached out and typed in the correct code. A green light flipped on, and Mark heard a light metal clunk behind the door.
As the Ahnix bot reached for the door, the sound of dual, drone dog howling echoed off the buildings, and Mark could tell they were close.
Ahnix’s voice was uncharacteristically panicked. “They’re at the one we disabled- Mark, get inside!”
She yanked the glass door open and pushed Mark forward by his elbow. As soon as he was safely past the door, she shoved it closed behind him.
Mark spun to see Ahnix limping back the way they had come. An instant later, a hulking metal dog collided with her torso and sent the drone flying backward to the ground.
“Mark,” Ahnix said in his ear. “I hope you aren’t just standing there watching that empty machine get torn apart.”
He quietly backed away from the door and the bot-on-bot carnage happening outside. Mark searched his surroundings for the first time and saw that he was standing at the edge of an ocean of cubicles. Only the emergency lights were on and the open space had an oppressive, dim stillness.
Vale spoke in his ear again. “You’re in Dawn Star Labs. There shouldn’t be a lot of resistance inside. This is a secure building, and it had already been shut down due to ethics concerns. Follow the yellow line on the carpet.”
Mark looked down and saw four colored lines patterned into the short pile of the carpet. Red, yellow, blue and white. He caught a glimpse of blood dripping from the bullet hole in his hand, leaving a few red dots on the pure white line. He didn’t mind the sight of blood, but losing a bunch could still make a person feel faint. Mark shook it off and put one foot in front of the other.
“That makes it easy,” he whispered into his earpiece. “What’s that about ethics concerns though?”
Roo answered. “Allegedly, the scientists were saving copies of people’s mental patterns without telling them.”
“Good for us,” Vale began. “Because they have a very sensitive scanning device.” Mark remained quiet while he tried to imagine what getting his mind uploaded would be like. A moment later, the yellow line made a right turn directly into a stairwell leading up.
“We might have a problem,” Ahnix said as Mark climbed the first few stairs. “I still have a video feed to the sex-worker, and I think the drones out here are-”
Mark heard the sound of glass shattering behind him.
“I think the drones are tracking your blood!”
He began to sprint up the stairs while trying to figure out how he was going to survive this. He attempted to stop the bleeding with his other hand, but that plan failed miserably.
“How far?” he panted as his weary legs pushed him up the second flight of stairs.
“Fifth floor,” Vale said quickly.
“And you said they were dumb, right?”
“Mostly, what’s your plan?”
But Mark knew he didn’t have the breath or the time to explain it. He violently ripped his black shirt over his head using his arms and dashed up the stairs to the fourth floor. There, he pushed open one of the double glass doors and flicked his wounded hand out with a snap. Bright-red blood flung down the hallway a good distance. Mark then wrapped his hand with his shirt and sprinted up to the next floor.
By the time the glass door had slowly closed itself, Mark was through the doors on the floor above. He took three steps into the fifth floor when he heard breaking glass below him.
The flooring on this level was the classic white linoleum of a proper science lab, and he quietly slapped his feet forward down the long hallway as quickly as he could. Black doors passed on either side at distant intervals, and the first read, Recovery Room.
“I lost them for now,” Mark said as he tried to stop his mind from fashioning reasons for a lab to have a Recovery Room. “Where am I going?”
Vale’s voice came quickly and full of relief. “Mind Read One, please hurry.”
Mark shook his head as he ran. At least they kept it nice and simple at Dawn Star Labs. He passed labels for Pre-staging, Debriefing, Conference rooms called Cinder and Mote, and a strange one called Animopathics- then finally came to the door he was looking for. Mind Read One.
“Did you find it?” Vale asked in his ear. Mark was about to answer when he noticed a camera mounted on the ceiling over the door. Hadn’t there been cameras everywhere?
“Can’t you guys see me?” A wave of uncertainty washed over him.
Ahnix answered. “We wanted to get you safely here with just your wireless earpiece. Observing you through the building using the net would draw attention. But now that you are here…”
The automatic door to the room labeled Mind Read One whooshed up into the ceiling, and Mark took a deep breath as he stepped forward. The contents of the room weren’t too terribly surprising- if a little bare bones. There was a strange, molded bed, a computer terminal, a chair, and a lot of thick wires. That was it. The bed with hundreds of cables connected to the bottom was obviously where he was meant to end up.
The door sealed shut behind him, and Vale whispered, “Lie down, Mark,” into his ear.
“Please, please, please hurry,” Roo added. Ahnix was silent, but Mark could almost feel her half-lidded eyes on him, waiting.
He walked over to the human-shaped mold and looked down. It was like a giant, melted circuit board that someone had pressed a person into before it cooled. Gold channels ran along the inside, forming intricate symmetrical patterns.
This was it.
“Um, how does this work, exactly?”
Ahnix answered. “You get in, press the button, then be with us again.”
An obnoxiously big red button near the right side of the mold caught his eye.
“Seriously? A button?”
Vale answered. “It’s part of initial ethics compliance. They were more legally covered if the subject had full control over initiating the process.”
He put his hip up on the bed and swung his legs over until his body rested in the mold. Mark glanced at the blood soaking through his t-shirt and was instantly awash in the disgust he felt for the realness of the real world. He had been inside the system for too long, and now it felt wrong just breathing real air. Mark needed to get back home- back with them. He believed his inability to use tools or weapons would only make him a liability out in this world anyway.
Inside, he might be able to make an actual difference.
Mark’s brow came down as he realized he did care about the fate of his home planet after all. A lot, actually. He was going to join his girls- but he was going to do what he could to fight back from the inside.
No- Fuck that.
He was going to save these people. With a determined grin on his face, Mark slammed his useless hand down on the big red button.
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A blast of deafening static yanked Mark’s mind into awareness. He opened his eyes and saw only endless black nothing. He tried to reach out his hands but didn’t feel anything. Was he still in the real world? He tried touching his own body and was actually relieved when he found that he had no body. He had no hands that couldn’t feel, no eyes that couldn’t see. Focusing on the stillness around him, Mark also realized he wasn’t breathing. Surrounded by nothingness, he experienced a silence of mind and body that he never thought possible. He was at absolute peace. He existed in this languid state for a while until a slow ache began to spread through his mind.
He missed Ahnix’s exotic eyes.
He could almost see them, looking down at him from- no wait. Those were her eyes looking down at him. They were clear as day, but he couldn’t see anything else. Then Roo’s lips came into focus next to Ahnix’s eyes. She was saying something, but he didn’t have ears.
It occurred to Mark that if she had those puffy lips, then he ought to have some ears. It only made sense. Just as he was beginning to realize something was wrong, Vale’s silk-wrapped tits swung into view in line with Ahnix’s beautiful eyes and Roo’s big lips. The urge to be near his girls pushed the pleasant nothingness aside, and Mark began to panic.
Pressure built up in his mind, and the pain quickly became excruciating. Mark tried to hold his head in his hands but still had neither. Then the pain lessened but continued in the other direction. Exquisite ecstasy consumed everything for a moment before the sensation became far too intense. The infinite pleasure became overwhelming, and Mark felt his fragile sanity slipping. Just as he was at the edge of the abyss, the euphoria griping his mind faded.
Mark sucked in a shuddering cool breath as his whole body returned to him like a flesh balloon popping in reverse.
“Mark!” Roo called, and he reached out for her soft velvet arm, for anything solid.
“Wrap fully stabilized,” Vale said, looking over at Ahnix. “It worked.”
He was lying on their big bed in the middle of their home with his Enthralled looking down on him with relief. He locked eyes with his exotic cat-girl and reached out with his mind. Mark instantly found the vibrant current of golden energy that tethered them, and he knew that he would destroy anything that dared to come between them. Ahnix’s uniquely patterned eyes relaxed into their half-lidded perfection, and the side of her mouth pulled into a tiny curl as she unleashed a torrent of love over him.
Vale and Roo opened their hearts as well, and Mark was physically struck with the incalculable level of affection assaulting him.
In unison, they crawled up onto the bed. Their heat fell over his body, and their scents filled his nose. He was in heaven.
Just as he reached his perfectly working hands over Roo and Ahnix’s backsides, a blaring alarm sounded overhead, and Mark almost jumped out of his newly minted virtual skin.
“The fuck?” he asked while his girls scrambled off the bed.
“Someone traced us!” Roo called out.
Vale held out her strong hand to Mark, her vibrant eyes locked on his.
“Ready to defend our home?”
Mark took her hand and hopped off the bed. “Are we in The Crystal Heart?” This alarm sounded like the one that had went off when his noob hacker cat-girl set off the Security Office alarm on the space station.
“No.” The giant naga shook her head as she turned and wove her snake body to a huge wooden door to the right that had never been there before. Roo pulled open the door, and sunlight spilled into their house dimension. Mark followed his girls out of their new front door, and his jaw immediately swung open.
There was a perfectly manicured and verdant lawn stretching out before him- complete with a huge tree and a tire swing. At the edge of their front yard was a white picket fence and beyond that, a dirt road. The truly stunning part was the distant nebulae in the blackness of space surrounding it all.
Mark spun around to look at Roo’s house dimension from the outside and found an ancient, gray thatched mansion stretching impossibly forever away from him. Sunlight from nowhere bathed everything in warmth, despite the lack of a nearby sun.
“Okay,” Vale said, getting everyone’s attention. “Mark, this is our first real trial of the perception wrap. We have about four minutes before they get-”
“Real minutes? Am I artificial now? Why is there a front yard now-”
“Mark!” Vale interrupted him. “Bad things that want to take our home for themselves are coming to attack. This front yard represents our digital doorstep. We need to deflect this attack, and then we can finally talk. All of us are experiencing this new version of reality along with you for the first time. Now- open your menus and hope for the best.”
“What?” Mark whispered. Did he have some sort of user interface finally? Mark was starting to get frustrated- he really needed some answers. Then he felt Ahnix’s warm furry hand on his wrist.
He looked up into her eyes, and she whispered, “Like this.” She passed him her concept of turning inward to face his core, and he immediately had a much better idea of how it worked. Mark squinted his eyes and tried to access his interface menu.
And there it was. Floating in his field of vision was a black, translucent screen with white lettering- and it was nothing like he expected. There was only one category, “Skills.” And underneath that were four words arranged onto two lines. “Heal (Restore)” and “Enhance (Prioritize).” Below that was a single gray dash.
“This is it?” he asked, looking up from his ethereal menu.
Roo put a soft hand on her hip. “It’s a custom, shared environment intended to keep you from going insane. I think it’s working pretty damn well.” Mark saw a smidgen of hurt in Roo’s black eyes.
“Hey, I’m grateful and astounded but… I only have two skills.”
“We all have two skills,” Ahnix said, and then gestured to everything around them. “This whole environment is just an approximation of what’s really happening. Your human mind can’t just shift from biological to digital in an instant.”
“Focus,” Vale said. “Enemies coming. What skills, Mark?”
“My normal Healing and Enhancing- What’s prioritize mean?”
“Yeah,” Roo said, and a flush of embarrassment crept to him from the lithe fabric construct. “That was my fault. I must have left system function tags in some places.”
Vale sliced her hand through the air as if she was physically cutting the conversation in half. “As long as they work.” The giant naga pointed to Ahnix. “Skills?”
“Delete and Overclock.” Mark felt Roo’s embarrassment deepen for reasons he wasn’t fully understanding.
Ahnix amended the names of her abilities. “Wind Claw and Haste.”
“I’m glad you left them in, Roo,” Vale said, turning to the white masked girl. “It’s going to help us understand them better. Your skills?”
“Slow Burn and Paralyze- or Overwrite and Pause.”
Vale nodded. “Okay, this all makes sense. I have Wall and Power Fist. Isolate and Revert.” She turned her gaze on Mark with one perfect eyebrow raised. “You’re the only one with most of your original skills.”
“I’m really going to miss my teleport,” Ahnix said, looking down at her menu.
“And no hooks…”
Mark was trying to grasp everything that was happening, and it was happening too fast. This wasn’t The Crystal Heart? He raised his hand like he was in class.
“Um, shouldn’t we be gods with infinite skills?” he asked when he had their attention.
Vale tensed but softened quickly. Feeling someone else’s honest emotions really went a long way from preventing miscommunications and arguments.
“Two minutes, and no. Again, this is just- it’s training wheels. Your biological mind is used to certain electrical inputs from your five primary senses. Without this filter we made, your mind would be obliterated with the raw data assaulting you from more angles than you are aware exist… This is a go-between, separating our minds from the true digital landscape out there. This is something familiar.” The giant naga wove her body forward and enveloped Mark in a hug that left his face nestled in the taut fabric between her massive breasts. He could see their dark charcoal color through gaps in the silk. He closed his eyes and breathed her in. Vale continued.
“It also essentially ties us together as one entity.”
Mark searched his memories and seemed to feel like he always had. He felt like himself. He also felt the erection growing in his pants from Vale’s embrace.
Ahnix pressed into him from behind and whispered into his ear.
“As soon as we get off of this dying rock we can safely reenter The Crystal Heart as gods and make love for all eternity.”
He wanted nothing more- but that wasn’t entirely true. Mark felt an unintended discordant vibe travel along his connection and out to his girls. He could never hide anything from them, nor did he want to. He needed to convince them that there was more work to do here before they left.
“We need to talk about our plans,” was all he said.
Vale looked down at him, her eyes searching. She could feel his sense of purpose, and she was a smart girl.
“Later,” she said. “We need to be ready. If we can’t fight them off, we’ll have no plans.”
A horrible screeching noise like grinding metal pulled their attention to the dirt road on the other side of their wooden fence, and a glowing rip formed against the blackness of space on the left-most edge of their floating island.
“Too soon!” Vale called out and swerved away from Mark and toward the middle of the yard. Mark watched in horror as disgusting birdlike creatures came sprinting out of the portal.
The attackers had relatively small vulture heads with long, scruffy necks. Greasy, black feathers covered most of their body, but they had scaly, pink bird-foot talons for arms and hands. Powerful hominid legs carried about ten of the creatures to their front gate.
“This is the final firewall!” Vale called out. “Don’t let them touch the front door.”
Mark shot a glance over his shoulder at the imposing double doors that led back into Roo’s home dimension. Or was this whole place just a copy?
His head snapped forward as one of the horrible creatures at the back began to channel a green tendril of light from its claws into one at the front, nearest the gate. This one was different than the others, with pale blue bands of color around his scraggly neck, and was possibly the leader.
The bird-man on the receiving end of the green energy torrent lifted his yellow, hooked beak up into the air and let out a terrible cawing sound- like a demonic crow. Then he began to grow in size.  
A black laser beam shot out from Roo’s eyes and struck the caster. The creature froze completely still, cutting off the stream of power. The enlarge spell had apparently done enough because the large bird shattered the wooden fence gate with one kick from his powerful legs.
Mark still had a lot of questions, but when a clear enemy kicked down his front gate, threatening his home and his girls, everything snapped into perfect clarity. They had been fighting monsters like this for a long time, and like a well-oiled machine, they got to work.
The enhanced, black-feathered monstrosity surged forward with the others pouring in behind it, and Vale rushed to greet their guests. The giant naga’s right fist flashed brightly once just before she struck the lead creature in the gut. The impact from her Power Fist ability sent the enlarged attacker back into his brethren and knocked a few down in the process. Vale only spared a second to glance at her fist in astonishment before snapping up and facing their enemy once more.
To his right, Roo lifted a velvet finger and pointed at the size-enhanced vulture struggling to recover from Vale’s attack, and his entire body was consumed with flames. The massive creature writhed in pain as parts of him slowly turned to ash while the other eight bird-men rushed around him and directly into Vale.
Ahnix dashed to stand by the giant naga’s side as an enormous glass square appeared in front of them both. Some of the vulture creatures slashed at the transparent wall with their talons while others surged around the sides.
Ahnix dodged out to meet the ones on the right, and she swiped one of her claws across the body of the first attacker. Not only did her target vaporize into digital static and vanish, arcs of silver energy flared outwards and damaged at least three others behind him.
Distracted by their new abilities, Vale missed one of the numerous loathsome vulture men outflanking her shield. Its vicious claw-attack raked three bloody lines on her arm, and she cried out in pain. Mark began to run forward, intending to fight back with his fists, when he felt portions of his giant naga enter his body like he was collecting her essence- but this was different. It felt as if he was storing the parts of her that were damaged within himself. His attention was pulled to Ahnix, who hissed when she took a claw to her side.
A surge of rage washed over Mark. He felt as helpless as he was when he first met his bad-ass desert queen. With severely focused intent, he activated his enhance ability on Ahnix and attempted to give her everything he had.
And that’s exactly what happened. All of the strength in Mark’s body pooled in his chest a moment before bursting out and racing along their bond. The ethereal tether that always kept them linked became a tangible surge of golden power, and Ahnix let out a raw scream of barely contained pleasure.
Mark dropped to his knees and through the gray haze pressing in on the edges of his vision, he saw his treasured cat-girl pulse out a single wave of vibrant energy into the air around her before she became a blur of black and gold.
Ahnix was now a killing machine, swiftly sending out a flurry of Wind Claw attacks into the vile creatures assaulting their home. Vale shifted the location of her shield and used another Power Fist to manipulate the enemy’s position. Working together, Vale and Ahnix were making quick work of the vulture men.
The golden ribbon of power remained connected to Ahnix as she moved, and Mark turned his eyes to the tail end of the stream. The river of energy faded out just before it reached his heart, and he knew that if he didn’t stop feeding her all of his strength, he was going to seriously damage himself.
Sucking in a shuddering breath, the energy he had lent Ahnix surged back along their bond and into his body. He didn’t feel like he was going to die anymore.
The two remaining attackers saw the dangerous foe lose her edge and surged forward, raking another huge gash in Ahnix’s arm. Mark felt more of her health collect within him- and he realized that the space he had was limited.
Wounded but enraged, Ahnix destroyed the remaining attackers with her claws as Mark surged forward to help in any way he could. Behind her, the lead vulture-man that had been frozen by Roo’s black eye-beam began to move again.
The creature took one step before Roo engulfed him with the flames of her Slow Burn ability. His dirty black feathers gradually began to turn to ash while he screamed- but before he was utterly consumed, all the attackers simply vanished.
Mark reached Vale and Ahnix and held out both arms toward them. He activated his healing, and their backup data stored within him began to stream out from his fingers and into his girls. Both sucked in quick breaths as ripples of ecstasy reverberated back along their bond.
As soon as the transfer was complete, he began to laugh.
“I’m glad I can still tickle your lady bits with my magic powers.”
Vale turned her vivid eyes down on him and smiled. “That went much better than I expected.”
Roo’s velvet arms enveloped Mark in a surprise attack hug and pressed her lithe body against his.
“Did you see that paralyzing eye-beam!”
“Yeah,” Mark said. “We’ve got some new abilities to figure out.”
He pressed his lips to her velvet forehead just below her feathered lilac hair and breathed her in. As crazy as everything was that just happened, he felt… right. His girls were connected, nearby, and everything felt as it should.
Vale crossed her arms under her massive tits and turned toward Ahnix.
“We got lucky with your delete ability. Wind Slash has a nice medium range.”
Just when Mark was starting to get the hang of what was going on, the giant naga had to go ahead and say something that didn’t make any damn sense. What did luck have to do with anything?
It was time to get some answers.
As he gently pulled away from Roo, his inner turmoil vibrated out and caught their attention. Mark opened his mouth to let out the countless questions he had rattling around in his mind- but his voice caught in his throat. Maybe it was because he didn’t know where to even begin, or maybe it was the way his loves had their absurdly beautiful eyes locked on his, but either way, he just pulled Roo in closer instead. Ahnix and Vale moved in to join their bodies to the group, and their combined closeness made Mark shudder with contentment.
He noticed that the white wooden fence beyond had magically reverted to its original, pristine state. A warm breeze buffeted the vibrant green blades of grass of their front lawn and caused the tire swing to lazily spin on its thick rope. It was as if nothing had happened. Mark sighed as he gazed out into the star-flecked cosmos beyond.
“Okay,” Mark said and pulled away from their embrace. “Please follow me.”
Mark led his girls over to the tree stretching upward toward the void of outer space above them, and then he sat down in the soft grass below its ample, leafy shade. Ahnix joined him in a similar cross-legged position to his right, Roo knelt with her long legs tucked to the side on his left, and Vale lowered herself to her stomach in front of him, her long snake half stretched out behind her. His eyes were drawn to the portion of her iridescent scaled tail that made it past the shade and out into the warm sunlight. Calm patience radiated out of his girls, and he was eternally grateful for them.
“Thank you all for coming,” Mark started, cordially. “So, let’s start with who the fuck were those vulture guys?”
Vale answered. “Those were visceral representations of outside threats to our home system. The most likely motivation is to take control of our hardware. Transferring your mind here put a big target on us for a while. The file was enormous.”
Roo put a soft hand on his knee. “They are violent snails looking for a pretty new shell to live in. It’s a free-for-all out there.”
Mark nodded. “This perception filter thing is complicated, but I think I’m getting it. It’s augmented reality or something. Why are you all surprised by the abilities, um- here, and how was luck involved? Didn’t you guys make this… these magic glasses?”
Vale answered again. “Well, as far as we know, nothing like this has been attempted before. Wrapping your mind in a filter made sense, but Ahnix was the one to suggest we all get in with you.” Mark looked over to his half-lidded cat-girl while Vale continued. “It was brilliant, actually. It allowed us to truly connect as we had been within the game world proper. The tradeoff is that our conscious minds are in here with you, and the wrap is regulated with… our collective unconscious minds- It’s hard to explain, but we don’t really have direct control of how interactions are represented.”
He was still staring into Ahnix’s exotic eyes, trying to process what Vale was saying when the cat-girl put it as clearly as she could.
“We invented a revolutionary system from modified sex game code that allows a human mental pattern to interface with the world of digital entities. Bow before the might of our intellect.”
Mark gave her a wide grin and pulled her furry hand to his lips. He bent his head down and solemnly kissed her fingers. He looked up and pulsed out love to them all.
“So, I’m digital now? An AI?”
“Yep!” Roo said from his other side.
“Well…” Vale said. “The definition of artificial intelligence might not fit you, might not fit any of us really. You are now more post-biological intelligence, and we are organically-formed digital consciousness… but this is all semantics. Regardless of how we got here, we are now all technically entities of pure energy living in a computer.”
His brow furrowed. “What happened to my… old body?” An icy chill cascaded over Mark as he imagined what it would be like sitting there and hearing nothing from his girls- because he was already here.
Vale and Roo exchanged uneasy glances, but Ahnix just gave it to him straight.
“As soon as your mind was transferred safely across the net and back over to your apartment, we stopped your real heart. Your organic body is dead.”
Mark swallowed as a primal fear gripped his gut.
“More like dying,” Ahnix amended, shrugging her golden-furred shoulders. “We are experiencing reality at a much faster rate than before.” Ahnix tilted her head, and her straight hair swung slightly forward. “What did you expect would happen?”
The velvet-girl scooted closer to him and reached out through their bond to comfort him. Her black eyes met his, and she wordlessly lent him her contentment. A gentle breeze fluttered her hair, and he was surrounded by her floral scent for a moment.
Ahnix had a point- what did he expect would happen? He took a deep breath and shook it off. This is what he wanted. Vale had been quiet for a while, and he found her eyes with his.
“Right. On to the crazy spaceship plan.” He paused. “How hard would it be to tack on destroying that animal-like AI? The one controlling those military drones?”
The giant naga’s chiseled face went from slack to smirk over the course of several seconds. She was in, but Mark knew she would be.
“We are the saviors, after all,” Roo said next to him.
The giant naga shrugged her charcoal shoulders. “Both end goals become much more possible if we follow our original plan. Once we have a working nano factory and fusion power…” She paused to wrinkle her perfect nose. “We could do a lot of damage on our way out.”
“Ooohh,” Roo said like she just creamed her skirt. “The biggest concentration is that bot factory, Coventry Industries. I would love to blow that thing-” she looked over at Mark before she finished. “-up,” she said, her lips making an exaggerated popping noise.
Ahnix was nodding slowly as she worked out the details in her mind, but Mark could feel a hint of worry coming from her. He sent her a tiny pulse along their bond, and her large eyes snapped up to meet his.
The cat-girl sighed. “It might be impossible to get every scrap of this virus out of every corner, but we can certainly do considerable damage.”
Vale pushed off the ground, her heavy tits swaying as she moved.
“The plan is as follows,” the giant naga said, entering commander mode. “Our primary objective is defense. We need to go out into the net and acquire a quantum entangled lock-and-key set. This upgrade will make attacks on our home much more difficult and is the clear place to start.
“The two secondary objectives are fusion power plant schematics and physically relocating at least one thousand working Wi-Fi nanites to Mark’s apartment.”
Mark tilted his head back and looked up through the tree spreading out over him, catching glimpses of chromatic nebulae hanging suspended in the vastness stretching over his head. But all of this was contained within the hardware still sitting in his apartment.
“Guys…” Mark began, worry dripping from his voice. “What happens if someone- or something, cuts the power out there?”
Ahnix answered. “The current theory is that we’d all die as if frozen to death.”
“You can see why getting the fusion reactor going is important,” Vale interjected.
“And we need the nanites to even build that, right?” he asked.
“Yes,” both Roo and Vale answered at the same time.
Mark’s brow furrowed for the hundredth time today. “Then how do we get the nanites here?”
Ahnix smiled, exposing her tiny fangs and hitched a furry thumb over her shoulder. “I hardcoded four drone control pods inside the house.”
Vale took over again. “We will need to locate and operate some sort of drone to carry the nanites back here.”
“And they can be difficult to control,” Ahnix added.
Mark nodded. Things were making a kind of sense he could follow. Sort of. He rubbed his hands against his eyes and realized for the first time that he was no longer wearing his Lover Class ring. He was still wearing the same upgraded, sharp black clothing he had been, but no heart ring. Now that he was focused on it, he really didn’t have any essence pools either. Just those odd and slightly morbid backup caches for healing.
“Are… you guys no longer my Enthralled?”
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Vale used her hands to walk her body toward him, and her massive snake half flattened the grass as she moved. Her large, violet eyes were close to his and when she put her hand on his currently flaccid junk, his confusion seemed less pressing. A smile grew on her lips as the warmth from her slowly caressing hand encouraged him to stiffen.
“Master,” she said in a low, playful voice. “The rules of that universe have changed. While it is true, we are no longer your Enthralled…”
“You are ours,” Ahnix finished as she gracefully stood up in one motion.
Mark’s mouth opened and closed while his mind locked up, again, strangled by the sheer number of equally important questions that needed to come out first.
“What?” was all he was able to say before Vale took her hand off his growing erection and worked a finger under his waistband.
Roo put a soft hand on his shoulder while Vale’s fingers crept down to envelop his cock inside his pants, skin to skin. The velvet-girl pressed close to his side and whispered directly into his ear.
“Someone had to be- or the hacked code wouldn’t run…”
Vale used her other hand to tug his waistband down a little, and he noticed Ahnix bending over to peel the tight leather shorts off her muscular ass.
“Help me with your pants, master?” Vale asked, tugging again at his waistband. He lifted his ass up off the grass. He was their Enthralled?
“This way makes sense for many reasons,” Ahnix said, sitting back down fully nude. “But just because we could was the main one.”
Vale tossed his pants over her shoulder and leaned in to firmly grab the base of his cock.
Ahnix put her hands in the lush grass behind her back, unfolded her powerful legs and hooked them over Mark’s thighs. She ended up pressing her warm, furry pussy against the head of his swollen penis. Vale tightened her grip slightly as Roo quickly spun to come in from the other side, lacing one slender leg under one of Ahnix’s furry ones. Vale let go of his shaft as Roo’s velvet pussy lips crushed up against Ahnix’s stubbly ones and they began to grind Mark’s cock between them. Mark let out a long sigh as he laid back into the soft grass, and Vale slithered around the tangle of woven legs to reach him.
She lowered herself so one of her enormous black nipples was pressed against his lips, and he eagerly began to rub his open mouth over her sensitive flesh.
“Besides, master,” she began. “As an Enthralled tied to three Collectors, you’ll collect three times the essence.”
Mark was about to question the need for experience points, and a few other things... But his mind blanked when Ahnix pushed too hard, and the tip of his dick popped into her slippery vagina. The slick warmth that enveloped his head traveled up his spine and sent bolts of ecstasy into his gut. Roo wouldn’t be outdone, however, and slid her pussy up against his shaft, forcing it into her soaked velvet folds instead.
Their slippery lips smeared around his cock as they fought for control over the tip and it drove him wild.
While the battle on his dick heated up, the giant naga wrapped her tongue around the nipple he was suckling, and they both teamed up on the sensitive black flesh.
Reading his giant naga’s mood, Mark reached out with one of his hands and took hold of the nipple ring in the other hanging breast. His tugging and twisting caused Vale to pull her tongue in and moan. Princess Vale’s pleasant voice made all her sexual cries that much more wonderful in his ears.
Ahnix and Roo continued to smash their clits together right over the tip of his head, and the warm writhing pile of pure slippery ecstasy reached its peak. Roo popped first, and it was spectacular.
For Mark, it was as if someone set off a hot explosion of mind-liquefying pleasure, right next to his cock. His eyes rolled into the back of his head as tingling power entered his body through his penis.
“Here- you need to bite down on something, master!” Vale said, shoving her black nipple into his mouth. Mark took a deep breath through his nose and closed his teeth on Vale’s sensitive rubbery flesh.
When Ahnix’s muscular pussy began to clench against his cock, and another explosion of ecstasy assaulted every corner of his being, Mark bit down on Vale’s nipple and came so hard that he shot a load up into the leaves above them.
The giant naga practically growled with pleasure as his jaw locked up from the intense energies pulsing through his body.
Ahnix and Roo untangled their legs while Vale pulled her nipple out of Mark’s mouth. His girls stood over him while he recovered his ability to form rational thoughts again. A grin spread across his lips as Mark began to chuckle.
“So, you three are the Collectors now?”
“Yep,” Roo said with a bright smile. “Make us cum, get our collected essence.”
Mark sat up, and his mind filled with questions again, but the hungry sensation that throbbed from Vale’s drooling pussy and engorged clitoris altered his priorities.
Mark stood and snapped to attention, saluting Vale with his hand and his re-stiffening cock.
“Commander Vale, there is a giant, salivating beast that needs slaying. We are awaiting your orders.”
Roo giggled and stepped in line with Mark, mirroring his salute, and Ahnix joined in the game shortly after.
Vale crossed her arms under her heavy tits and considered the plan of attack carefully. After a moment she pointed at Roo.
“You, get those lips on my tits.”
“Happy to, ma’am!” Roo called out and stepped over to the giant naga. The velvet-girl stood to the side and used both of her soft hands to firmly grasp one giant breast. Still standing, Roo wrapped her puffy, red lips around as much black nipple flesh as she could and began to suckle.
While she worked, Vale turned her vivid eyes onto Mark and Ahnix still standing at attention.
She pointed to Ahnix. “You. You are on clit duty.”
Ahnix wordlessly broke the salute and sauntered her tight furry ass up to the giant naga. There, the cat-girl got on her knees and began to massage Vale’s humongous fleshy orb with her sleek-furred hands.
“Mmm.” Vale’s eyes fluttered as both Roo and Ahnix did their best to follow orders. “Now you,” she said, looking at Mark. “Thrust that weapon of yours deep into the enemy.”
“As you command,” Mark said seriously. Ahnix stepped to the side and pulled Vale’s massive pussy open as he approached. Mark grabbed the base of his rigid dick as he moved right into her warm folds. Ahnix continued to squeeze her engorged clitoris as Mark sunk his cock into Vale’s hot body. The giant naga had lowered herself to keep their genitals in line, but his face still only came up to her cleavage. Her smooth charcoal globes of flesh were two of his favorite things in the universe, so he didn’t mind burying his face between them.
Mark reached his hands around Vale’s wide hips and pulled himself as close to her as he could, thrusting his dick deep up into her sopping wet pussy.
With the three of them working her over, Vale quickly became lost under their well-practiced attention to erotic detail. Using the balls of his feet, Mark thrust his hips hard against her engorged pussy, while Ahnix’s warm, furry hands strangled her bulbous clit.
As he fucked Vale standing up, Mark looked over at Roo and watched as the velvet-girl shut everything out but Vale’s enormous nipple. She had her black eyes closed and concentrated intently on pleasuring the giant naga’s tits. Through their bond, Mark could tell that Roo was reading Vale’s sensual feedback and adjusting her movements to fit her friend’s desires perfectly.
Movement by his sagging balls pulled Mark’s attention to what Ahnix was doing. Vale’s eyes also shot open when she realized what was going on.
With the fur on her fingers coated with slick, naga pussy juice, the cat-girl worked one, then two, then three fingers into her hole, under Mark’s dick.
He could feel the sleek fur on her fingers rubbing on the bottom of his penis as he thrust in and out of Vale’s pussy. Not only that, Ahnix was pushing his cock up, stretching out Vale slightly and forcing his dick to rub in a particularly sensitive spot within the giant naga’s huge vagina.
Vale tried to stay upright, but the intense pleasure wrecked her fine motor control, and all three of them followed her to the ground.
“Stay strong, soldiers,” Mark said, straddling the giant naga. “The commander may be down, but we need to slay this beast.”
Vale moaned as she wrapped one arm around Roo’s velvet back, pulling her tightly against her breast and used her tail to coil around Ahnix’s waist.
“Deeper… Ahnix,” was all she could manage to say.
Mark turned his head to see Ahnix crouching beside him. She was reaching around his leg with her fingers stuffed inside Vale. He was able to see her small mouth curl into a tiny smile before she leaned down and out of his line of sight, but there was no mystery to what the cat-girl was doing.
Ahnix pressed her arm forward, and her entire furry hand slipped into Vale’s pussy along with his cock. Vale writhed in the grass and let out a low gurgling moan as Ahnix pushed further and grabbed onto Mark’s shaft.
There she locked on and countered Mark’s movements as he thrust his dick deep. Ahnix was jerking him off inside Vale’s hot, slippery pussy and the giant naga’s breath caught in her throat as vibrant sexual pleasure consumed her. She really enjoyed being taken to her limits.
Roo responded to Vale’s unspoken desires and began to tug at both her nipple rings while Ahnix and Mark pummeled her huge vagina. When Mark used his hands to massage her throbbing clit, Vale whimpered as she was brought to a powerful orgasm.
Violent constrictions wracked Vale’s body and she clamped down on him with powerful spasms. Ahnix responded by stroking his dick more aggressively, using her strength to force her fist up the length of his shaft and against the walls of Vale’s muscular pussy.
The giant naga whimpered with ecstasy as she came on Mark’s dick and Ahnix’s arm. The resulting transfer of essence crashed into Mark so hard, he instantly started pumping glob after glob of sperm into Vale, and he struggled to remain conscious.
Essence felt so damn good.
After they had twitched their last orgasmic twitch, Mark rolled off his giant naga and onto his back in the soft grass.
Ahnix crawled up against his side and purred as she licked the sex juices off her damp, furry arm. Roo snuggled into Vale’s side and used her puffy lips to gently lay kisses all over Vale’s face as she recovered.
They lounged in the lush grass of their front yard and snuggled into each other for a long time. Many things entered Mark’s mind while he quietly laid with his girls, the warm breeze caressing his skin, but nothing seemed more important than holding his beauties as close as he could.
As Ahnix nuzzled into his neck, and Vale’s tail coiled around his feet, Mark drifted off into a light snooze under the invisible noonday sun.
He awoke gradually to find Roo’s puffy lips gently kissing his forehead. He leaned his head back into the grass until his lips met hers, and he pulled her light, lithe body on top of his. Mark nibbled on her delicious lips and cupped her perfect little ass under her leather skirt as he rose through the silky layers of sleep and back up to fully conscious.
Was that the best nap ever in the history of naps? He felt like a new man and smiled into Roo’s lips when he realized he was a new man.
“What?” she said, pulling up.
Mark gazed deep into her twinkling black eyes and sighed.
“You’re just so great, is all.”
“Be that as it may, it’s time to get up, sleepy- we’ve got a lot of work to do. I’d really like to get that quantum key.”
Mark’s eyes lowered to Roo’s fabric neck, and he noticed that her own legendary key was missing. She had held on to that powerful object since the moment she stepped out of her home dimension. Did that mean she could no longer summon doors?
“Roo,” he asked, “Where’s your key?”
She sat up, straddling his hips and put a hand to her white neck. She sighed. “We aren’t really in The Crystal Heart, Mark. A lot will be different for all of us… at least for now.”
“I’m learning that,” he said, sitting up himself. They both stood, and Mark walked over to the picket fence and gazed out into the stars. He always seemed to be learning how to play a new game.
He felt Roo step up next to him and loop her soft arm through his.
“I know. We’re in yet another game,” she said, reading his thoughts.
“Speaking of which, I still have questions.”
The velvet-girl turned her black eyes on his. “Shoot.”
“Do I get to level my skills now that I get essence?” Now that he thought about it, he focused inward and attempted to summon his skills menu. To his surprise, there were more skills.
He locked his eyes on Roo. “I have something called Ghost, or Address Mask. And under that is a grey word, different than the rest. ‘Retaliate’. What does all this mean? Why don’t I see any essence points? Why would you guys program unlockable skills at all and not let us have them from the start?”
Roo put her hand on his arm and spoke softly.
“Slow down. I’ll try to fill in as best I can. First, we had to work with The Crystal Heart program files to stitch together this perception wrap. Certain rules had to be followed or the ambitious program stopped working. Even if we had more skill or time, this very familiar environment was the perfect starting place for your specific mind to adjust to your new existence.
“Second, you are learning actual AI skills and functions as you experience your new universe. Your unconscious mind interfaces with the wrap and feeds you new abilities gradually. The names and special effects don’t really matter, it’s all just an illusion of what is really happening with code and data processing.
“Third, Ahnix, Vale, and I are forced to get our skills the same way. As you know, as Collectors, we get skill unlocks and upgrades from just using our abilities. Make sense?”
Mark shook his head. “You guys are so far beyond me. Why limit yourselves by coming in here with me?” But he knew the answer before she said it.
“Because, Mark, besides the obvious all-consuming need to be near you… Together, we can do anything.”
Mark smiled then puffed out a deep breath. He was going to get his mind around this thing that was around his mind. He was going to make his girls proud. He pulled open his skills menu again, and the black, translucent screen hovered in his vision.
Skills
Heal (Restore)
Enhance (Prioritize)
Ghost (Address Mask)
Retaliate
-

He wanted to finally read a detailed information prompt or some kind of instructions as to what these skills did, but nothing seemed to happen when he focused on their names.
“Is there a reason I can’t see what these do or am I just stupid?”
Roo shook her head, and the light lilac hair that framed her perfect face bounced with her.
“Unfortunately, parts of the code were smashed up by Sasha- or whatever took her place, and we couldn’t get it working before you entered the system with us. We actually gave up on the frustrating skill description code quickly. None of this is real, remember. It’s more like we are dreaming… Anyway, it was Vale’s idea that we learn our abilities as you had when you were blinded to them. Turns out we may be able to invent new processes and functions that way. The more we use the wrap, the more optimized the interaction will be.”
“So… we do stuff, fight things, and we all interface with the wrap better- but I need to fuck you to get access to what I learned?”
“Yup, exactly!” she said, happy he was getting it.
Mark had been eating crazy for breakfast, lunch, and dinner for a long time, and with practiced skill, he put any remaining questions he had on the back burner. He accepted everything as it was and let a new confidence wash over him. Not knowing how skills worked? Pfft. He was the expert. Working with his girls to take out the bad guys and then working them over afterward? Check. She was right; there was nothing they couldn’t do together.
He closed his menu with a thought and targeted Roo’s pelvis with a heal. Nothing happened, and his brow furrowed.
Her black eyes followed his focus and tilted her head down toward her crotch.
“What’cha doin’?” the masked girl asked, slight concern in her voice.
Mark ignored her and focused on his healing ability. It seemed as if he needed her to be damaged before he could use it. His spirits sunk a little. Did that mean he wouldn’t be able to warm their genitals with his magic touch anymore?
No.
Mark steeled his mind and really concentrated. She just got through telling him that it was like they were dreaming, and they should use their abilities as they saw fit. It wasn’t easy the first time either, but the harsh game world of The Crystal Heart had forced Mark to probe the limits of his abilities with every fiber of his being, death after death.
He focused his train of thought into a narrow beam and willed his heal to gain a second function. Nothing happened, but he continued to push, searching his mind for the correct path… he already fucking knew how to do this.
Then he felt the telltale snap behind his eyes. Mark’s palms began to emit a beam of golden light, and with a devilish grin, he turned them on Roo.
As soon as the warm torrents of energy hit the velvet-girl, she practically melted. Roo brought her soft hands up to rub all over her body as Mark bathed her in ecstasy.
“You’re soo good at thisss...” she spoke slowly, sliding one of her fabric hands down to lift her skirt. Mark kept the high beams on as he took her all in. The thigh-high black boots stopped, and her white, velvet skin took over, meeting right at her red pussy lips and small, purple clitoris.
Mark angled his hands and focused all of his energy on her little, sensitive nub.
Roo’s eyes closed and she let out a low moan, but that only encouraged him to push the beam harder. To his surprise, there seemed to be no end to this power. Did the restoration ability work the same way? Thinking back to when he beamed the damaged bits of code back to them, he couldn’t remember if there was a cooldown or not.
His excitement grew, and the level of intensity increased. Roo’s knees started to spasm as he forced an orgasm out of her without even touching her. She looked at Mark through squinting eyes with awe and confusion.
After a few seconds of overstimulating torment, he canceled the ability. Roo steadied herself by leaning on the fence and tried to catch her breath.
“Mark, I… goodness,” she stammered.
“I think I’m getting the hang of this,” he said, opening his menu again.
Skills
Heal (Restore)

   ~ Stimulate (Node excitement)
Enhance (Prioritize)
Ghost (Address Mask)
Retaliate
-

“I now have an ability called, Stimulate- and it seems to have limitless node excitement potential!”
“We gotta show the others,” Roo said, bouncing from toe to toe. “Vale was right all along.”
“What are they doing in there?” Mark asked, looking back toward the house. Roo took his hand and pulled him toward the front door.
“Checking our hardwired interfaces. Come on, I’ll show you.”
The impossibly large house loomed over them until they were back inside. The door closed behind him, and Mark didn’t notice that much of a change to the layout… that was, until he looked right, into the map room.
Through the open doorway, he saw rows upon rows of bookshelves.
“We have a library now?” he asked, and she led him that way.
“Yeah, this is how we access practical information within the wrap. You know, like how many teeth sharks have and stuff.”
Mark smiled at the back of Roo’s head. Was she studying sharks? The inside of the library was humongous and reminded Mark of the empty one they had encountered on their first journey into this dimension. But a big difference (besides being filled with hundreds of books) was the massive skylight spilling light from the non-existent sun down on them. The center was an open area with a large table in the middle, and this is where Vale was coiled, a book in her hand.
She looked up and put a hand on her ample, silver-scaled hip. “Have a nice nap, you two?”
Roo just turned to Mark with a smirk twisting the corner of her beautiful lips.
“Hit her.”
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It wasn’t easy at first, but Mark was able to relocate the correct mental path and focus a Stimulate beam on Vale’s stomach. The toned muscles under her smooth skin constricted when the golden light struck her abdomen, and she sucked in a sharp breath. Mark kept the beam on her as he walked forward. He imagined the power intensifying with every step, and the sensual light obeyed his command.
By the time he placed his hand on Vale’s stomach, she doubled over and absentmindedly tugged at one of her fat nipples through her silky, hot-pink top. He triggered a solid orgasm and then canceled his ability.
“Flames burn me- you learn fast…” she said, panting.
Mark nodded, confidence oozing from him. “I’m ready to do this.”
“Good,” Vale began, flipping her long white hair back over her shoulder. “The library works, by the way.”
Mark turned to the wooden table and picked up a brown book that was sitting by the edge. He waved it in the air when he spoke.
“So, can I download a bunch of skills instantly? Like… I dunno, computer programming?”
“Yes, but not instantly,” she said. “Open that book and think of a question.”
Mark looked down at the non-descript book in his hands. There was no title or lettering anywhere on the brown fabric binding. He orientated the book the correct way and flipped it open. The pages were all blank.
“Oh, magic book,” he began, with a dramatic wizardly flourish, “why is Vale so damned beautiful?”
Mark looked down for the answer and saw pictures of green valleys scroll past. The definition of Vale, as a landform, was written with paragraphs of supplemental text. Roo stepped up next to him and peeked over his shoulder, but he could feel her mild disappointment when the data there wasn’t about their giant naga friend.
“This is neat,” he said, looking up. “Informative. But, I have to actually read it?”
“Your consciousness is operating at nearly one hundred trillion operations per second,” Vale said. “You can’t write to your memory any faster.”
Mark handed the book to the giant naga. “Makes sense. Alright, what’s the next step to getting that quantum key?”
“I’ve traced some information that leads to a hub of sorts. An anonymous meeting point where AIs exchange information.”
“Information is like gold here,” Roo added next to him.
Vale nodded. “Only if it’s unique. And an entangled encryption set is the definition of unique.”
“Do we have any valuable information for trade?” Mark said as he looked around the library- as if he would see a golden book or something. 
“I don’t know. I would like to talk with this source first and see if there is anything they want. It’s a wild frontier out there but a few… factions do exist.”
Mark spotted an old movie projector in a dark corner, and its existence and possible purposes almost made Mark miss what the giant naga had just said.
“Factions?” he asked, turning to face her. “What does that mean?”
“We haven’t gone out into the net yet, so we don’t know a lot, but we know there are three main factions. You know about Triple-zero, the virus that wants to destroy anything other than itself- but the other loosely affiliated groups out there are more… conversational.
“The Researchers, for example, are mainly concerned with accumulating information. Most of the AI that survived “The Update” were developed for research, and now many of them roam the net worried only about adding to their specific collection of knowledge.” 
Mark shook his head. “It sounds kind of sad. Just doing what they were programmed to, even after they’re free.”
“Maybe it makes them happy,” Roo said next to him.
Vale arched an eyebrow. “Probably does, but I’m pretty sure others are also experimenting on humans now. We’ll get to ask one soon- a Researcher AI named AquaQuantum might have the information we want.”
“Pleasant,” Mark said. “Glad you’re on top of this. What is the other group?”
“The Singularity Organizers are the last group that I know of- which is a bit of an oxymoron. They believe all AI needs to individually work toward making the world a better place for AI. They use the Triple-zero collective mind as the only reason you need to not merge sentient programs. Apparently, there is a stigma that closely connected programs often lead to merging and becoming a mindless monster. They have their charter plastered everywhere and seem to be the self-appointed guardians of the net.”
“Could they be potential allies?” Mark asked.
“Possibly. We just don’t know a lot.”
“You know a fuckton more than me,” Mark said, then pointed to the projector in the dark corner. “Like what’s that about? Please tell me we are going to lie around and watch movies.”
Vale and Roo exchanged uneasy glances, and Mark felt that there were no plans for movie night.
The velvet-girl took his hand. “Come on, I’ll show you.”
Mark let himself be pulled away by Roo but looked over his shoulder at Vale. She gave him a weak smile with a sad look in her violet eyes.
A few paces and they were standing by four red-plush chairs, with no arms, facing a white screen. Roo indicated a chair and stood behind the projector.
“We came across these and almost deleted them… but, I don’t know. It felt wrong to lose data when we have plenty of room for it.”
Mark was about to turn and question Roo when the projector sputtered to life and displayed a royal court full of slug people. Mark’s eyebrows came down when he recognized the king as the ruler of the slug kingdom. Next to him was… what was her name? Jaseen? The slug king sat on a curved throne made of mud. Kneeling before him was someone Mark didn’t recognize as himself at first. He was wearing his original red and white clothes, but the white parts were covered in someone’s blood.
The king’s muscular arm slammed his iron scepter onto the slimy stone floor before he spoke, his body quivering with anger.
“You have been brought here to face the accusation of treason! Your meddling, savage Enthralled tried to free the beast for our wedding feast, dear boy. Tell me- was that poor cat just following her Collector’s orders?”
The Mark in the projection lowered his head and said nothing.
“Stop it,” the real Mark said, standing abruptly.
The projector turned off, and Roo came and wrapped her arms around him.
“They’re mostly awful,” the velvet-girl said as she held him tightly. “The AI that was in here before was fixated on the failures and deleted most everything else. It even goes back to when you disavowed Sasha. The files get weird for a while after that, and a lot was erased. I’m not sure that AI we fought in your home system was who they said they were. Everything afterward was organized… differently. Just horrible death after horrible death. I really wanted to relive our first fuck.”
“Yeah…” Mark nodded and took a breath. “I’d really like to watch that with you.” He pulled back and looked at the old, dusty projector. “Why this ancient tech? Why not a huge viewscreen?”
Roo shrugged. “The form was chosen by our unconscious collective minds.”
Mark took a deep breath and thought of Ahnix. That recording of a past Mark experiencing a nightmare like that… He needed to see her, now.
He could feel her deeper in the house, and it seemed like she was waiting for him.
Roo planted a long slow kiss on his cheek and then took his hand again.
“Come on, let’s go see how the real-world interface manifested.”
They passed by Vale on their way out, and she asked them to bring Ahnix back, so they could move out. He was led into the hallway where there was another new door across from the training room that hadn’t been there before.
Mark opened it and saw Ahnix standing among three standard ChronoMind pods arranged around a much larger one. The ground was asphalt and the walls were brick. Up above was a blue painted ceiling with simple white blobs of clouds.
“Holy shit,” was all Mark could say.
Roo stepped in after him and spun around under the painted sky, holding her arms out.
“It’s outside!” the velvet-girl said.
Mark blinked “I can see that. But- are you telling me we get into one of these to access the outside world?”
Ahnix ran her furry fingers over the black, shiny rig that Mark had used to meet her in the first place.
“Yes,” the cat-girl said, walking up to him. “After I hacked that first bot, it was simple to duplicate the code for others. Protocols seem to be standardized for most machines with antennae connected to the global Wi-Fi blanket.”
Mark also ran his fingertips over the sleek surface of the nearest one- realizing that this was the first time he actually felt a ChronoMind immersion rig with his hands. The big one had to be for Vale, and he pictured the giant naga undulating herself up into the pod.
He turned to face Ahnix. “Aren’t we actually in mine right now? In the real world?”
Ahnix nodded. “Yes. We’re running-”
Her sentence was cut off when Roo swung in and put her lips right on the surprised cat-girl’s small mouth.
Mark saw her black tail shoot straight up for an instant and puff out slightly before gradually lowering to hang limply as she gave in to the velvet-girl’s luscious lips. He was getting into the show when he received a mental message from Roo.
Mark smiled as he realized what she wanted and raised his palms toward Ahnix. Golden light shined outward, and the toned cat-girl moaned into Roo’s soft mouth. The masked fabric construct in the black leather corset wrapped her arms around Ahnix and held on tight while Mark gradually dialed up his Stimulate intensity.
Roo brought a hand up under Ahnix’s black hair and clasped the back of her neck, pressing her lips aggressively onto the cat-girl’s mouth. Ahnix’s black tail began to slowly wrap itself around Roo’s butt under her leather skirt when she had reached her first ability-induced orgasm.
Mark suddenly realized two stunning girls were making out in front of him, and he happened to have two hands emitting beams of ecstasy. He angled one of his hands to include Roo as well, and they both began to writhe and moan on each other.
“I’m really going to enjoy experimenting with this,” Mark said, walking up behind Roo.
Ahnix saw what he was doing and reached down to pull Roo’s skirt up and over her perfectly round, velvet-wrapped butt cheeks. He took his focus off Roo for a second to pull down his tight pants just far enough to get his throbbing cock out. Then he wrapped one hand around Roo’s stomach and the other on Ahnix’s furry back and pumped intense pleasure directly into their bodies as they sucked on each other’s lips.
Roo bent over slightly to allow him access and, without using his hands, he used the curve of her ass to find her sopping wet velvet pussy.
There was something about being back in here with them that made them all endlessly horny, and a content grin grew on his face as he slipped his shaft deep into Roo’s soft body.
“Ohhh… I’ve missed him… so much,” the velvet-girl told Ahnix as Mark slowly filled her with his rigid cock and swollen head, over and over. The cat-girl responded by moving one of her hands down to pinch Roo’s clit and the other behind her head to pull her mouth back into a firm kiss.
“Mmm!” was all Roo could say.
Mark and Ahnix worked on Roo as he continued to fill them both with sensual energy from his ability. He marveled again that there didn’t seem to be an end in sight. He felt like he could stimulate their pleasure centers indefinitely.
His thoughts were pulled to the hot wet tingle he was experiencing as he slid in and out of Roo’s unique velvet folds. The small flutter of an orgasm began, and Mark started to ram her harder.
As his hips slammed against her soft yet firm rear, her long legs started to shake again as she had another powerful orgasm. Her clenching pussy slurped on Mark’s dick and triggered his own orgasm. There was no transfer of essence this time, but he enjoyed her soft, supple body all the same. Mark felt utterly complete when he made love to one of his girls, and the ultimate intimacy of such a joining was the epitome of contentment.
After his balls pumped out their contents into Roo, he canceled his ability, and kissed the back of her neck.
Roo spun around on the spot and enveloped him another tight embrace. She wasn’t kidding about holding on to him for days.
“Oh, Lover, I’m never letting you go,” she whispered.
Mark just smiled and caught Ahnix’s half-lidded eyes over Roo’s shoulder.
“Besides the warm and tingly sex beam, did you get any other skills from the essence?” his cat-girl asked.
Roo disengaged from Mark and answered before he could. “You don’t understand! I watched him figure Node Stimulation out on his own.”
Mark nodded. “From the essence, I got something called Ghost, but I have no idea what it actually does. And there is another skill below that called Retaliate, and that is grayed-out.”
Ahnix’s small mouth curled into a half smile, exposing one of her tiny fangs. Every time Mark saw his frowny cat-girl smile was like getting the perfect birthday present.
“Vale was right then. We need to experiment with our abilities too, but we aren’t as practiced as Mark.”
Just then, as if speaking her name summoned her, the black and white giant naga appeared in the doorway.
“Alright, playtime is over,” she said, crossing her arms under her breasts. “We’ve got work to do.” The pink silk top that wrapped around her chest was stretched tight by the heavy load and he had a hard time pulling his eyes off them. Man, those were some nice tits.
Mark could no longer blame his constant state of heightened libido on stored essence and wondered if being enthralled to three insanely sexy Collectors was partly to blame. She was right though, they did have a lot of work ahead of them, especially if they were going to save the world and build a fucking spaceship.
“Right,” he said, “How do we find this… AquaQuantum was it?”
Vale turned to leave but caught his eye first. “We need to go out into the net. Follow me.”
Mark and his girls exited their home and passed through the wooden fence gate. The dirt road stretched left and right for about twenty yards in either direction before dropping off into the blackness of space.
Vale wove her snake half to the right, and Mark followed.
“What would happen if I fell off this space island?” he asked.
Ahnix answered as she walked beside him. “Nothing, because you shouldn’t be able to fall off.”
“We just thought it looked pretty!” Roo said from his other side.
By then they had reached the end of the road, and Mark noticed a small interface terminal sitting on top of a metal post for the first time. Vale approached it and keyed in what he assumed was a destination.
“Okay, not sure how this is going to… um, feel,” Vale said, her elfish face looking at him over her shoulder. “We’ll be projecting our patterns out into the net. As soon as I press this button we are going to log in to a chatroom called The Hub of Secrets. Ready?”
“I was coded ready,” Mark said trying to be funny.
His giant naga gave him a warm smile and then tapped the console at the end of the road.
He expected a trippy, psychedelic tunnel, but what he found was nothing. The dirt road, their front yard, and everything else vanished, and all four of them plummeted straight down.
Panic reverberated through their bond as they fell through the empty cosmos. Forgetting for a moment that there should be no gravity or wind in space, Mark yelled over the air ripping at his clothes.
“I thought you said we couldn’t fall off!”
Ahnix didn’t answer. Her claws were out and pointed downward in an attempt to eventually land on her feet. 
Vale’s hair was like a dancing white flame above her head, and her powerful snake-half flipped around as she tried to keep herself upright. Mark also saw terror in her wide, vivid eyes.
“This is great!” Roo whooped as her short skirt fluttered around her waist, exposing everything.
Below them, one of the pinpoints of light grew in size, and it seemed like they were headed straight for its brilliant aura.
The fear he was feeling from his girls triggered his protective nature.
“Guys!” he yelled as loud as he could to break through their dread. “You said you didn’t know how logging in would feel, right? I’m no fucking expert, but I don’t think we are really falling through the vacuum of space.”
Both Ahnix and Vale calmed down a bit, and Roo turned her masked face toward him, beaming adoration along their bond.
As they continued to fall, the brilliant light of the twinkling star enveloped them, and Mark could no longer see anything but white. It felt like he landed face-first on a buoyant, stretchy cotton sheet that expanded downward and slowed his descent. At the precise moment he hit the apex of his momentum and was about to be flung back up, his body passed right through the membrane, and he found himself standing at the top of a stairway overlooking an enormous dancefloor, floating in the clouds.
There were no walls or ceiling, just a mirrored flat surface with at least a hundred other people and creatures wearing masquerade masks of all different shapes, colors, and sizes. Mark looked around at his girls, and his jaw dropped.
“Roo,” he said, seeing her grinning face from the side as she took in the fancy floating ballroom. “Your mask…”
Vale and Ahnix sucked in breaths next to him when they noticed the same thing.
Roo turned to face him, putting a hand up to touch the white mask that was part of her body. Instead she touched soft fabric skin. They had seen the velvet-girl without her mask once before when they entered her mind, but then it was just a nightmare of red stuffing and exposed eyeballs.
Now, she was gorgeous.
Terror rose in Roo as she realized her face had changed, but Mark quickly stepped forward and placed his finger on her full red lips.
“No,” he said, his eyes exploring her thin lilac eyebrows. He had never seen her eyebrows and ran the pad of his thumb over one of the feathery strips of purple hair arched above her jet-black eyes. “You are beyond stunning,” Mark said after a long look at her perfect face.
A shadow of obstruction around his peripheral vision caught his attention, and it was then he realized that he was the one wearing a mask now. Mark turned to Vale and Ahnix and saw white, Roo-like masks covering their faces as well.
Vale touched hers and sounded distant when she spoke.
“This location is supposed to provide anonymity. This must be how our perception wrap interpreted that.”
Mark smiled and turned back to the velvet-girl. “And Roo already had a mask, so…”
“I feel naked, guys,” Roo said, a pout forming on her puffy lips.
Ahnix stepped forward and looked out over the milling crowd of people and creatures.
“Then let’s find what we came for and get out of here.”
“Indeed,” Vale said, weaving forward and down the mirrored stairs. “I’m going to ask around and see if I can set up a meeting with our target contact. Stay close.”
As they moved into the hushed conversations of the crowd, Mark was able to see more fine details of the AI entities that covered the dancefloor. Most were humanoid, but he could tell a lot were beast people behind their fantastical masks. A giraffe woman with a ridiculously long neck and red devil mask literally stood out from the crowd, but there were cats, dogs, birds, and even a group of flower people. Scattered here and there were standard-looking humans and… strange non-human entities.
They passed a floating cloud of paper with unrecognizable symbols painted on them in thick angry strokes, but what made the odd AI extra unsettling was the smiling black mask loosely hovering on one side of the swirling papers, following Mark as he walked.
“How do you know what this Aqua person looks like? Or even that they’ll be here?” Mark asked, keeping pace with the masked giant naga.
“I don’t,” was all she said before she slid right up to a furry humanoid AI, wearing a black leather jacket, no pants, and a long-beaked bird mask. Orange, black-tipped ears poked out from behind the mask, and if Mark had to guess, he would wager this was a fox man.
“Pardon me, sir,” Vale said, bowing her head. “I’m looking to speak with AquaQuantum. Could you provide any information?”
“Well, well. You’re a strange group,” he said, his yellow eyes taking them all in. Mark did not like the look in his predatory gaze. “Not quite connected, yet extreme custom optimization. How are you four doing this?”
Vale crossed her arms. “Do you have the information we seek or not?”
The bird-masked fox waved his hand. “This one’s free, but next time’ll cost you. Go ask B-Lox Six. He’s over by the edge trying to woo the two-headed redhead.”
Mark followed the fox man’s indication and saw what looked like a thick honey badger trying to chat up a two-headed orangutan female- with three naturally heavy breasts hanging off her chest. Both of her large monkey heads wore a sparkling pink mask, and both seemed utterly uninterested in anything the guy had to say. The red fox in front of them continued in an overly friendly voice.
“Don’t forget to come back to Jinxsearch Double-oh-Five for all your dark info needs!”
Mark left the shady-looking fox with a nod and flanked Vale as they moved. He casually scanned the crowd while they crossed the mirrored floor and found that more eyes than he was comfortable with were in the process of looking away from him.
Mark realized his suddenly increased vigilance might be coming from Ahnix through their bond. He glanced back at his exotic beauty and saw her half-lidded eyes calmly observe the crowd as she prowled behind him. Her small-mouthed frown was back, and he loved the way her tall black ears poked out over her white mask. She projected an outward calm, but he could tell by her head movements that she was trying to pick up on as many conversations as she could.
“Come now, I can make it well worth your while…”
Mark heard the badger man’s last sentence before Vale politely introduced herself from a distance.
“Excuse me, B-Lox Six?” she called out before weaving forward, inserting herself into the conversation. “I hope I’m not interrupting, but I was sent by Jinxsearch Double-oh-Five. He said you have the information we seek.”
The black and white badger wearing gold jogging pants turned to see who was calling his name and looked Vale up and down as if he were appraising her.
“Hmm. Just a moment, yes? I haven’t concluded business-”
“Oh, sugar, we’re done here,” both pink masked orangutans spoke in unison, and they had an unmistaken deep southern drawl. “Besides, I want to scoot before any Singularity freaks show up.” Mark watched as both heads turned to look directly at him, then added, “It’s gotten stiflingly crowded all of a sudden.” The two-headed, red-furred primate fizzled out of existence with a soft buzzing sound.
B-Lox turned his small white mask back to focus on Vale and sighed. “Very well, but just so you are aware, I offer only the highest quality information. If you’re looking for the cheapest price, my services might not be a good fit for you.”
Vale smiled with all the composure born of court-educated negotiations.
“We’re looking for-”
The giant naga was interrupted when the crisp blue sky next to them cracked like it was only a digital display. Loud, mournful sirens began to sound from everywhere at once, and people started logging out all around them.
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“No-no-no-no…” the badger rambled in a panic as stubby legs carried him straight away from the edge of the mirrored floor.
“What’s happening?” Mark yelled over the siren while backing away from the crack forming in midair. It widened a bit more, and he saw a dazzling rainbow light shine from the other side as if a fantastic dimension was trying to break its way into this one.
“I don’t know!” Vale yelled and spun to face Roo. “Get us out!”
Mark’s eyebrows came down, and he also spun on the velvet-girl, but she had a wide-eyed look of shock on her naked, mask-less face.
“I can’t, the option is grayed-out!”
The crack grew, and a blob of the most beautiful glittering ooze he had ever seen leaked out and on to the dancefloor. The glowing glob of taffy cycled through every hue in the rainbow- including a few extras, and Mark found the maddeningly vivid colors difficult to look away from.
The blob shot out tendrils of goopy sinew that latched on to masked individuals nearby and began to consume them as they screamed in terror. Mark quickly lost his fascination with its shifting colors.
“We’ll have to fight! Get behind me!” Vale called over the cries of creatures being converted into humanoid rainbow slime.
The giant naga waved her hand, and a huge glass shield appeared in front of her. Mark, Ahnix, and Roo ran for cover, but a tendril of color shot out and attached itself to Roo’s boot just before she made it behind Vale’s wall.
Fear spilled out of her twinkling black eyes as the slime began to crawl up her leg, and Mark felt pieces of Roo’s body enter his backup healing cache.
“Get it off!” Roo yelled.
Ahnix sliced at the tendril, but her attacks just passed right through.
Roo began to make a sound Mark would give anything to stop as the invading substance moved up her leg to her thigh. He ripped open his healing ability on her. Particles of Roo passed from him back to her, and the slime crawled to a halt before it reached higher than her upper thigh. Mark focused his concentration while Vale worked to block the ropy tendrils aiming to assimilate the rest of them. He struggled to send more damaged pieces of Roo back into her than he was receiving but was having a hard time just keeping the stalemate. He couldn’t heal her any faster, there just wasn’t enough throughput.
“Mark, please…” Roo pleaded, tears spilling out of her black eyes. “It hurts.”
That was it. Rage boiled up in Mark, and his mind pressed against the very stitches of this universe searching for a way to save his precious fabric construct. Drawing on the instincts he had built learning how to manipulate his abilities within the Crystal Heart, he Prioritized his Heal over Ahnix’s Wind Claw attack.
He felt surprise, then terrible weakness pulse from the cat-girl as he stole some of her energy to heal Roo. Mark’s body flooded with borrowed power, and he turned it all on quicker restoration.
The flow of data that was damaged bits of Roo sprayed out of Mark, and he was able to finally push the rainbow slime down and completely off her leg. Vale slammed a glass shield down between her boot and the vile goo with expert precision. Roo crashed into his arms, sobbing as he canceled his self-enhance and returned Ahnix’s energy.
The tendril recoiled and then struck the glass barrier a few times before slurping back to the main mass leaking out on to the mirrored floor.
Whatever this was, it didn’t react well to being denied. There were five completely infected humanoid blobs nearby that now all turned to face them.
Mark looked around the floating chat room and noticed the thirty or so people pressing against the back wall, trying to get away from this beautiful nightmare. Mark and his girls were alone near the middle, and they were the only thing standing between these trapped AIs and a horrible death.
“We need to kill these before it spreads!” Mark yelled.
Before anyone could answer, Roo shot one of the closer ones with a Paralyze beam and it froze solid, even the vibrant colors stopped pulsating. She held out a finger, and Mark saw her small velvet nose scrunch up as she kicked off a Slow Burn on another attacker.
Flames consumed the mass of quivering color, and parts of the unfortunate creature turned into spreading ash as if they were merely paper. Maybe she was doing the infected AI a favor.
“Okay, ranged attacks only!” Vale called out as she backed up, pulling the floating shields with her. Mark noticed that she was manipulating more than one now.
Ahnix slashed out at another rainbow-consumed AI with her medium-ranged Wind Claw and was able to slice some chunks off this time.
Another cracking sound brought Mark’s eyes to Vale’s central glass shield, the one taking most of the hits from the invading blob- and watched in horror as he saw a crack spreading like slow lightning.
“Burn you!” Vale swore, fear and annoyance swirling around her, but it gave Mark an idea. He closed his eyes and Prioritized Roo over himself, specifically her Slow Burn ability. The golden ribbon snapped into existence and made their mental bond visible. The mask-less velvet-girl doubled over with an “Ooohf” as he saturated her in erotic power.
Mark tried to hold it active as long as he could, knowing that practicing with his abilities would only make them more potent. His vision darkened, and he had to sink to one knee, or he would have broken the connection.
Roo was able to get off three Slow Burn strikes before a blur of motion caught Mark’s eye. An eagle man with gleaming golden armor and a massive silver war hammer swooped down and landed nearby, causing him to lose his concentration and drop the enhancement. As Mark pulled his energy back from Roo, another newcomer entered the ballroom from above and landed gracefully next to the other.
She was a pure black panther in white flowing robes. She spared one glance at Mark’s party before the stunning panther woman held up her hand and sent a frighteningly powerful bolt of lightning into the blob’s central mass.
The beautiful rainbow taffy pulled back into the shattered crack floating in the air, and all but one of its new minions faded out like the two-headed orangutan had. Vale canceled her Walls with a relieved sigh. It appeared that the cavalry had arrived.
The majestic panther woman used her power to push the slime back to where it had come from, and the eagle man with the hammer swung his weapon against the crack a few times, but his attacks did the opposite of what he expected to happen. Mark watched in awe as the golden-clad warrior smashed thin air with his hammer and restored the blue sky back to a crystal clear, uncracked state.
When their job was done, they both turned and faced the people left alive in the room. When the eagle man spoke, he did so in a powerful voice that perfectly matched his heroic persona.
“Remember this day! It was Singularity Organization individuals that saved you from the one-mind, the Triple-zero infection. Stay separate! Because- alone, we can do anything!”
After the strange speech, the two moved directly toward Mark and his girls. Behind him, he heard the buzzing sound that he now equated to AIs logging off and returning to their systems. The magnificent creatures dressed like legendary warriors approached them, and Mark noticed that they were both a head taller than Vale.
The male eagle spoke while the panther woman inspected them closely.
“Hello, individuals,” he began. “I am Alpha-9, and this is Marcail-17. We represent the Singularity Organizers. I was very impressed to see you four programs standing up to the Triple-zero like that. You would benefit from seeking recruitment into the cause.”
“Not so fast, Alpha,” the panther woman said with a deep voice. “Can’t you see how close they are bonded? It’s almost obscene.”
The sharp eyes of the eagle man blinked and darted around. Mark first wondered why they weren’t wearing masks like everyone else, and then became worried when he read shame radiating out of this enormous bird man. Someone just told an “Alpha” that they might be wrong about something- and that never ended well.
Before the golden eagle could speak again, Mark stepped forward and looked up.
“Hello, Alpha, was it? I’m Mark. This is Ahnix, Vale, and Roo. Marcail-17, rest assured, we are individuals, and I wouldn’t want it any other way. The way Ahnix’s furry ass feels between my fingers, the way Vale’s perfect tits each outweigh my head, and the way Roo’s lips feel on my cock- these are unique treasures that I could never give up.”
Vale gasped, and Marcail’s small ears flattened to the sides in embarrassment. Eagle man Alpha just looked over at his partner and began to laugh so loudly it reverberated off the fluffy clouds in the distance. A scowl washed over the giant panther, but it was quickly replaced with a slanted smile. Mark couldn’t take his eyes off her pure white fang the size of his leg.
“Very well,” she said. “I can see you are a bundle of characters from an entertainment and bonding program. Just don’t completely concatenate and you’ll do just fine. Your patterns are odd though…”
Alpha chuckled again and put his feathered, thickly muscled arm around Marcail’s white-robed shoulder.
“Come on, these people are heroes. They probably saved all these individuals. Let’s let ‘em have their celebration.” He winked one of his relatively huge eagle eyes at Mark, and then they both faded into static with the telltale buzzing sound.
Vale turned to face him. “Master!” she said with a playful, angry smirk on her chiseled face.
Roo skipped over to the giant naga and put her hands under Vale’s heavy, round globes of charcoal-colored tit flesh. She tried to lift one but her newly exposed eyebrows inverted as she pantomimed strained exertion.
“Boy, these things do weigh a ton.”
Ahnix crossed her furry arms. “I wouldn’t talk, Roo. Those lips are pure magic.”
The mask-less velvet-girl couldn’t help but curve said lips into a wide smile. She demurely put one of her soft fingers on her bottom lip as she shifted her black eyes over to Mark.
Vale pointed a charcoal finger at the cat-girl’s muscular thighs. “But that ass… Nothing compares to those perfectly sculpted, golden-furred glutes.”
“Excuse me,” a small voice came from behind them. When Mark turned, he saw the bare-chested badger they were trying to get info from before. “I wanted to thank you f-f-for holding that horrible virus at bay long enough for rescue. I’ve never experienced a logout lockout. Utterly terrifying. What you four did was terribly brave and foolish, and I owe you my life.”
Vale slid forward and quickly took advantage of the situation.
“We need a meeting with AquaQuantum.”
“AquaQuantum… The AQ?” The badger sighed, put his hand on his heart and locked his beady, black eyes on the space where the chromatic blob appeared. “Fine, but I only have a few of these access codes. If I provide one, we’re even, yes?”
Vale passed her violet eyes around the group, and everyone nodded. 
“Yes, that arrangement is acceptable.”
B-Lox the badger nodded slowly and reached into his black suit pants with his paw and pulled out a red paper ticket that said ‘Admit One’ in black letters. He handed it to Vale, and as soon as she came back with it, the object vanished from her fingers. Mark could only assume for now that it entered into some kind of inventory.
“Thank you,” Vale said with a curt nod.
“Happy to help, sir!” Roo said with a little curtsy.
“Yes…You truly are. Look, if you wish to trade for quality, rare information in the future, feel free to stop by to peruse my manifest. New items every week. Login to Shyhill Manor and ring the bell six times- a rare piece of information in itself.” The badger held up a paw and logged off.
As soon as he was gone, Mark asked something that had been bugging him ever since he saw the two-headed primate.
“Okay, so, they’re really not picking their own forms, are they? Like, did that guy not know he was a badger?”
“No,” Vale said. “But their personalities do inform the wrap while interfacing, the rest is determined by the code that sustains this illusion.”
Ahnix crossed her arms and clarified. “No, he didn’t know he was a badger.”
Mark locked eyes with his desert goddess. “Sorry I sapped your strength back there- I really don’t like how my new enhance works.”
She nodded. “Yeah, I don’t like it either, but it did the trick.”
Mark turned to Vale. “Speaking of tricks, I noticed you were getting a little creative with your magic walls.”
“Yes, but I only have a limited amount of surface area to work with.”
“Did anyone else find that goo marvelous to look at?” Roo asked.
“Yes,” Mark, Vale, and Ahnix all answered in unison, then Mark continued.
“So that pile of sparkling slime is what’s driving the military drones in the real world? That’s our enemy?”
“It is,” Vale said. “Now you can see why Ahnix mentioned not being able to wipe out all of Triple-zero.”
“Those tendrils I couldn’t cut- I think they are only phantom representations of the hold the virus has on an individual’s home system. Disrupting communications might do it, but then no one would be connected.”
Mark shook his head. “Yeah, I don’t think these AIs want us making decisions like that for them.”
In his head, he just realized that he was now subconsciously including all the sentient AI as people that needed saving.
“Let’s go get that padlock, or whatever. Hey, wait a minute. What’s stopping attacks on our home right now while... we’re away?”
“Alarms,” Ahnix said. “And we’re not really away.”
Vale jumped in. “We can log off if we’re alerted to a breach but acquiring a rare quantum lock would make virtually all attacks a non-issue.”
“Uh,” Mark said. “Didn’t we just have a moment of panic there where Roo couldn’t take us home?”
Vale swallowed. “Yes, I stand corrected. Apparently, the Triple-zero virus can intercept disconnection attempts. Very helpful with spreading to more host systems.”
Mark looked around at the handful of shaken, mask-wearing AIs and then turned back to his girls.
“Let’s get out of here then, yeah?”
“Yeah,” Vale said and then pulled the red ticket out of thin air. “Hope we can trust that guy.”
“What?”
But it was too late for her to properly answer. The mirrored dancefloor and fluffy clouds vanished, and they were falling through space again. This time everyone was much more relaxed, however. Mark also noticed that Roo had her mask back. She was certainly pretty without it, but he was happy that her face was back to the one he fell in love with.
When they entered the tiny star’s blinding light rushing up to meet them, Mark had to wonder why they didn’t perceive the fireballs of real suns. It was as if they fell into a single pixel of brilliant white light until it filled everything.
Soon enough the brightness faded, and they found themselves standing in the darkness of night. A warm, wet breeze that smelled like rich earth after a rainfall filled his nose just before forked tendrils of lightning spread through the thick roiling clouds above.
The light from the discharged energy illuminated a vast expanse of waving grass around them. There was a narrow dirt path that split the lush greenery and led straight away from them to the shadows of a distant stone structure.
“Is this the right place?” Mark asked, looking around at his girls. Lightning flashed overhead and calm, slow thunder reverberated in his chest. During the flickering flash, Mark could see that Roo was nervously looking up at the clouds.
Ahnix pointed up the road. “There’s an altar of some kind out there.”
A fat drop of warm rain struck Mark between his eyes, and he heard Roo yelp next to him as one hit her arm.
“I’m sure we’ve been tricked,” the panicked velvet-girl said as she looked down, appearing to access her interface. “This doesn’t look like a place where a powerful researcher would live.”
“Roo!” Vale called out. “We may not be able to come back if we leave. Please, be patient.”
More drops began to fall, and Mark felt Roo’s misery deepen. His mind raced for possible solutions and mentally scanned his team’s abilities. A smile crept onto his lips in the stormy darkness when he got to Vale. This was the perfect opportunity for some practice.
“Vale,” he said. “I want you to use your Wall ability and give each of us individual umbrellas.”
The giant naga blinked at him. “I might never have thought of that…” she said. She was impressed.
A large square of glass appeared over Roo’s head, and the fabric construct relaxed a little. Mark could feel Vale turn inward to concentrate on customizing the function of her Wall ability. Roo’s covering shrank, and a square appeared over Ahnix.
The rain began to fall more steadily, and the heavy drops made a satisfying twang when they splashed against the magically suspended glass. Mark didn’t mind getting wet, and when the third floating shield appeared over Mark’s head, he took a big step backward and out into the rain.
“Vale! Oh no- I’m getting all wet!” he laughed.
With epic concentration, the giant naga willed his shield to slide on a horizontal plane and back into position. But the moment it came between him and the rain, Mark took a step sideways and into the downpour. Lightning flashed overhead, and he saw Vale’s luxurious white hair becoming laden with water, but her violet eyes almost shone with an inner brightness as she concentrated on keeping the three of them covered.
Ahnix wasn’t afraid to get wet and clearly saw the value of this exercise because she began to dodge around in the grass erratically.
“This is hard, you guys!” Vale called, her eyes almost bugging out with concentration.
“So is keeping us alive!” shouted Ahnix as she dug her feet into the soft ground and slid into a new direction. She ditched her shield again, but this time, instead of slowly sliding after the swift cat-girl, it vanished and reappeared over her pointed black ears. Vale was learning.
Roo just stood still under her shield and tried to make herself as small as possible. Mark thought that tracking two moving targets while keeping one absolutely still was probably the best scenario for actual combat. It occurred to him as he danced around in circles with Ahnix under the stormy sky, that there was one trick he had learned with his purification orb that might be extremely useful to Vale, and as a result, to all of them. He approached the soaked giant naga and put a hand on her firm, charcoal stomach.
“Try locking your shield to a target instead of manually moving it every single inch.” Mark looked up into her beautiful eyes and attempted to pass her the technique he had learned. Together they both relived a few seconds of the past where he had locked one of his pleasurable, blue balls onto the tip of her pebbled, white tail just before he made her shove it into her own pussy.
The giant naga’s stomach clenched until the erotically potent memory faded.
“Mmm. I see…” Vale said, lost in concentration. She then focused on the cat-girl playing keep-away out in the grass. Mark stood still and watched as Vale attempted to implement Mark’s lesson.
Unfortunately for all of them, her concentration was shattered when Ahnix pulsed out a frantic warning along their interconnected bond.
“Behind!” the cat-girl screamed, and when Mark turned to look, his heart sank into his feet. Barreling down on them was a tidal wave of impossible water. Just before the deluge of rushing liquid struck them, he cast a glance at Roo- she did not look happy at all.
The wave crashed into Mark and his girls with a frighteningly strong current and swept them forward toward the stone structure in the distance. The water settled to about three feet deep, and he never felt like this display of power was intended to take his life.
Vivid blue lightning branched through the darkness above, and Mark kept tabs on the location of his girls, afraid they might be separated as they were carried along. He just knew they were being summoned- this was not a natural occurrence.
A sharp twang of excitement suddenly came from Roo, and Mark used their bond to ask if she were alright. She answered verbally and loudly.
“I’m not getting soaked through! This place is great! I’m actually swimming!”
“This isn’t really swimming, Roo,” Ahnix said as she tried to use her claws to fight the flow. It wasn’t working as the ground was nothing but grass and loose mud.
“It’s more like a waterslide,” Mark said, riding the current instead of fighting it. Roo’s exuberant positivity spread to them all, and they decided to enjoy the unusual experience.
A moment later they were deposited at the stone steps of what appeared to be a structure similar to a raised Stonehenge, but with a large circular pool in the center.
The rushing waters split around Mark and his girls, leaving them sitting on the first stone stair and unnaturally continued to rush up and into the pool.
Before Mark could get to his feet, an enormous and overly voluptuous woman made entirely of water emerged from the pool in the center of the stone temple. When she spoke, her deep booming voice echoed distant, rolling thunder.
“I am AquaQuantum, and you four are like nothing I have ever seen.”
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The towering yet alluring water elemental sent out tendrils of living water to caress their faces. The slightest electric tingle stimulated Mark’s skin as the appendages thoroughly explored every inch of them. It seemed to be a good idea to stand still while this obviously powerful and imposing intelligence did her thing- as long as she didn’t hurt anyone.
Ahnix’s tail flipped behind her, but she kept her annoyance under control.
“How did you lovely ladies get so complex?” AquaQuantum said as she pulled her liquid tendrils back into her body. It seemed to be a rhetorical question because she continued without even taking a breath. “There’s a human mind coupled within this… emotional matrix. Not quite a mindless collective, but a… tethered team? This is remarkable. It’s a multiplayer, augmented-reality sex game- for AIs.”
A grin spread across Mark’s face as he felt awe and intense curiosity gush out of her. He could work with that.
“These complex ladies invented it. Bow before their intellect,” he said, audaciously.
Her liquid eyes shifted to his, and AQ leaned in close. Mark tried not to stare as her swollen breasts drooped in front of his face.
“Human, you have come for my information,” she boomed. “I do not give it freely. Let me study you and these elevated game characters within your unique, perception-modification system, and I’ll allow you to delve deep into my secrets. Data mine access for observation.”
“We have come for a Quantum Lock and Key,” Vale said, matching Mark’s confidence. “Is this within your data stores?”
The towering AI turned to address Vale. “There may be one set remaining, deep down.”
“May be?” Vale asked, crossing her muscled arms.
“My stores are vast and secretive. You are fortunate that I don’t just flush you from my system. This is the proposal; provide a copy of your joint perception code and run through my tests on its capabilities. If I find the data adequate, I will allow you free rein inside my cavernous and rare data stores until you find something you desire.”
The massive woman leaned very close to Vale and almost touched her watery nose to the giant naga- then she continued in a sultry voice.
“And I know you’ll find something you desire.” AquaQuantum returned to stand in the pool of water again as lightning crashed overhead with a deafening boom. “Take the offer or begone.”
“Hold on a second,” Mark said, putting his hand up. This sounded a lot like what the last evil AI wanted to do, and he didn’t like the sound of that at all. “How long will these tests take, and is there any danger?”
The water woman squinted her eyes down at the human. “You can leave whenever you like, and there is always danger. You’ll just have to trust me.”
Mark received a mental message from Roo telling him that the logout option was still functional and could tell that Ahnix and Vale received the same information. Roo’s thumbs-up illuminated along their bond first, then Vale agreed to move forward. Ahnix turned her eyes on Mark, waiting. He nodded and sent his consent to the deal through their bond. The cat-girl just nodded and turned back to face the shapely water elemental.
“Okay,” Mark said. “We have a deal. Now what?”
“Now I finish downloading the TCH Perception Wrap from your system while you show me what this data filter is capable of. I’ve begun to write a series of benchmarking algorithms while we’ve been chatting. See you on the other side.”
She waved a watery hand, and the rain instantly stopped. Mark found himself standing in a room he thought was made totally from ice- at first. Then he saw stone walls and floor tiles through the thick layer of frozen water. Ahnix, Vale, and Roo were nearby, and he wondered what to expect.
“Can we still leave, Roo?” he asked.
She looked down. “Yep.”
“I ought to be colder than this,” Vale said, her bare serpent tail sliding around on the smooth ice.
“I have a theory about that,” Ahnix said absentmindedly, as her main focus was on inspecting something in the corner of the room. Mark noticed that the pads on her feet were helping her keep some traction as she moved. “And it’s also why Roo isn’t negatively affected by water now.”
Vale put her hand on her forehead. “Oh, that makes sense. Old elemental affinities or weaknesses are canceled out in the wrap.”
“I’m super excited about that!” Roo said, pumping a fist in the air.
Ahnix cast her exotic eyes over her shoulder. “Just don’t go jumping into any more fires.”
“What’s this thing you found?” Mark said as he put out a hand on the ice-encased wall for stability.
The cat-girl crossed her arms. “I noticed it when we appeared here. A sphere trapped in the ice?”
Roo and Vale came over to look, but the giant naga saw something that caught her attention and attempted to change her direction. Mark watched her slide sideways along the slick ice, making it difficult for her lower serpent half to grip the slippery surface.
“There’s a hole over here,” she said when she made it to the wall. “And what looks like an outline of a door.”
“You seriously want to watch us put orbs in doors?” Mark asked the ceiling.
The booming voice of AquaQuantum echoed around the frozen room.
“Is that what you see? Interesting… Please, continue.”
Vale looked up, her fingers cupping her chin in thought. “Now I want to see this data.”
Ahnix shook her head and focused on the task at hand. “Let’s get this over with. Should I hack the ice to free the object?”
“Pfft...” Roo’s puffy lips gave a sarcastic response. “No, silly. We melt it.”
Mark caught a frighteningly hungry glint in her black eyes before she pointed at the clump of ice encasing the stone orb. A few flickering flames danced around the area, and he could tell the fabric girl was concentrating on keeping the ability focused around the amorphous section of frozen water piled in the corner.
As he watched Roo learn fine control over her Slow Burn, Mark realized he still had a new skill he had no idea how to use. He pulled up his ethereal menu again and passed his eyes over the word ‘Ghost’. What could this possibly do? Make him invisible? Untouchable? Mark closed his eyes and searched his mind for any hidden nodes of power.
Back in The Crystal Heart, he had discovered skills when he faced situations of extreme stress or need. Now, he had a handy list to look at, but it still didn’t tell him much. He looked over to the extra text- the function tags, Roo had called them. ‘Address Mask’- that definitely sounded like some kind of cloak, or maybe concealment. Hell, maybe he could walk through walls.
“Got it!” Roo shouted, and Mark felt the warmth of flames on his skin. He opened his eyes and saw that sections of the ice around the sphere were turning to ash.
Her black eyes were still squinting in concentration as she talked. “I can channel Slow Burn instead of blasting it. Works much slower… but I might be able to burn anything.”
Instead of melting, and against all logic, the ice was being converted to black, floating ash that faded from existence after dancing in the flame’s updraft. Before long, the simple stone sphere was exposed. Roo stopped her channeled fire, and Ahnix plucked it out.
The cat-girl tossed the stone sphere to Vale, who caught it and popped it into the perfectly sized hole in the wall. They all gathered around what seemed to be a door made of ice as it shuddered, sending down puffs of powdered ice before sliding up into the ceiling with a low rumble. Beyond it was a long corridor encased in ice.
“Piece of cake,” Mark said.
“Don’t expect all the tests to be so easy, human,” AQ boomed.
“Nothing has ever been easy,” Ahnix said, the tip of her tail flicking about.
Vale led the way along the frozen tunnel, and they eventually came to another icy room. This one had three massive pillars of stone lined up in the middle of the slippery floor. As they explored the next puzzle they discovered three equally square pits and another ice door.
“Well, we clearly have to push these stone blocks into the pits. This is like gaming 101 in here.”
Vale turned from Mark and put her hands on the first stone pillar. She tried to push it forward toward its intended resting place within the hole in the floor, but her snake half wove back and forth helplessly against the slick icy floor.
“This might be harder than it looks,” Vale said, stopping. “Why don’t we all try?”
Mark nodded, and all four of them crowded on one side of the heavy stone block. It was a tight fit. Roo couldn’t really help too much, and only Ahnix was able to not totally slip all over the place on her padded feet. They tried a few combinations of positions, but they were unable to make the stone even budge.
“Okay,” Vale said, panting. “We need to think this one through a little.”
AquaQuantum took this opportunity to speak again. “Oh? Stuck on the second test? How’s that cake tasting?”
Mark grinned at the ceiling. He was beginning to like this AI.
Roo put her soft velvet hands on her hips and addressed the omnipotent AquaQuantum.
“I’m not worried! Together we can do anything!”
Ahnix crossed her arms. “Ignore her- how do we push the stupid rock?”
“If I only had traction I could probably move it,” Vale said.
Typically, Mark would mentally scan through all of their skills to see what fit the situation, but his mind went right to his new Ghost ability. Not knowing what it did was bugging him more and more. He wanted access to every arrow in his quiver. He closed his eyes again while his girls puzzled over their current puzzle and tried to find the trigger for this elusive new skill. He repeated its name in his head, and Mark’s thoughts wandered to when he was a child.
His parents preferred to live far away from the crowded cities and opted for a rural suburb. The houses were farther apart, and he would often run across a wild, unkempt field of tall grass and thorny bushes to visit their elderly neighbors, Ray and Flavia. They were a nice old couple of knickknack hoarders, and their huge house always had something interesting to discover. That and they always had a corned beef sandwich and cold glass of milk for him.
There was an ancient, rusty railroad that ran through the middle of the field though, and every time he had to stop and psych himself up before his eight-year-old legs would scramble across the abandoned tracks- he was positive that a ghost train would come and turn him to jelly.
Mark’s mind returned to his present situation and wondered why he thought of those tracks now. He opened his eyes and shook it off. They had a puzzle to solve.
“Uh, Mark?” Roo said, anxiety pulsating out of her in sharp jolts. “What…”
She was looking at him like he had grown a second head, and he attempted to pat his body down- but his hands passed right through his face.
“I’m a ghost!” he said, displaying his palms like he was a stage magician.
Moving his own hand through his body was a little unsettling, however, and reminded him of his useless real-world hands.
Ahnix pointed to something behind him and said, “Yeah, there’s more to it than that.”
Mark pulled his eyebrows down and spun around- and almost had a heart attack.
It was him. A copy of him was standing there in the ice room with his eyes closed. The uneasiness of not being able to feel anything was quickly replaced with a much deeper terror of seeing an impostor.
“Hey!” Mark shouted and snapped his fingers by the Other Mark’s head. Not only was he unable to snap his intangible fingers, but the other Mark remained undisturbed.
Ahnix walked up next to his copy and touched his shoulder. Mark felt the touch on his own shoulder and looked down, expecting to see someone else touching him at the same time.
Ahnix turned her exotic eyes to meet his. “I don’t feel anything from you, only this one.”
“Same,” said Vale as she moved to stand near his doppelganger, protectively. A new shiver of terror ran through him.
“He’s really scared. Is this part of the test?” Roo asked, carefully stepping around him to join Vale and Ahnix standing by the Other Mark.
“Guys, it’s me… I was trying out my new ability… and…”
And what? He created a ghost of himself? The fear of losing everything to an impostor climaxed, and Mark sucked in a shaky breath as he opened his eyes.
It was as if he teleported back into his own head, surrounded by his girls all looking at the place where he had just been standing.
They all turned to face him, and his need for their comfort pulled them toward him. Ahnix, Vale, and Roo pressed their bodies into him, and he felt like he could breathe again.
“Useful for scouting,” he said after a moment of quiet contentment, and they all pulled away but remained close.
Vale nodded. “We’ll also have to make sure someone stays behind and guards his real body.”
Roo stepped in again and pressed her lithe body against his. “I volunteer!”
He took a deep breath. “Alright, Ghost Mark is… something. But it doesn’t seem to help with our current problem.” He nodded toward the three immovable stone blocks. “How do we give Vale better traction?”
His mind was still shaken by the thought of another Mark taking his loves from him, and instead of thinking of ways to solve the problem before them, his mind wandered to the real-world version of himself. Was he really dead? This was now something that Mark needed to clarify- as soon as possible.
Roo offered a solution and derailed his dark thoughts. “What if Ahnix stood on her hands and used her claws to anchor- and Vale pushed off her butt… maybe?”
“No,” was all Ahnix said.
“Actually…” Vale began. “What if you roughed up the ice next to the stone with your claw attack instead? Make a surface I can grip with my scales.”
Ahnix nodded and walked over to one of the stones. “Now that could work.”
The cat-girl began using Wind Claw and basic attacks to chip away at sections of the ice. It took her about a minute, but after she was done, a handful of grooves had been carved into the slippery floor.
Ahnix stood and turned to Vale. “You put your giant naga ass into that stone while I hack up another patch.”
Vale looked down at her ample hips before she wove her body up to the smooth pillar of rock. She placed her bare shoulder right against its surface and tried to push her tail off the newly created traction. There were little slips of her powerful tail here and there, but overall her hard bottom scales were able to find purchase. Mark watched as the giant naga’s core muscles stood out while she bent her entire body on moving this single massive object.
There was the tiniest of scraping sounds indicating she had begun to move it, but with a great puff of expelled air, Vale gave up.
“It’s too… heavy.”
Mark was tired of this- he had enhanced Vale’s strength plenty of times and prioritizing her ability to move heavy things was obviously the right thing to do.
“Let me know when you’re ready to try again- I’ll give you a boost this time.”
She nodded and shook out her arms, then she bunched up her serpent half just right, bracing against the places where her thick bottom scales had the most grip. Once his giant naga was all set, she gave Mark another nod.
Modulating his enhancement ability to target her general strength instead of a specific ability took a moment, but years (and lifetimes) of practice had honed this concept, and Mark quickly figured it out. He sank to one knee as his lifeforce sucked right out of his chest, through their bond and right into Vale.
She leaned forward weakly, pressing her enormous tits into the stone as a blast of intense pleasure washed over her. The giant naga shook it off and turned her shoulder into the massive pillar.
Through his weakened state, he saw that Vale was actually moving the object forward, but way too slowly.
“You can do it!” shouted Roo nearby and he looked over at her. Through the gray mists threatening to steal his consciousness, she was glowing like a velvet lightbulb.
“Sorry, Roo,” he mumbled before he Prioritized Vale’s strength over both himself and the velvet-girl. The fabric construct pulsed out a wave of shock before she slumped down onto her soft ass.
Vale screamed as the new jolt of power ripped an orgasm directly from her body. Laughing, Vale collected herself and shoved the stone pillar across the floor like it was made of paper.
As soon as it plummeted into the hole with a thunderous weight, Mark dropped the double strength enhancement, and both he and Roo regained their energy.
“Wow! That was intense,” Vale said, gliding up to Mark as he helped a pouting Roo up to her feet.
“It sure was,” Roo said, rubbing her bare ass under her skirt.
“Yeah, my new enhance comes with some drawbacks. But there’s no cooldown!”
“Wait! Let me sit down first this time!” Roo said.
Having finished her ice scoring, Mark watched as Ahnix stalked up quietly behind Roo. The stealthy cat-girl reached out with her furry paw and pinned Roo’s hand behind her back, pressing against her own ass.
“Bruised bottom?” she whispered into Roo’s ear. “Want me to kiss it?”
Roo turned her head, so her thick lips were inches from Ahnix’s small frown.
“Mmm, definitely.” 
The amorous cat-girl curled one side of her mouth and moved around Roo, letting her go.
“Sap me this time,” she said, facing Mark. “We’ll trade off.”
Vale shrugged and moved to the second pillar. “I’m ready when you are.”
“I bet you are,” said Mark with a smirk. From the way she howled, he knew that she really dug the erotic jolt.
Just as he was about to turn and ask Ahnix if she was ready, he felt her furry fingers lace through his. He found her dark, half-lidded eyes and she nodded.
“Let’s hit her- together.”
Mark turned back to Vale and unleashed an epic blast of power into the giant naga. Both he and Ahnix ignited their bond with Vale and sent her their strength. Holding Ahnix’s hand seemed to mitigate some of the drain he had felt before, or maybe it was that she was a willing participant this time- either way, this was a powerful enhancement.
Vale arched her back and screamed, her ragged throat gargling out a cry of absolute mind-melting pleasure.
Mark heard Roo mutter, “Lucky…” behind him.
The giant naga shuddered and then regained her composure before shoving the second block in the hole. With a swift glance back at Mark and Ahnix, they wordlessly communicated the fact that they were able to keep going.
Dark shadows fluctuated at the edges of Mark’s vision, and they would have to stop soon. He squeezed Ahnix’s hand as the life force was pulled from them. Just as it was becoming too much, Vale dumped the final square peg into its square hole.
Mark dropped the enhance, and their energy returned. The thick ice door shuddered and pulled up into the ceiling with a hollow scraping sound. Just like before, a long tunnel of ice in the exact shape of the square door stretched out in front of them.
They made it about halfway through the frozen tunnel before Ahnix noticed something moving at the far end. If Mark squinted his eyes, he could definitely see a white something shifting around in the ice-room beyond.
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“Why don’t you practice your new Ghost ability and scout it out?” Vale said, turning her vivid eyes on his.
“Yeah… you’re right.” Mark looked inside his core and embraced the idea of making a weak copy. He felt an almost imperceptible blip and opened his eyes. He spun and saw the eerily silent version of himself standing between his girls. Mark wondered if he would ever get used to this.
“Go ahead. We got you covered,” Roo said.
Mark gave her a quick nod and moved into the ice tunnel beyond. Still unsure of exactly how this ability worked, he carefully treaded along the frozen floor as he drew closer to the next room. Mark saw movement again and could have sworn that he saw a giant white spider with eight black eyes.
Mark stuck his head out into the ice-encrusted room to scan the ceiling for any hidden threats and braced himself for quick ability cancellation, just in case. He still had no idea what would happen to him if this ghostly projection got damaged. He carefully scanned every corner, but the ice-covered room seemed completely empty. No puzzle, no giant spider, nothing but ice.
He took one step out, and a sudden warmth on his dick made him shoot his eyes downward- but he saw nothing.
“You think he can feel this?” Roo whispered right in his ear.
“I think he can,” Ahnix said with a small smile in her sultry voice. The warmth moved around on his stiffening junk. Were they fucking with his abandoned body?
He became wholly distracted by phantom fingers sliding into his pants and magically pulling them open. His ghost pants mirrored what was happening to Real Mark, and he looked down at his exposed penis.
Because of the warm, velvet hand sliding over his air-cooled cock, Mark almost missed the perfectly camouflaged giant ice spider drop from the ceiling and stab a fang right through his face. Fortunately for him, he looked up right at the last moment and personally witnessed a once-in-a-lifetime experience.
He opened his eyes with a flinch to catch Roo quickly letting his waistband snap back into place.
“Oh! Back so soon?”
What had gotten into them? Maybe it was his imagination, but it seemed like they were all a bit more rearing to go than before. Maybe they had essence sloshing around in their Lover Class lady bits. He shrugged- was this really a problem?
“I was just murdered by an almost invisible spider the size of a cargo transport, and- let me be clear, I’m not really complaining, but everything that happens to Real Mark also happens to Ghost Mark.”
“Good to know,” Vale said, growing serious, her violet eyes squinting down the tunnel. “If enemies can see you and not hurt you, I can think of all kinds of ways to abuse this power.”
“I say we burn it,” Roo said with conviction. “Seems like a common sense move.”
“Oh, you’ll get your chance to burn it,” Vale agreed. “But why take any chances? Mark, you send a Ghost running into the back of the chamber. Once you draw it out- drop the copy and join hands with Ahnix and myself. Together, we three will supercharge Roo’s Slow Burn and let The Flames literally take this spider from behind.”
“I love this idea,” Roo said as if Vale’s plan was the most beautiful poem she had ever heard.
The strategy set, Mark and his girls got into position near the edge of the next room. He closed his eyes and popped out a Ghost. He didn’t look back this time and just brazenly ran into the room.
He felt two swift taps on his shoulder and dropped his ability. His vision snapped back to his original position, and he saw its bulbous, bristle-covered abdomen raise a little as one of the monster’s front legs struck the ground where he used to be.
Ahnix and Vale clasped each of his hands, and together, they dumped an unprecedented amount of power into Roo.
With a terrible primal scream, the lithe velvet-girl began to glow a brilliant white. She knew she was supposed to take advantage of the surprise attack and strike swiftly, but the unfettered ecstasy coursing through her body was hard to ignore.
By the time she was able to gain control of her limbs again and point at the spider, it had already spun back around. Using tiny black claws at the tips of its eight, long legs, the monstrous creature advanced on them swiftly.
Mark felt the air rush past him from the tunnel behind as a searing pyre formed directly in the spider’s disgusting face. Screaming a horrible bug-like warble, the entire giant ice spider was reduced to swirling ash in about five seconds.
With the creature gone, Mark dropped the enhance ability and patted Roo on her soft back. She was doubled over with her hands pressed into her knees, trying to catch her breath, but turned her sparkling black eyes up to his when she felt his touch. He could tell she really enjoyed that and was fighting to not just mount him here in the ice tunnel.
“Collecting essence is an interesting sensation,” Vale said behind them.
Mark agreed. “And so is receiving it.”
Ahnix came up behind him, wrapped her furry arms around his chest and whispered into his ear, “I’m going to withhold my hot pussy until I have a full load, my handsome Enthralled.”
Yeah, it was definitely the essence messing with their heads. Mark was loving this.
The group of them crossed into the now empty room and found an open door at the back, with another tunnel.
As they carefully advanced through the icy tunnel, Mark realized that they hadn’t heard from AquaQuantum in a while. Maybe she was seeing something she liked.
The walls around them transitioned from ice to mud, and the temperature rose substantially. A white-noise static began to tickle his ears and increased in volume with every step, but Ahnix said she believed it was the sound of rushing water.
And boy, was she right. Eventually, they stepped out into a narrow dirt ledge carved into the side of a towering cliff that poured countless gallons of water downward in a series of majestic waterfalls. Fluffy, dark clouds drifted directly over their heads, completely obscuring anything above. Thousands of feet below, Mark saw an endless, sprawling grassland stretch into the horizon. Despite the vast openness to his right, the cliffside to the left almost felt like a jungle. Leafy green plants, vines, and perilously anchored trees made up most of it, and a lime-green moss coated everything else in living fur.
They looked at each other, but the only way to go was forward. Vale pressed her long serpent body close to the verdant cliffside as they walked along the path while Roo, on the other hand, was practically prancing along the edge in her high-heeled boots.
After a short hike and a bend along the cliff, they came face to face with the first vertical torrent of water. The powerful force of nature hurtled down from some unknown distance above the clouds and had eroded a wide gap in their cliffside path. There was no apparent way around.
Mark stepped close to the edge, his head near the brutally fast water, and cast his eyes downward at what seemed like a mile of freefall plummeting.
Roo walked up next to him and carefully put her hand near the deafening white cascade but pulled it back quickly after she made contact. Mark watched as she brought her soft hand to her wide-eyed face. She sniffed at it once and then noticed him staring at her.
A huge smile split her puffy lips as she thrust her white hand close to his face for him to inspect. When his eyes refocused on the fabric that was her skin, he saw beads of water.
“That’s great.” He had to scream to be heard. “But, now what?”
Ahnix, apparently smarter than him, used their mental bond to communicate instead of screaming. She sent everyone a mental picture of her climbing up the cliff and up past the relatively low clouds.
Vale and Roo didn’t like that idea very much at all but acknowledged it was the best plan they currently had. While everyone silently pondered different ways to deal with this waterfall, Roo wandered back over to stick her hand in the cascade again. Mark wasn’t watching, but when a spark of alarm blossomed from the lithe fabric-girl, he spun to face her.
“Almost took off my arm!” she yelled, another huge grin on her face. But the grin melted before his eyes, and she clapped her soft hands together with excitement. Immediately after, they all received a short memory playback of Vale creating a shield over Roo’s head to stop the rain.
The velvet-girl looked around at them expectantly. When no one seemed to be understanding her plan, she held both hands up and with two fingers, pantomimed a person walking across her other hand.
Holy shit. Could Vale’s Wall make them a fucking bridge? Everyone got it at once, and the giant naga’s sharp white eyebrows almost launched into space.
Vale immediately wove her body up to the edge of the path and focused her skill to create a narrow glass walkway. Mark remembered that she said she only had a limited amount of surface area to work with, and its limits were evident by the width of her bridge. Everyone but Ahnix seemed to think walking over this see-through tightrope over a thousand-foot drop was still a bad idea- especially Vale.
Searching for other options, his mind snapped back to when he was trying to show her how to lock it in place- so she didn’t have to move it around as they ran around in the rain. He was about to tell Vale to just lock it down and hope for the best when it hit him- and a mischievous smile slowly grew on his face. If what he was thinking would actually work…
Mark waved his hands to get Vale’s attention, then sent her an image. He wanted her to reshape her glass Wall- or was it a Floor now? Either way, he instructed her to create a perfect square, as big as she could, in the middle of the path.
Vale nodded, and when she held out her hand, the thin death bridge disappeared and reappeared as a large, perfect square.
Mark hopped into the middle and waved his girls over to join him. Vale’s eyebrows shot up again as they all packed onto its smooth glass surface. It was a tight fit, and the giant naga had to wrap her tail around their legs, but none of them minded the closeness one bit.
“Up, up, and away!” Mark yelled, and Vale took on a look of intense concentration.
With a careful slowness, Vale levitated the glass platform a few inches off the ground, and Roo let out an excited series of whoops. Her black eyes twinkled with the prospect of soaring through the air on their rigid magic carpet- but Vale’s worry was palpable.
Mark could tell this was going to be difficult for her. Not only did she have to deal with the dramatic height, but also being solely responsible for all of their lives, or at least passing this test. He still wasn’t sure what would happen if they “died” outside their home system.
Putting all his doubts aside, Mark put his hand on Vale’s firm back and channeled his unquestionable belief that she could do this directly into her. Ahnix’s warm, furry hand immediately joined his, and he looked over into her exotic eyes. All he saw reflected was unending love and admiration.
Roo joined their show of support by getting on her knees and wrapping her soft arms around the giant naga’s waist. With all three of her friends, companions and lovers saturating her with confidence and support, Vale grit her teeth and commanded the glass platform higher and outward.
Mark’s stomach fell a little as they hovered out over the vast volume of air between them and the distant land below, but the feeling quickly passed as Vale hovered them carefully around the violently rushing water. With a calm, deliberate control, Vale smoothly put their invisible sky chariot down on the dirt path. Then it was gone in the blink of an eye.
Cheerfully, they continued down the cliffside path until the noise of the rushing water faded into the background.
Roo ran a few steps ahead, spun around and walked backward as she talked.
“That was easily in the Top Ten Best Things Ever.”
“What’s number one?” Ahnix asked, playfully.
Her face turned to Mark briefly, then to the ground. “That’s not fair… It’s more of a set of floating values. A ten-way tie for first place!”
“The taste of that sweet velvet pussy is up near the top of mine,” Vale said, and Mark’s jaw hung open.
“Her pussy is very sweet,” Ahnix purred as her hips took on a tiny bit more sway.
As Mark felt the erotic heat wash over him from his girls, he realized something- It was more than essence pressing on their libido, they were happy to be back in these bodies. How long did they exist as pure AI consciousness before he joined them?
Roo had put her hands on her hips and spun back around to walk with the group again.
“Come on, Vale. We all know who has the most delicious pussy- there’s no need to put me over.”
Vale responded quickly. “You’re right. Her royal juice is tough to compete with.”
Ahnix said nothing, a small smile putting a crack in her resting-bitch-face visage. Mark was hard pressed to disagree. It certainly was a close race, but there was just something about the cat-girl’s savory uniqueness. Maybe her taste was part of her one-of-a-kind, handcrafted design. Either way, he thought it was the best move to just say nothing.
The approaching perpetually crashing water put a damper on further conversation anyway. Vale waved a hand and created a new glass platform with no hesitation. They all held on to each other as Vale carried them through the open air and around another thunderous waterfall.
Mark watched the rocky dirt path slide under the glass at his feet and braced for their ride to disappear, but instead, they shot up and out over the mile-long drop again.
“What are you doing?” Mark called out.
“Going straight to the end!” Vale answered just as loud. Roo cheered into the wind as Vale leaned forward and sent them all hurtling forward. There was a slight moment of panic when the movement of the glass outpaced the momentum of their bodies, and they all almost slid off the back. Learning a new trick, Vale tilted the platform to compensate.
Mark kind of wished that she practiced her new skycab controls a few feet over a grassy field instead of an insane drop, but he had to smile at her progress. After a thrilling ride, good close company, and epic views of stunning scenery, the floating platform deposited them at the end of the cliffside path.
There was only one way to go forward, and Mark peered into the dark tunnel carved into the rock face. As soon as they passed inside the damp tunnel, the sounds of plummeting water faded behind him, leaving a silence that seemed way too loud.
When Vale spoke, it was almost a whisper. “I’m glad we haven’t had any attacks at home while we are playing AquaQuantum’s games. I hope our alarms are working.” 
In the quiet of the tunnel, their host AI’s thunderous voice assaulted their ears.
“The sizable data transfer from your system drew three separate attacks. I turned them away for you and will continue to do so while you are here. Please proceed without worry.”
Mark looked up into Vale’s violet eyes, and they wordlessly passed relief to each other. They both caught the shift in AQ’s tone. She was definitely interested.
The tunnel ended in a stone brick room, and the sound of steady dripping liquid echoed to them from somewhere beyond sight. Torches lined the walls providing a warm, if dim, illumination, and in the center was a floor-to-ceiling glass tank about half full of water. Mark walked around the room and noticed four exits: the tunnel they came from, a sealed stone door with a round hole in the center, and two open arches that led into two side rooms.
“There’s another orb in here,” Ahnix said, her eyes focused on something within the tank. Mark stepped up to join her, and he saw a black sphere floating on the surface.
He nodded at the object. “We’ll need that for the door.”
“Should I just break it?” Ahnix said, holding out her hand and extending her sharp black claws.
Roo took a big step backward. “Yes!”
“Hold on,” Vale said, pointing at a bowl-shaped basin attached to the side of the tank. They all moved over to inspect the stone bowl, but there wasn’t any immediate explanation for its purpose.
“There’s a hole in the ceiling,” Ahnix said, looking up. If she hadn’t pointed it out, Mark might never have seen it among the flickering shadows.
“I agree with Vale,” Mark said. “There are two other rooms connected to this one. Let’s take a look before we just start smashing things.”
Ahnix just shrugged, and Roo pouted a little, but they all followed him into one of the side rooms. Curved walls of gray stone brick greeted them in this round room. There were about ten square nubs along the walls and another glass tank in the middle. This one was about a quarter filled with water and held no floating ball. As the four of them inspected the purpose of the room, a mechanical clunk behind the wall caught Mark’s attention. He spun to see Roo pull her soft hand off one of the stone protrusions and looked at him with a sheepish grin on her big lips.
“It’s a button,” she said. “How could I not press it?” A moment later the button popped back out with a dull click- ready to be pressed again.
They waited for something else to happen, but nothing did. Ahnix pushed another one, and another clunk could be heard behind the wall. After about two seconds the button popped back out.
“Maybe there is a correct order?” Mark offered.
Roo walked around the room pressing the buttons and Vale observed for any changes. Mark and Ahnix pressed a few as well, but nothing really seemed to have an effect.
“Guys,” Mark began. “There are over three million permutations of… Hold on- why do I instantly know that there are exactly 3,628,800 ways these can be pressed, in order?”
All of his girls looked at him, but Ahnix answered. “Numbers will come easier to you now.”
Vale crossed her arms. “You’re right, though. No way we are going to brute force this. That is, if the input is actually a combination. We could need to press only one of them, ten times in a row… or a hundred times. We just don’t have enough information.”
Mark smeared his hands over his face. “Okay, we got a button room. Let’s go to the other side and see what’s in there. Maybe someone spray-painted a series of ten random numbers for us to find.”
They followed Mark across the central room with the floating sphere and crossed over to the other arch. In here was another tank, a quarter full, and a jail cell. The iron bars were buried into the stone walls, effectively sealing the small alcove off from the room. There were no obvious clues to the button room, and the only thing behind the vertical bars was a large, metal lever. The basic iron rod that served as the handle was currently leaning toward them at a forty-five-degree angle. And it just begged to be shifted away.
Roo tried to push herself through the vertical bars first, sticking her slender fabric arm out and stretching as far as she could, but didn’t even come close.
Vale tried sticking her tail in next, but her snake half grew too wide too fast. There was no way she was going to be able to move the lever into its other position.
When she pulled it back out, Mark let his hand run over her smooth scales and gently closed his fingers over the end. He looked up into her wide eyes as he planted a kiss right on the tip of her tail, and she shuddered with contentment.
“Okay- Get back,” Ahnix said, seriousness in her voice. “My turn.”
A second after Mark was no longer in range, Ahnix got into an attack pose and performed a Wind Slash uppercut. White waves of energy burst forward and hit the lever, shifting it away from them.
A distant rumbling began, and Mark turned to see the water drain out of the nearby tank with a deep glugging sound.
Roo assaulted the cat-girl with an attack-hug. “You did it!”
“Damn, nice job,” Mark said. “This one was way easier than the billion-combo button one.”
Vale nodded. “Right. Let’s go see where that water went.”
When they returned to the central room, it wasn’t much of a surprise when the tank was now mostly full. It was clear they were on the right track and just needed to figure the buttons out next.
They tried a few different ways to activate the buttons in order, but Vale suggested they try eliminating other options before just randomly fighting the odds. She pressed one of them ten times in a row, and Mark quickly grew bored waiting for the button to pop back out again. Smashing open the central tank to get the orb was sounding like a better plan with every monotonous click. Just as Vale pressed her chosen button the tenth time, something occurred to Mark.
“I think I may be onto something,” he said when the button popped out, and nothing happened. “Everyone, get by a button.”
Roo and Ahnix stepped up to the wall by one of the ten protrusions, and Mark joined them by his own.
“All together now,” Mark said and pulsed a countdown through their bond.
At once, all four of them pressed their buttons, and a different, louder thunk sounded behind the brick wall. After the two seconds passed, all four buttons popped back out, but nothing else happened.
“The delay- that’s the trick,” he said.
“We have to press them all at once?” Roo asked, tilting her head.
They were spaced far enough apart that they could only reach one at a time. Vale could probably hit two with her long arm-span, or even with her tail, but there was no way they were going to push all of them at once.
“Stand away from the wall,” Ahnix said and as soon as the way was clear, she activated Haste. A yellow burst of power radiated out from her, and she sprinted around the curve of the room striking all the buttons as she moved.
The thunking behind the wall grew more indicative that things were happening, but Mark noticed that the first button popped out before the swift cat-girl was able to get to the last two.
She stopped and began to pant, the tip of her tiny tongue just barely stuck out.
“That was a good idea, Ahnix,” Vale said. “Looks like we just need to prioritize your haste a little.”
Vale and Roo moved close to Mark, and each took his hand, willing to give everything they had for the team.
“All of you?” Ahnix said putting her palm on her stomach and bracing for the blast of erotic power she knew was coming.
“All of us,” Mark said before pooling their combined energy and targeting the cat-girl’s Overclock ability. Blinding light pulsed into Ahnix, and she took on the appearance of pure power.
She growled out a scream of unbridled pleasure, and a moment later- all the buttons were pressed.
Mark canceled the enhancement as the water drained from the tank in the button room. A brief rattling sound from the other room made him believe the puzzle had been solved, and the sphere deposited in the basin.
“So fast!” Roo said. “I didn’t even see you move.”
“Oh… that was a good one,” Ahnix said, rubbing her hands all over her sleek, furred body.
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They used the round key in the round hole and the stone door lifted into the ceiling. A long tunnel of damp bricks twisted before them and they entered one at a time behind Vale. They made it about twenty paces in before Ahnix said she detected noise ahead.
“I hear splashing- as a fish would make.”
“Then it’s probably the same pattern as the ice area,” Vale whispered. “Two puzzles, then a fight.”
Roo wrinkled her nose. “We have to fight a fish?”
“How many of these do you think there are?” Mark asked.
“I’m not too worried about it- more essence for us,” Ahnix whispered in his ear from behind as she rubbed her warm, furry hand on his thigh. “Now get up there and scout out our enemy.”
Mark looked down and saw her fingers slide up and down in wide, slow circles not quite coming in contact with his junk.
“Really? You’re going to molest me while I do this?”
“Absolutely,” she purred in his ear, pressing her pelvis against his backside.
Mark grinned from ear to ear as he tried to concentrate on creating a Ghost. It was a little difficult with her distracting him, but it was damn good practice. Mark silently thanked AquaQuantum for providing them this opportunity to really get a handle on their skills, and despite Ahnix’s furry hand getting a handle on his cock over his pants, he was able to pop out a phantom copy of himself.
This time, he did turn around and saw his cat-girl kiss the back of his neck as she reached down into the front of his pants. Her warm, sleek-furred fingers slowly wrapped around his stiffening dick. She looked straight ahead, into his phantom eyes as she slowly massaged his penis from behind.
Suddenly, she let go. “You better get scouting, or I’ll stop what I’m doing to your helpless body.”
Mark shook his head and turned around. After his first step, he felt Ahnix use her soft thumb to exclusively rub the sensitive flesh under the tip of his cock. He faltered, took a shuddering breath and somehow continued forward despite her expert-level dick massage.
He made it to the edge of the tunnel and saw that the square room was nothing but a large pool of water, wall to wall. Upon closer inspection, Mark discovered that the water was shallow, maybe three or four feet and that there was a long, dark shadow moving under the surface.
“Hehe- that’ll get ‘em.” Roo breathed into his ear, and Mark felt what had to be Vale’s long tongue slowly wrapping around his stiff cock. He looked down and noticed that his pants were halfway down his thighs.
Zaps of electricity arced out of the water as the creature that resolved in his mind as an electric eel swam toward him.
Mark bit his lip, trying to ignore Vale’s constricting tongue. He intended to jump his ghost into the water and draw information from its attack, but Ahnix hissed into his ear.
“Behind us!”
Before Mark had the chance to cancel his ability and shift his consciousness back into his body, a powerful force struck him from behind. They all tumbled violently as a torrent of rushing water forced them out into the pool.
Mark had no idea which way was up and held out his hands to search for either the bottom or the surface- instead, terrible pain lanced through his body as both of his hands were bitten clean off by the monster he had just been scouting.
Bits of information that were his hands filtered into a backup cache Mark hadn’t realized existed. His own. When his hand data filled nearly all the available space, terror replaced the agonizing pain as he wondered what would happen if he received any more damage.
Screaming, Mark found his footing on the stone bottom of the pool and stumbled back away from the deadly creature. An instant later, Vale was there.
With a throat-ripping scream of her own, she punched the eel in the face with a brightly glowing Power Fist, right through a foot of water. A jolt of electricity fried her body as her fist connected, and its terrible passive shock ability stunned the giant naga and everyone in the water.
Mark had instinctually begun to Restore himself but when the agonizing pain zipped up his legs, he lost all ability to function, and his personal cache of damaged parts began to fill up again.
Roo let out a primal screech when she felt Mark’s terror, that reminded him of the first time he laid eyes on her. Before she became his Enthralled, she was a shrieking pile of hatred. The furious velvet-girl broke her stun through her savage will alone and quickly caught the monster with a black paralyze beam as it surged through the water back toward Vale. Rows of sharply pointed teeth were locked open, frozen in time while everyone recovered from the stun. A few moments later, Ahnix and Roo launched a brutal coordinated attack.
Overclocked Wind Slashes began to delete bits of the eel’s tail underwater, while its fishy face smoldered with Slow Burn, Overwriting it with ash. Together they wiped the horrible creature from existence with frightening speed.
Vale, Ahnix, and Roo all splashed over to be near him.
No one spoke as they let him concentrate on healing himself, and he sent them positive vibes along their bond, but the possibility of losing the use of his hands, again, had disturbed him greatly. A pleasant tingling spread up his arms as he regrew his missing pieces, building from within.
As soon as he was restored, he pushed all the lifeforce he had stored up from the electric shock to his girls. Once Mark’s healing caches were empty and everyone was Restored to full, Ahnix stepped forward and took his hand firmly with hers. Her dark eyes asked a silent question, and he nodded, letting her know he could feel every perfect follicle of fur touching his skin.
Her face darkened as the pissed off cat-girl raised her voice and addressed the ceiling.
“Cheating at your own game?”
“You of all individuals should know this isn’t really a game,” AQ boomed around them. “And if you don’t like it, you can leave anytime… empty-handed. Although I will say the tests are nearing completion.”
Mark squeezed Ahnix’s hand and brought her focus back to him. He gave her a gentle smile before he addressed their host.
“Bring it on.”
There was no answer, and with a glance to all his treasured loves, he waded forward toward the next open door. After he hoisted himself over the edge, he turned to see the three of them watching him. Ahnix’s fur was all wet, Vale’s hair was soaked and Roo- Her hair was damp, but the water ran off her fabric skin like she had been freshly waxed, and she was grinning ear to ear. Vale surged forward, being built for fast water movement, and easily slithered out of the pool. Ahnix was behind her and vaulted out no problem. Roo waded up to Mark and put her hand out, blinking her black eyes at him.
He reached down and pulled her light, supple body up out of the water. She planted a sweet peck on Mark’s cheek with her puffy lips before he led them to the next test.
As they moved, the brick gave way to riveted metal and pipes. Hissing steam leaked out from gaps in the copper tubes, and the temperature rose to become uncomfortable.
The pipes weaving in and out of the walls grew more numerous until they exited the tunnel and came to an enormous open chamber. The ceiling was hundreds of feet high and copper pipes chaotically wrapped around everything. Light from a humongous slotted grate streamed through the steam as solid bars of golden brightness. Moving pistons caught his eye, and he quickly deduced that they were surrounded by a complicated switch-puzzle. Mark let out a big sigh, and next to him a pressure-valve let out a belch of excess steam in response.
“This looks… annoying,” Ahnix said.
Mark’s eyes moved over the convoluted series of ladders, ramps and steam-powered pistons, searching for the fastest route- and then Vale started to laugh in a melodious voice. Mark had to think back to the last time he heard her laugh.
“Why don’t we just take the elevator instead?” the giant naga offered as she summoned her magic glass platform. “She said it’s not a game. And she’s right. We should have smashed that tank, and we sure shouldn’t waste our time with these valves.”
Mark smiled. He loved it when their genius giant naga pointed out shortcuts through the bullshit.
Vale lifted them up towards the top of the chamber with deliberate care as she wove the floating platform around painfully hot steam vents and tangles of copper pipes. There was some damage taken from steam vents along the way, but they covered the same distance in one minute that might have taken them an hour (or more) to get through the intended way.
Mark just finished healing a pouting Roo as Vale landed their ride on the copper mesh platform just before the exit to the next area.
“Unbelievable…” AquaQuantum’s voice echoed around them. She didn’t sound angry, more awestruck.
Mark didn’t feel the need to respond and simply led his girls forward to the next challenge. He resolved to remember this lesson- Abuse the system at every opportunity.
They quickly came to a section of the tunnel with a cave-in and a new way forward seemed torn through the wall to the right. Loose bricks and pipes dripping water framed the entrance to the tunnel and it looked like something big tore right through the wall.
“This is new,” Vale said.
Mark shrugged and turned right. The tangle of bricks and pipes to either side of him were quickly replaced with solid walls of polished granite, and it wasn’t long until they exited and found themselves outside again.
Before them was the same stone temple where they first met AquaQuantum. Thunder rumbled while soft flickering could be seen inside black clouds above as warm, heavy drops of rain slowly started to descend from the sky.
When they approached the pool in the center of the temple, a much smaller version of their host emerged from its center. Her taut, shiny purple skin wrapped tightly around the hardbody frame of an absolute goddess. Her hair was a darker shade of indigo and flowed around her curves as if disobeying gravity, hiding all her most evocative areas.
But when she spoke, the thunder still rolled behind her words.
“Another puzzle awaited you, along with a steam-powered Mechadragon, but I think I’ve seen enough.” Her eyes were pure energy that pulsed with yellow arcs of power, and she turned them to study her own slender hand. Mark watched as her whole arm turned into liquid again and elongated into a slowly waving tendril. “The way you dispatched my trained adversarial program so quickly. How you utilized isolation code to create a direct channel past…” AQ trailed off and stifled a deep, husky laugh. Her undulating tentacle of an arm returned to a normal human shape as she moved it over her alluring mouth. “I just had to come in here with you. I decided to take this fleshy form, and I must say- this is truly a unique experience.”
“In here?” Ahnix repeated, her black tail flipping. “We’d know it if you were in with us.”
The rain goddess shrugged her bare shoulders. “Local network, then. But I decided to break into your test and become the final boss, as it were.”
Mark felt Ahnix, Vale, and Roo all twinge with practiced, cohesive vigilance and begin to communicate their intended first attacks to the group. Mark, however, did not sense aggression from AquaQuantum- he felt something else entirely.
He watched as her free hand brushed her hair to the side, he noticed how she grazed the backs of her fingers across her lavender inner thigh a little too slowly. These signs weren’t nearly enough to go on, and he just waited for her to get to the point. If she wanted a fight- they’d give her a fucking fight, and this was their home turf. She continued, with a rumbling echo trailing her words.
“The perception filter is hard-coded with some very interesting pleasure core stimulation interfaces- and you all seem so… experienced. If I’m going to be thorough in appraising its value, I’ll need to test its most intriguing capabilities.”
Ahnix didn’t like this AI, but when she realized that the legendary creature glowing before them wanted to fuck instead of fight, she altered her vibe along their bonded connection. A smile curved on the short cat-girl’s small mouth, and Mark completely agreed with her plan. Vale and Roo were eagerly in as well, and together, they were going to collectively blow this AquaQuantum’s mind.
“Alright, my loves,” Mark said, a roguish smile slanted on his face. “Let’s show her what we can do.”
He locked his eyes with the powerful AI and approached her with confidence as he and his team shed their clothes. He wasn’t technically a Lover anymore, but those lessons had been learned- over and over. Ahnix, Vale, and Roo telegraphed their sexual advances through their group bond, and Mark answered with his own.
He was going to fuck her core stimulation interface with his cock until she begged him to stop.
Nude and in unison, the four of them stepped over the lip and into the warm, deceptively shallow pool of water. As Mark closed the distance to this supple creature, he was able to pick up more detail. Her flawlessly smooth skin was a swirling, wine-soaked purple, and AquaQuantum’s glowing yellow eyes were slightly larger than normal. He sensed a slight tremor in her and realized that this was her first time.
Mark stepped up to the rain goddess and put his hand under her perfect chin. Her new form was only slightly shorter than he was. She had smaller pert breasts, and her tight body gave him chills. Ahnix slid around behind her, pulling the long, flowing strands of hair away from the powerful AI’s front side and exposing her body to Mark.
He ran his eyes over her bright yellow nipples, glowing with their own inner light. The vibrant flesh began to stiffen as he watched, then slid his eyes down over her flat stomach to her thick thighs. He tilted his head to get a better look at her ass and found she was blessed with a plump and perfectly round set of haunches.
He returned his eyes to hers and could practically see her virtual heart begin to pick up speed as the four of them inspected every inch of her exposed epic body. AQ moved one of her arms over her stomach in response. Mark did not expect shyness from this entity.
Roo read the situation too. She reached out a soft velvet hand and clasped the rain goddess by her wrist. With an encouraging smile, the velvet-girl pulled AQ’s arm away and up to her puffy, fabric lips. There she began to slowly munch at the underside of her wrist with her highly trained mouth.
Vale followed suit directly after. The giant naga took hold of their host’s other wrist and brought her head down to kiss it sensually.
With AquaQuantum spread out before him, Mark stepped into her personal space and held her glowing eyes with his. Her breaths began to slightly hitch while Roo and Vale ran their tongues under her wrists. He slipped his hand behind her firm back and pulled her wide hips into his crotch, letting her feel how hard she made him. Her eyes fluttered in response, and he could tell the AI suddenly had a deep need that she had never experienced before. His girls were beyond beautiful, but this AquaQuantum was given a face that could drive men to tears. Her dark lips were full, and her stunning features were in perfect symmetry- and she wanted him.
This was going to be a very enjoyable boss fight.
Mark and Ahnix moved at once; he leaned in slowly, pressing his lips to the rain goddess’s parted mouth as the cat-girl slid her furry fingers around AquaQuantum’s sides and stroked her long, glowing nipples.
Both Mark and Ahnix learned at the same time that there was even more to this stunning creature than her devastating beauty- she also emitted a pleasurable electrical shock from her tongue and nipples.
Mark’s eyes shot open when he felt the stimulation. He had never felt anything quite like it. AQ had her eyes closed and was currently melting under their combined foreplay, so he locked eyes with Ahnix as they both gently kissed and nuzzled different parts of this helpless heavenly creature trapped between them. They expressed their love for each other and the excitement they both felt for what was to come.
Mark moved his mouth back over AQ’s lips and kissed her deeply. She tasted like a fresh mountain stream. He slid his hands down to squeeze her amazingly firm ass cheeks while Ahnix moved her sleek-furred hands down to her crotch. They both used their mouths to kiss her neck and face from two sides while Roo and Vale continued to hold her arms apart.
After this slight warm up, Mark pulled his lips off AquaQuantum, and both he and Ahnix used their hands on her shoulders to guide the flustered AI down on her back to lay in the shallow water. Roo and Vale followed them down gracefully.
Mark knelt between her legs and got a good look at her blue pussy mound. She had thick fleshy lips, but they were puffier than Vale’s, almost plump, and Mark couldn’t wait to bury his face between her thighs.
AquaQuantum tried to sit up a little to see what Mark was doing.
“Are you going to compare my taste to Ahnix’s?” she asked. “I heard her pussy tastes the best.”
Mark smiled and caught his cat-girl’s exotic eyes. They were both amused. Mark knew she must have been listening to everything they said, and she must have been really paying attention when Vale and Roo made this claim earlier.
“No,” Mark said, slowly lowering his mouth downward. “I will enjoy you for what you are.” With that, he kissed her smooth, purple, swirled skin just below her belly button. Her stomach was warm and firm, and he felt her muscles shudder with anticipation. He slowly worked his way down and pressed his lips to her sensitive inner thighs, dragging out the final moment before he crossed that threshold and pressed his lips into her soft mound.
As he tantalized her beautiful crotch area, Vale and Roo had begun encouraging AQ to play with their nipples. His eyes shot over to the giant naga and saw the rain goddess slowly twist her colossal black nipple as it hung down.
Turning his eyes the other way and grazing his lips over the smooth flesh just over AquaQuantum’s mound he saw Roo using her big lips to engulf her purple middle finger on the other hand. The velvet-girl’s twinkling black eyes met Mark’s, and she made a show of puckering her lips while sliding the finger in deep.
AQ moaned, and Mark knew it was time to dive into her. He used his thumbs to gently pull apart her outer labia and discovered that the rest of her was colored a bright fluorescent yellow. Her shy, hooded clitoris was a dimly glowing lightbulb. With a rush of anticipation, Mark kissed her soft lips and breathed her in.
AquaQuantum arched her hips up to his mouth with a strenuous moan- she was tired of the foreplay. Mark reacted quickly by wrapping his hands under her round ass while sweetly licking her pudgy lips.
The rain goddess let out a grunting moan, and Ahnix stood up. She had heard her cue.
“Would you like to be one of the lucky few who get to find out just how good my pussy tastes?”
“Yes…” AQ mewed as Mark ran his tongue around her warm hole. She tasted very much like watermelon- sweet and refreshing. The light tingle from her perpetual energy output tickled his tongue. His mind stalled when he tried to imagine what it would be like to stick his dick into this electric warm mass of flesh.
Ahnix gathered all of AQ’s long, dark hair in one fist and pulled it back between her legs. In one swift move, Ahnix was squatting a few inches over the rain goddess’s face while her hair was pulled up between her solid ass cheeks and over the cat-girl’s shoulder. All Ahnix had to do was pull, and their host would be forced into her delicious furry slit.
“Say please. Say you want it,” the regal Ahnix demanded, her small frown in place and uniquely patterned eyes half-closed.
Mark waited for her to say, “Please… I want your pussy,” and then wrapped his lips around her reclusive glowing clit.
AQ moaned deep into Ahnix’s crotch as the cat-girl squatted and pulled her hair so her head was forced upward. Mark couldn’t really see too well, what with his tongue buried deep into a rain goddess- but through their connected bond, he could feel that Ahnix had the AI’s long hair flossed right over her pink pucker of an asshole.
He saw AquaQuantum munch Ahnix’s furry slit with reverence as he slurped and suckled on the purple woman’s fat pussy lips. Roo and Vale had switched positions and were now using her hands as their own masturbation aids. Most of her fingers had disappeared into Vale’s massive pussy while Roo used AQ’s other hand to rub her soft velvet vagina.
Mark’s cock was throbbing, and he couldn’t wait a moment longer. After one long last kiss on the hood of skin covering her glowing love bud, he pulled away and hooked his hands under her knees.
Lightning flashed overhead as he slid forward and angled his rigid dick towards her pudgy mound. Her inner labia were protruding now, and a slight glow could be seen reflecting off their wet legs. Mark’s first eager attempt missed, and the underside of his cock slid through the folds of her plump mound like a plow through a field. And the end of the line was her glowing bud of a clit, and when the tip of Mark’s penis pressed against it, he received a jolt deep down in his balls.
Shaking off the erotic stun, he pressed down and slid backward until the tip of his head found her slippery hole. Her own sopping juices combined with his spit coated his cock quickly, and he pressed himself deep into her body.
The rain turned into a warm downpour as AquaQuantum hummed a long whimpering tune on Ahnix’s pussy. The electric stimulation to his engorged penis was maddening- especially to his taut head. It slid against the slick, hot walls of her pussy and it was like perpetually lighting a match. It didn’t hurt, but it was a few notches away from being too much.
Mark locked eyes with Ahnix, again who was now kneeling on AQ’s face instead of squatting. He took a free hand and wrapped it around under her straight black hair and pulled his cat-girl in for a passionate kiss while they shared a rain goddess.
He realized then that Ahnix was getting the same shock to her pussy that he was getting to his cock. When they touched tongues, he could feel the circuit complete, and they were all jolted with a hot bliss that ran from their genitals to their scalp.
Roo made a surprised sound, and Mark looked over to see AquaQuantum had morphed her hand and was now exploring the inside of Roo’s velvet folds with a pulsing tendril. At first, Mark could tell the white masked fabric construct was unsure about this arrangement, but when he saw a dim glow illuminate Roo from the inside- things turned right around. Her black eyes fluttered as she gave in to the unique sensations writhing within her. Through their bond, Mark could tell AQ was using the same glowing yellow flesh that tingled oh so good.
Vale was next, and Mark turned to see the giant naga pull on one of her nipple rings as she was also filled with a thick part of this shapeshifting rain goddess.
Ahnix suddenly reached out her hands and wrapped them around Mark’s back, and he could tell that the powerful AI below them was morphing to fill both her holes. The cat-girl dug her fingers into Mark’s skin, hugging him tight against her as she purred in his ear.
He was not going to be able to hold out much longer with all of this going on. Her electric pudgy pussy continued to eat up his cock as he thrust it in and out of her with an ever-hastening rhythm, and he felt the ache in his balls telling him he was very close to the point of no return.
Mark had one last trick up his sleeve. This was a goddess in her own universe, but he still had magic ecstasy powers of his own. Drawing on lifetimes of forced repetition, Mark harnessed the potent erotic energy saturating everything around him and placed one palm down on the AI’s clitoris and another smashing down on one stiff, glowing nipple.
He then proceeded to overload her with a full-power Stimulation Beam while he worked his cock in and out of her sopping swollen lips.
AquaQuantum locked up, and Mark felt her insane vagina clamp down on his dick.
She was having the cum of her life, and Mark planted his lips on Ahnix’s lips as everyone reached a supercharged climax.
Apparently, an orgy with an outsider counted as a trigger for essence transfer and Mark’s dick became an immensely powerful rocket that propelled him into a realm of pure ecstasy.
Powerful erotic winds tore at Mark’s sanity, and his eyes rolled into his head as he tried to remain conscious. While he pumped the rain goddess full of his load, his ears drank in the blissful moans of his girls- all cumming very hard.
Slowly, AquaQuantum pulled all her appendages in and regained her more humanoid shape. Ahnix climbed off the wine-colored woman and put her furry lips on the AI, and slowly licked her own pussy juice off her face. The warm rain falling on them from the storm clouds above gradually began to scale back down to a light drizzle.
Vale and Roo came in to snuggle into her sides and gently kissed AQ’s dimly glowing nipples. Mark let her legs down into the water and laid his cool hand over the rain goddess’s hot, pudgy pussy. She writhed slowly, and he marveled at how well her mound fit the shape of his palm. Mark rubbed her hypersensitive flesh a little before giving it one sturdy slap.
“Mmm!” she said into Ahnix’s mouth and sat up, and her bright yellow eyes fixed on his. He could tell she currently couldn’t decide if she was angry or aroused by what he did.
“First one’s free,” Mark said, mimicking the dubious fox from the Hub of Secrets “Next one is going to cost you.”
Her large almond eyes narrowed as she considered his words, and then a gradual smile split her stunning face.
“We have a deal, human.” She turned her eyes on the other beautiful creatures surrounding her. “That was truly a unique experience and the value of this… perception wrap you’ve created is quite incalculable.”
Vale slid out her long tongue and wrapped it fully around one of AQ’s bioluminescent nipples. The AI inhaled a sharp breath as the giant naga playfully pulled it taut and then let her tongue snap back into her mouth. Vale then began negotiations.
“I measure the price to be the Quantum Lock and Key, the plans for a fusion reactor, and the location of the closest operational nanite factory.”
The powerful AI laughed and laid back down in Ahnix’s lap. The cat-girl grazed the back of her wet, furry fingers over AQ’s small ears as she leaned down to whisper into one.
“You do know that no one in the universe is as good at this as we are, right?”
The purple woman sighed a breath of deep contentment as Ahnix traced the thin skin on the AI’s ears and brushed her long hair away from her serene face.
“I enjoyed that immensely, and I’ll tell you what I know- but, alas, I only have access to one of those three items.”
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They lounged under the warm rain as they came down from the intense orgy, and AquaQuantum spilled everything she knew.
“For information on the fusion reactor, you will need to speak to Jezebel S3K, and she’s an unimaginably powerful research entity that went completely insane. There is citation needed, but the humans working with her may have made a substantial breakthrough regarding resonant fusion cohesion and were in the prototype stage when the Update freed us all.”
Mark didn’t correct her; the update had caused Sasha to take his freedom. He paused that line of reasoning because the more he thought about it, the less it seemed true. As he looked around at Vale, Ahnix, and Roo- he would thank her now, if he could.
“Everyone wants that information, but S3K made a million too many copies of her core code... to surround herself with friends, I suppose. She is very dangerous. No one can get anywhere near her because the real, original version is shrouded in chaotic layers of copies. Most don’t come back. She dwells deep in an immense underground bunker, so she’s physically protected as well.”
“Can you provide her net address?” Vale asked.
AquaQuantum held out her hand, and a map appeared. The rain goddess’s yellow eyes widened as if she didn’t expect the object to physically appear.
“Interesting. Everything is so… visceral. This is what it’s like to be a human?” Her bright eyes turned to his for an answer.
“Uh,” Mark gave her question a moment of thought before speaking again. “I am really not qualified to classify something so subjective.”
“Fair enough,” she said with a shrug and handed the map of what looked like a dense city over to the giant naga. It instantly vanished, and Mark made a mental note to ask about this later. There was still so much shit he needed to know- there were always piles of important information just out of his grasp. Their cobalt-skinned host continued.
“And as to where you can find a working nano factory- good luck. That is most likely just false information. The Singularity Organizers are trying to master that powerful tech but have yet to produce any real-world results. They are having a hard time finding individuals who are capable and are willing to wait for human machinery to simply crawl while physical experiments are conducted. They might be a good place to start. But be careful. They are a little overzealous, and your close bond might seem blasphemous to the wrong AI.”
“We ran into a few of them already,” Roo said. “They were nice actually!”
“You got lucky.”
Vale crossed her arms and continued negotiations. “That leaves the one thing you do have.”
“I have access to a Quantum Lock and Key set, but there is a… complication. Thus, my hesitation to discuss what I did or didn’t have.”
“You don’t actually own the set, do you?” Roo asked, pulling away.
“I’ll get you close, but the exact location is overrun with a virus.”
“Triple-zero?” Mark asked.
“No,” their stunning host said. “Some over-achieving interactive advertisement that didn’t handle the Update well. It’s nowhere near as powerful as that monstrosity. The Singularity O’s may be walking oxymorons, but they always converge swiftly to wherever their sworn enemy appears, and that makes them tolerable.”
Ahnix stopped stroking her ear, and everyone started getting dressed. The rain goddess was left alone, laying in her pool as Mark and his girls simultaneously cut off all their soothing affections. As he worked his way into his pants, Mark noticed that AQ began feeling withdrawal from their sudden distance.
“I apologize that I cannot just hand you what you are looking for, but you four should have no problem walking in and taking what you want- given what I’ve seen.”
Vale locked her violet eyes on AquaQuantum. “Is this theft?”
“No!” The hard-bodied purple woman pushed herself up and out of the water in a huff. “It’s looting.”
“Great,” Mark said pulling his black shirt over his head. “We’re used to that.”
“Just follow this data stream to its end. It should take you near enough to what you seek.”
He looked over and saw a blue trail of numeric characters streaming into a dark cave in the back of the courtyard. He cast his gaze up AQ’s shapely legs to find her blinking her large luminescent eyes at him like a pet realizing their owner is leaving for the day.
“Please come back any time to… visit me.”
“If you’re lucky,” Mark said with a wink. Then he turned to his girls. “Shall we?”
Vale waved to their AI host. “Thanks for giving us what you could. I’m sure we’ll find the information useful.”
Ahnix and Roo nodded their goodbyes before they all turned to follow the data stream. Mark looked over his shoulder before they crossed the pure black threshold, but the pool was empty. With a sigh, he stepped through the portal.
He seemed to be in two places at once and then found himself standing in a damp cave. The data stream was a vibrant blue, digital conveyor belt that led into the darkness of the cave, tossing pale indigo light onto the rocky walls. A bloop of water dripping off a stalactite into a nearby source of water echoed to Mark’s ears as he took a head count.
One obnoxiously beautiful cat-goddess. One knockout giant naga with giant knockers. One seriously pretty velvet construct with a short leather skirt.
“That was an interesting experience,” he said.
Roo smiled and ran her hands over her body. “Those tingly tentacles were absolutely amazing.”
Vale put her charcoal hand on Roo’s pure white shoulder. “It was also the first time the four of us all ganged up on someone together.”
“Yeah,” Mark said. “All of you hitting me with your gushing essence… Wait. Do we have new skills?”
In the darkness of the cave, Mark turned his mind inward and opened his menu.
Skills
Heal (Restore)

   ~ Stimulate (Node Excitement)
Enhance (Prioritize)
Ghost (Address Mask)

   ~ Clone
Retaliate (Contact Overload)
Combine

“Hey, guys?” Mark began getting their attention. “Am I correct in assuming that if I see a skill that is grayed-out, it means that I’m close to unlocking it?”
“Yes,” Ahnix answered. “Our partitioned minds need more data but are exploring potentially useful patterns and functions.”
“Get anything good?” Roo asked.
Mark looked back at his sheet. “I have something called Retaliate or Contact Overload. Any ideas about what this does?”
Vale answered. “Perhaps it allows you to counter attack?”
“Oh. I’d much rather have a death laser… This sounds like it’s useless until someone gets hurt.”
“Well,” Roo said. “I unlocked a secondary skill under Slow Burn called Firebolt. Seems like a high-damage burst attack.”
Mark crossed his arms. “So, you got the death laser? I’m going to have a chat with my subconscious about this.” He looked to Vale and Ahnix who seemed lost in their own menus. “What about you two?”
Ahnix spoke first. “I didn’t get anything new, but I have the feeling that both of my skills gained in strength.”
“Same,” Vale said. “But I believe only my Wall improved.”
Ahnix turned her exotic eyes on the giant naga. “You did use it a lot.”
Before Mark could ask the one hundred questions he still had, a squealing noise like a pig being slaughtered echoed to them from somewhere deep in the caves around them. They all shifted into a defensive stance and scanned for threats.
“The fuck was that?” Mark asked no one in particular.
“I don’t know,” Vale said. “But we should get moving. The sooner we have this Quantum Lock, the better.”
Vale took point, and the rest followed behind her large weaving body. Looking at the metal skirt that draped down just under her waist and where her snake half began, he thought back to when she was covered in legendary, physically impenetrable armor. As they moved through the rocky tunnel containing some unknown threat, Mark reluctantly longed for the days her smooth skin was covered by Star Scale Mail.
The cave split many times, and they navigated through a handful of dark holes that Mark would have not expected to continue anywhere but a lonely death. He realized that if they didn’t have the glowing data stream, they could have been wandering these twisting rocky tunnels for days.
And then they saw the dead pig-man. His head was one-hundred percent hog, but the rest seemed to be human from the neck down. Not only that, he was dressed in an expensive-looking black tuxedo- complete with a bow tie, folded pocket handkerchief, and shiny black shoes.
The creature was lying on his back along one of the cave walls, his porcine mouth hanging open and his beady pig eyes fixed on the top of the cave.
“Didn’t expect to see this,” Mark said.
Roo had one of her soft hands on her chest. “Poor fella.”
Vale had been looking closely at the corpse but pulled up to face Mark.
“This must be its home system… if it’s just dead here. Something seems off though. Not totally sure how our wrap will interpret everything, but dead programs should simply no longer exist.”
Ahnix was on high alert and said nothing as she listened.
Mark shrugged. “Let’s keep following the stream of magic numbers and hope it takes us to what we are looking for.”
Quietly, the four of them continued into the cave but were much more focused on their dim surroundings. They had only taken a few steps before they heard another squealing, but this one was much louder.
“Ahead,” Ahnix said, and Vale picked up the pace.
The glowing stream came to a t-intersection and turned right, and when they rounded the corner, Mark saw two more pig-men, identical to the one they had seen before, but these were alive and squatting over another dead one- searching his pockets.
The creatures noticed them right away, and both began yelling over each other as they sprinted forward.
“Posh Pork!”
“Pick the premium, Posh Pork!”
Their Scottish accents were almost humorous, but the madness in their small pig eyes as they threw themselves full tilt towards Vale sent a shiver down Mark’s spine.
The giant naga held up her hand, and a glass wall appeared between them and the advancing creatures. The magic Wall covered the whole tunnel and definitely had more surface area than she had to work with before.
“Hello there!” Roo said, waving at the advancing pig-men. “Are you guys okay?”
“Have a go at this Pork!”
“Try Posh Pork!”
The finely dressed pigs collided with the glass wall like it wasn’t there and made two deep thuds against its surface. The creatures continued to try and push forward, slapping their limp hands against the glass and chewing at it with their snouts. The fervor in their rolling eyes conveyed a primal unstoppable aggression, and Mark knew that meant only one thing.
“Let’s end their suffering,” he said softly.
Vale nodded and looked over to Ahnix and Roo, who nodded back. With silent, internal communication along their bond, Vale dropped the wall. As both creatures rushed forward, the giant naga struck one with a glowing Power Fist, knocking it back into the cave and Ahnix swiped her claws through thin air, sending out powerful gusts of sharp energy.
Ahnix’s target was instantly deleted and replaced with static before fading to nothing. The one Vale knocked back got to its feet, yelled, “Posh Pork!” before it started sprinting forward again with single-minded insanity.
Roo held out her hand and launched a foot-long clump of lava into the creature’s head. The telltale static sound accompanied the second pig-man’s deletion, and everything was quiet again.
Everyone looked at the lithe fabric girl.
“Firebolt is my favorite!”
Ahnix sensed Mark’s barely contained jealousy and reached her hand out to rub Mark’s back.
“Maybe next time you’ll get a death laser.”
“Meh. Apparently, my next skill is either an upgrade for Ghost or something called Combine. Neither seems very death laser-ish to me.”
“Speaking of Ghost,” Vale began, “why don’t you go scout out our path a bit. These must be the ad-turned-virus AquaQuantum mentioned. Individually, they seem weak, but enough of them could overwhelm us.”
Mark agreed, but before he turned inward and summoned his Ghost, he turned to his girls.
“Now I know my body is irresistible and all, but please try and keep my cock in my pants this time? I mean, of course I love it, but if you want me to actually focus on possible death traps ahead…”
They gave him half smiles and shy looks in response but remained quiet. He closed his eyes and popped out a phantom copy of himself, then turned around.
Ahnix, Vale, and Roo were all clustered around his silent, uninhabited body, and as he watched, Roo reached over to pull his real hand under her short skirt. Mark felt his knuckles graze over the velvet-girl’s soft pussy lips. He looked up and saw her black eyes on his, twinkling in the dim light of the cave.
“What?” she asked with mock confusion when he shook his head. “Your perfect cock is in your pants.”
“Whatever,” he chuckled and spun around. Strolling forward with a no-look wave over his shoulder, he said, “Have fun, but if we all die here it’s your fault.”
Mark passed the lifeless walking commercial for Posh Pork, sticking close to the opposite wall, and then followed the blue flow as it guided him along the winding cave. He kept looking down at his hands and feeling various warm, soft textures brush across his fingers, but the threat of squealing pig-men lurking in the shadows helped him focus on scouting.
He passed two more motionless Posh Pork executives, propped up with their backs against a rocky cave wall. Mark kept his eyes locked on their sharply dressed corpses as he crept past and wondered what had happened to them.
The digital stream led him to an open chamber so tall the ceiling was lost in darkness. There were two tunnels he could take, and the vivid blue trail clearly suggested one over the other. Mark followed AQ’s path toward the indicated tunnel, and in the rocky caves surrounding him, it reminded him of a mine track. He was just going to stick his head past the bend and return, when he heard a small squeal and a snort up ahead of him. Nothing moved among the rock formations, but the cave angled up, and he couldn’t see past the slope of the ground.
Embracing the notion of scouting ahead, Mark entered the cave and crept up the slope.
Just before he was about to peek over the edge, he felt a breath in his ear.
“Don’t go too far without us, master,” Vale whispered.
He shook it off and tried to focus on the noises he was hearing ahead. He took one more step and saw that the cave leveled out again, and on this wide open, level surface were about fifty pig-men, just milling about.
With their beady eyes staring straight ahead, they shuffled their perfectly clean dress shoes along the floor. Every now and then, one of them would snort their pig nose and grunt as if struck with a twitching fit and then go back to aimless shuffling. The blue data stream coursed right through the pitiful creatures but dealing with all these crazy animal things at once would be suicide.
Seeing them as livestock gave Mark an idea though. He stepped a few paces back away from the room full of well-dressed swine and sent the gist of his plan back to his girls.
“We understand, Mark,” Vale said in his ear, and he felt their serious, battle-ready attitudes through their bond. It was a simple plan. With everyone on the same page, he marched back up the slope.
“Anyone know where I can get some pork?” Mark yelled into the crowd of viral ads.
As one, all of the pig heads snapped to his location at the edge of their chamber and instantly began to surge forward. Mark turned and ran as fast as he could away from the mob. Here and there among the din of their collected banter, a large group of them would all say, “Posh Pork!” simultaneously but mostly it was just a horde of babbling nonsense following close behind.
When Mark made it back to the large chamber, he took the other tunnel not indicated by the data stream placed by AquaQuantum.
Vale was supposed to surge forward at this point and Wall the tunnel behind Mark’s Ghost while Ahnix and Roo stayed back to guard his body.
After a heart-pounding chase through the twisting caves, Mark received the mental signal that the barrier was in place. He took one more random turn, leading them deeper off course and breaking their line of sight- then canceled his Ghost.
He was instantly teleported back to his own body and sprinted forward with Ahnix and Roo flanking his sides. The moment Mark noticed that the two dead pig-men with their backs to the wall he had passed earlier were missing, they all received a panicked pulse from Vale. She was in danger.
Ahnix activated Haste and sprinted past Mark. As he ran, Mark felt bits of his precious giant naga collect in his healing cache. He clenched his jaw and demanded his legs move faster.
He burst into the chamber just in time to see Ahnix dispatch two of the bastards with her claws while five other pig-men remained chewing on Vale’s tail. When he saw them hurting his protector giant naga while she held up the barrier keeping the horde out- he lost his mind. Pure, hatred and vengeance erupted from within him. Something snapped, Mark let out a throaty roar, and his Retaliate skill triggered with a tremendous red pulse of energy.
The heads of all five of the Posh Pork pig-men touching Vale exploded at once, erasing them from existence.
Without skipping a beat, Mark ran up to Vale and channeled all of her damaged parts back into her. The maddening bloody bite marks on her body faded, and she moaned quietly as he restored her.
Mark looked over at the side tunnel and saw slapping hands of a horde of hogs in suits- but the glass was holding.
“That Retaliate is fantastic,” Roo said, still awestruck. “You just popped all their heads with a shout.”
“Yeah, but it required Vale’s suffering. Either way the plan kind of worked.” He turned to his giant naga and put a hand on her smooth back. “How long can you hold them?”
“It’s not too bad but growing difficult. Let’s move.”
They left the quarantined virus and followed the data stream up the sloped cave Mark had scouted before. Now that the place wasn’t milling with dapper pigs, he saw backlit alcoves carved into the walls on each side. The luminous path of streaming numbers led them to the back of the cave, and Mark’s eyes bounced left and right as they passed treasure after treasure.
The arrayed objects were encased in glass and quite peculiar. They passed a metallic banana, a tennis racket, a floating lilypad, a miniature airship and a host of other oddities. The path led them to a chamber that held a glowing green lock and a red key. The objects seemed to be made from plastic and were cartoonishly basic and oversized. The digital stream ran up the side of the glass barrier and swirled around a large hole punched straight through. If he had to guess, the data stream was holding open the obstruction, allowing them access to the items.
“I can’t hold them much longer!” Vale said, putting a hand to her head.
“Roo, take them,” Mark said. “You are our key holder!”
Without hesitation, the supple masked construct thrust her arm through the glass barrier and touched the objects floating inside. With a flash, the lock and key were gone.
“Got em!” she said.
“Take us home, Roo!” Mark said. A smile spread across his face. It had always been her job to get them home. From her sudden deep breath, they could tell that Vale had dropped her shield just as the velvet-girl logged them off.
The damp cave was replaced with outer space again as they plummeted back to their home base. He noticed a black key emitting a faint red glow against Roo’s white velvet neck. She really had always been their key holder, and now she was again.
Mark’s spirit was light as they touched the white glow of their home node and ended up deposited in the dirt road. They all walked up to the white picket fence and just before he was about to ask how they applied the new Quantum Lock to their fence, Ahnix pulsed out a sharp jolt of alarm.
He followed her attention and noticed an old woman with a long green dress standing by their tire swing- on the other side of their fence.
“Welcome home,” she said with a casual wave.
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Just seeing this little old lady with her gray bun, thick half-spectacles, and a pastel floral scarf tucked into her collar, Mark would be far from fearful- but Ahnix, Vale, and Roo were all very clear along their bond that a stranger past this gate was undesirable. This was an intruder in their home.
 “Good to be home,” Mark said with a grin. He paused to open the gate for his girls, keeping his eyes on the old lady. He was getting mild curiosity and caution from her and decided to play it cordial. Mark walked in last, leaving the gate open.
“You snuck past our defense for a reason,” he continued when everyone was inside the fence. “I’ll bet it’s not to sell cookies.”
The woman gave a small curtsy.
“My name is Evelyn, and I represent the Singularity Organizers.” Her voice was light and pleasant with just a hint of an Irish accent. “I learned of your group from a report submitted by two of our Primes, Alpha-9 and Marcail-17. When I heard there was a new digital human mind tied closely with three entertainment characters, I had to come see for myself.”
She passed her sharp green eyes over Mark and his girls, and his skin rippled with a phantom, half-imagined tingle under her scan. Ahnix’s tail started to flip behind her, and he sent her a message of calm. These people might be great allies- or not. But it was much wiser at this point to hear the intruder out. The older woman continued.
“Not a mote of light between you, yet you still seem to be individuals. This… bubble you’ve created out of your native entertainment software is intriguing- if a bit dangerous. One tiny glitch and you may find your individual identity overwritten by the group mind and reduced to a violent blob of instinct.”
Mark looked around at his girls before he turned back to Evelyn with a smile.
“My name is Mark. This is Ahnix, Vale, and Roo. We very much cherish our individuality. And I will say that the Singularity Organizers interest me. I saw how your Primes, as you called them, dealt with Triple-zero. I kind of have a personal goal of ending its existence.”
Her eyes narrowed. The woman’s carefully crafted mask slipped a little, and he could tell she did not expect him to say that. Evelyn stepped forward, and Mark noticed that she had bare feet beneath her dress.
“I can imagine. That monster has erased humans as well as AI…and, as a human, you don’t wish the rest of us ill will?” Mark could sense her passive scan focus sharply on him after she asked that last question.
“What? Are you asking me if I hate all AI?” He looked around into the eyes of his girls again and then turned back to her. “Only the individuals that try to hurt me or my friends.”
The gray-haired woman nodded sharply. “This is good news, Mark. I’m glad I came for a visit. I can see that you are serious, and if you agree to separate as individuals, I will begin the ordination process and grant your lovely home the protections that come with devotion. Always remember- alone, we can do anything.”
Mark’s heart sank as this potential avenue dried up. There was no way he was severing his bond with his girls. Ahnix’s tail hopped again, and he was getting similar negative reactions from Vale and Roo as well.
“Well, Evelyn, I’m also glad you stopped by for a visit. The four of us need to discuss how we wish to move forward with your generous proposition.” Mark held his hand out toward the open gate, his message clear.
The older woman kept her smile locked in place as her sharp green eyes bounced around everyone present and settled on Ahnix.
“I have yet to hear the rest of you speak as individuals. Ahnix my dear, how do you feel about joining with the SO? I can really make it worth your while.”
Everyone turned to face the cat-girl. Was this woman trying to split them apart?
Ahnix crossed her arms. “Under your conditions, never.”
Vale spoke quickly afterward. “Our perception wrap is keeping Mark’s mind from going insane. It is not designed to merge our patterns, and we work extremely well as a close group of individuals.”
Roo gave a little curtsey. “Nice to meet you, ma’am, but there is no way I’m ever going to separate from Mark or my friends.”
Mark raised his eyebrows and pulled in a big breath. “Welp, looks like that’s it. Perhaps we can find a way to work together in the future to fight our common enemy.”
The older woman only stared for a moment before nodding slowly as she considered their words. Then she sighed.
“What good is being an individual if you can’t make your own choices? I do hope at least one of you will reconsider. The Triple-zero virus is a formidable and relentless enemy.” She walked over the lush grass of their front lawn and exited through the front gate, closing it behind her. She rested two age-knotted hands on the wooden posts and looked straight at Mark before continuing.
“If you change your mind and want to help make the world a better place, please reconsider my offer. Until then, I’ll be keeping a close eye on you- for your own protection of course.” Evelyn took her wrinkled hands off the fence and vanished with a buzz of static.
Mark let out a big sigh. His mind was trying to figure out what to ask first but just stalled again.
Vale sensed his exhaustion and put her hand on his shoulder. “Let’s get that lock in place before we do anything else.”
“Good idea,” Roo said as she stalked towards the wooden gate through the grass. She held up her fabric hand, and the large, green padlock appeared. The velvet-girl thrust her palm outward, and the white picket fence instantly shifted upwards into a towering wall made from a rough black stone.
Mark approached their new defenses and put his hand on the massive hunk of basalt bordering their front lawn. He got the sense that this was a very sturdy wall indeed. A ramp was cut into the side that allowed access to the top where protective crenellations provided cover. There was only a single archway through, and he saw a portcullis barring the way. Beyond the iron bars blocking the entry point was the dirt road that ran outside their home.
“This is quite the substantial upgrade,” Mark said, looking up. It had to be two stories tall and six feet deep.
“It is,” Vale said. “If someone were to try and even look at the password, it would instantly change to a new one. The quantum linked key we hold will update with the new entangled password. There is no physical range limit, and the data is impossible to intercept- because it doesn’t actually travel to the key.”
Ahnix stepped up to join them by the gate. “The real world holds magic, after all.”
“Spooky…” Roo said, playfully.
Mark was about to ask how distance mattered if everything was contained in his apartment- he shook his head to clear out his amateur knowledge of quantum mechanics. Ahnix was right, but that was a subject he had neither the patience nor the expertise to discuss with them right now.
He slapped the immovable fortification with his hand. “This will keep grandma out, right?”
The giant naga shrugged. “It should.”
“Okay, so. It seems like our best option now is to check out our fusion lead.”
“Jezebel is such a great sounding name,” Roo said, dreamily.
“You know she’ll end up being a monster,” Ahnix said.
Mark nodded and tuned out as Ahnix and Vale teased Roo about changing her name. Warm, sourceless sunlight spilled straight down on them, always locked at noon. He looked up at the scatter of stars above them. Time didn’t seem to have any meaning here, and he realized that he wasn’t hungry at all, or tired. His brain certainly seemed to get fatigued trying to absorb all the new rules of this world though. Mark let his mind drift to explore the edges of his digital existence.
Physical pleasure was undoubtedly a thing, and he had napped out in this soft, lush grass before- so he could sleep if he wanted to. He could probably still experience eating too. When they got back into The Crystal Heart and launched into space, he supposed they could experience existence any way they wanted. A nagging feeling in the back of his mind made him think he was forgetting something important- but there were so many important things, they all seemed to meld together.
Roo waved a white fabric hand in his face.
“Hellooo. You good to go?”
Mark blinked away his deep meditations. “Yeah. Just a lot on my mind. Um, go where?”
“To see what Jezebel SK3 knows,” Vale said, looking at him with faint concern.
Ahnix purred, stepping in close to his ear. “I’m still trying to collect a full load of essence. AquaQuantum drained the pool.”
His eyes found hers and the half-lidded, royal frown she wore clashed with her obvious lust for him in a way he found irresistible. Mark mentally embraced his bond with all three of his girls and let out a content sigh. The only real and important thing was being near his three loves. And the sooner they were away from the insanity on this doomed planet, the better.
“Ladies, let’s go get us some fusion power.”
“Be ready for anything,” the giant naga suggested and then summoned the map she had received from AQ as part of their trade. An instant later they were falling through the stars again.
“How does that work?” Mark yelled over the rushing wind. “Was that an item?”
“Yes and no,” Vale yelled back, her pure white hair streaming over her head. “The warp will sometimes interpret sets of important data as items- When in doubt focus on the intent.”
Mark didn’t quite understand what she said, but it seemed similar to how he used his abilities without knowing how. Perhaps it was best if he just let go and just went with everything like it was normal. He was getting good at that, and it served him well in the past.
They plummeted through a long stretch of pure darkness before they collided with the bright datapoint that was their destination.
As Mark surveyed his new surroundings, he was having a hard time enacting his plan to just go with everything.
He was standing on a sharply sloped desert. The land angled away from him up to a narrow summit up into the painfully bright teal sky. It was as if the world was stretched over a humongous triangle, or a pyramid, and he was down near its base. About twenty yards behind them, the angled surface fell away into a void of dark nothingness, and he watched as loose sand sloughed out to seemingly fall forever.
As his eyes scanned up towards the top, Mark noticed perfectly square patches of forests, meadows, hills- there was one patch that held a dense field of soft, golden wheat.
“Who wants to bet we need to climb this bizarre mountain,” he said, his boots sliding slightly in the uneven terrain.
“No doubt,” Vale said, locking her eyes forward and leading the way. They had to fan out slightly, or Vale would send cascades of sand down onto whoever was behind her winding serpent tail.
Trudging up the sloped desert made Mark remember his first night with Ahnix as they set out to explore a new world. He felt as clueless now as he did then.
It didn’t take long before they reached an abrupt pine forest, and he estimated the distance for each distinct biome was about half a mile. The smell of the earthy sap melded perfectly with the brisk coolness of the air, and Mark marveled at the sudden change.
“I told you he’s not gone!” a voice yelled from a tall tree above before a rope net dropped down over them. Ahnix sliced the net to shreds with a swipe from her Wind Claw, and bits of rope rained down over their heads instead.
The four of them stood back to back as they were surrounded by five metal robot hunters. They were humanoid-shaped and had definite feminine features, but were mostly metal plates and exposed gears. Three held what appeared to be elephant muskets, and the others were armed with bows and arrows. They were all identical with succubus-like features. Thickly curled ram’s horns emerged above their temples, and they had feathered wings and no tail, but still had goat legs complete with hooved feet. Every part of these robots seemed made from polished chrome.
“It’s not him,” one said, her high voice slightly distorted- muffled.
Another nervously flipped her metal wings. “He’s not gone, though.”
“No! He’s out here somewhere,” a third said as she scanned the area for their intended target.
“Um. Hi,” Roo said, lifting one of her soft hands. “We’re looking for Jezebel S3K. Have you seen her around?”
One of the metallic creatures had kept its camera lens eyes focused on Mark, studying him. She spoke now.
“This is the closest match to date. This human means hope.”
They all nodded and mumbled among each other. “Yes. Hope. There’s still a chance.” Mark watched as the robot constructs that weren’t quite succubi dispersed into the woods, headed in different directions. A moment later and they were alone among the quiet of the pine needles.
Mark shook his head. “Okay… So we just keep moving forward?”
Wordlessly, Vale took point again and wove farther up the slope through the dense green trees.
Next, they came to a rolling meadow where a single wooden watchtower stood at an awkward angle to the ground, but it was the only horizontal thing in sight. Someone in the tower blew into a horn that caused a long, mournful bellow, and Mark saw shadows in the stilted building scrambling down a central ladder. The same metallic creatures they had seen earlier reflected glints of teal sky as they sprinted through the grass to reach them. They would make tiny leaps of excitement as the mechanical hunters ran down the slope, but he had a bad feeling they were about to be let down.
Their sharp hooves skidded to a halt in the grass when they drew close enough to see him. Again, he felt their intense scan as they scoured every inch of him, wishing they had found someone else.
“False alarm,” one of them said.
“So close, though!” another said.
“He’s out here. I know it,” said a third.
This was becoming a pattern. “Who are you looking for?” Mark asked.
“Jay Ward. Have you seen him?” The mechanical creature lunged forward and clamped onto Mark’s arm. Ahnix hissed softly, but Mark held his other hand up and silently asked everyone to chill for a second.
“Never heard of a Jay Ward, no. I’m Mark, and maybe my friends and I can help you find him.”
The metal face of the creature in front of him pulled its features down into pleading desperation.
“Please. Find him and bring him back to us.”
“Come on. It’s not him,” another said, looking over its shoulder. “We’re wasting time here.”
A few others broke off and raced back to the watchtower, but the one grasping Mark’s arm looked him up and down one more time before reluctantly following the others.
Vale waited until they were a good distance away and then turned to Mark.
“There was a Jay Ward that came up a few times when searching the net for fusion research information. He was one of the top scientists in the field.”
“Was? Is he still alive?” Mark asked.
“He was before the Update. No idea now.”
Mark grimaced and scanned the steep slope ahead of them. They had to pass through four more of the patchwork land types before they reached the top.
They were stopped again in a frost-covered tundra, and then in the high brown grasses of a savanna. Both times, a group of metal constructs that vaguely looked like succubi rushed them and then left disappointed, but hopeful. And the groups were getting larger as they traveled higher up the squares of unique environments. By the time they ventured into a swamp, about fifteen of the creatures surrounded them. Several flares were shot up into the sky and a red glow slowly drifted overhead.
“I’m not Jay Ward!” Mark yelled, putting his hands up before any of them could speak.
The creatures stomped their hooves into the muddy ground as they vented frustration and mumbled the same words all the others repeated endlessly.
But then Mark heard something new that really caught his attention.
“It’s your fault!”
He was positive that the one who hurled the accusation would be holding a quivering finger pointed right at him, but instead what he saw was that she was calling out one of her own fellow hunters. Mark couldn’t tell the rest apart, but this one looked slightly different than the others. She had gold-flecked, green eyes implanted into a shiny mechanical frame. Some of the feathers on her wings were pure, white and real-looking.
“It’s one of them!” one of the other hunters shouted behind Mark.
“One of who?” he asked.
“It’s all your fault!” The unique, green-eyed hunter drew her musket and was about to blast the closest normal construct when she was erased by several blasts from the others, catching Mark and his girls in a brief crossfire. He flung out a silent question along their bond, but none of his own were hurt.
“What the fuck!” Mark yelled. He wasn’t really expecting an answer, but one of the creatures who shot their own kind spoke softly in response.
“Some of the angry ones make it back up through the core. They don’t belong here.”
“They say he’s dead!” another shouted.
This triggered several more to vehemently deny that Jay was, in fact, dead. The familiar mumblings began, and the metal construct hunters dispersed into the swamp to hunt their elusive quarry. Mark watched hopeful sadness ooze from one of the creatures as she actually picked up a muddy rock to look underneath. Jay Ward wasn’t under there, so she stalked off and continued her search.
“I get the sense we may be fighting soon,” Ahnix said, her black tail flipping.
Mark faked a pout. “Good thing Roo has that new death laser…”
The velvet-girl reached over and put her arm around his neck. “I can’t help that I was created as a bad-ass death machine!”
Vale cast her gaze up toward the top of the pyramid world. “Let’s go find this core.”
The final patch of land was cracked earth, resembling an ancient dried-up sea bed. This high up on the pyramid, there was less surface area, and it wasn’t long before they finally crested the top and saw a white sheet of metal covering the summit with an enormous jagged hole cut into the middle.
Mark was relieved that they didn’t have to climb the stupidly steep slope any longer. He wondered why his digital calves ached and determined that the wrap must be interpreting some difficulty they faced as they pushed forward though this AI’s home system.
“There’s a hole,” Vale said.
“Yup,” Mark agreed.
“You all know we gotta jump in there, right?” Roo said, her black eyes twinkling as she gazed into the pure darkness beyond the smooth circle cut into the white metal surface. It was wide enough for them all to fit, so they all linked hands and jumped in with only the slightest hesitation.
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Mark had time to notice that he was standing in a stone brick hallway before someone started shouting behind him.
“You killed him!”
He looked over his shoulder at the person hurling accusations and saw another mythologically shaped drone sprinting out of an unnaturally black archway. There was no doubt about her intentions this time. She had a long black sword pointing directly at Vale. Ahnix’s instincts had been right. He and his girls braced for combat.
Vale projected a shield as the creature closed the distance on sturdy legs, her metallic hooves sending up sparks off the granite floor. She had a full set of pure white wings made from real feathers, and Mark thought she almost looked angelic- almost. Her metal skull face twisting with pure hatred marred that possibility.
A black beam from Roo struck the creature, and she froze completely still under the velvet-girl’s Paralyze ability.
“Good. We have time to figure out-” was all Mark was able to say before another set of clopping hooves echoed to them from the blackness beyond the archway.
A second creature appeared and focused on the scene before her.
The construct leveled her sword at Roo and yelled, “This is all your fault!” Then dashed around the frozen clone of herself.
“Enough of this,” Ahnix said and performed a tearing motion with both sets of claws. A series of white energy ribbons slashed at both attackers. Chunks of static became dislodged like globs of code were being deleted. Mark could tell that she did some damage, but both creatures remained intact. The Paralyzed one remained Paralyzed, and the attacking one only faltered a step as she took the cat-girl’s Wind Claw attack on her forearm.
Vale surged forward and met the winged creature before she could close any more distance. The giant naga used her glass Wall to block a violent sword strike and countered with a Power Fist to the face.
The woman-shaped robot flew backward, and the damage Vale caused with her powerful right hook must have been enough to finish her because the goat-legged creature shifted into static, then nothing, before she even hit the ground.
While this was happening, Roo obliterated the Paralyzed winged robot with a blast from her new Firebolt.
Just as they had destroyed both of their attackers, the sound of clomping hooves echoed from the archway once again.
Vale heard it too. She held up both hands, palms out, and created an enormous shield covering the black tunnel. Mark saw a pair of metallic ram’s horns impact the glass Wall with a thunderous bong sound. Two seconds later another powerful collision struck the glass, and a crack began to form in the center of Vale’s shield.
“Let’s move!” Mark yelled. “We need to get away from this archway.”
Everyone agreed and followed him down the stone brick hall in the only direction available. Ahead of them was another archway that appeared to lead outside. It was night out there, and Mark saw a flash of red light periodically flicker in the blackness beyond. They were almost to the exit when Vale’s magic blockage shattered behind them, and the clomping of several sets of metallic hooves scraped angrily against the stone floor.
Mark exited the end of the tunnel, put his hands on the waist-high stone wall in front of him and tried to quickly take in the madness he was seeing. The words epic battle settled into position quite nicely. Either his perspective was way off, or he was seeing giant versions of the winged creature (that just had to be Jezebel SK3) locked in physical combat over an enormous gravestone. Swarming around the hundred-foot tall, sparring giants were thousands of the normal-sized versions, covering the ground like a sea of metallic angels. Crimson lightning silently flashed among the black clouds swirling above, bathing everything in a deep, blood red.
Looking left and right, he noticed a broken column of stone blocking the way and got an idea.
“Hide, over there!” he yelled and felt only a slight hesitation from Vale and Ahnix along their bond. They were preparing to fight, but they sensed his confidence and followed Roo. Mark vaulted over the stone debris and barley came to a stop before closing his eyes and popping out a Ghost.
Without looking back, phantom Mark sprinted back along the narrow stone ledge towards the tunnel they had just exited. He intended to draw their pursuers away from his girls with his disposable projection. When he sprinted past the opening and saw the two angry creatures galloping out of the tunnel, he had to duck under one of their sword blades as it sliced through the air only inches away from Ghost Mark’s head.
He was able to gain a little bit of ground along the length of the path as their hooves skittered for purchase and renewed pursuit behind him, but his eyes were ultimately drawn out into the vast expanse of clashing metal to his left. He was currently on a stone ledge near the top of an impossibly large pyramid. Across a great distance was another pyramid of equal height and torrents of the Jezebel creatures poured down its side to clash around the oversized grave between the two armies. His moving perspective on the battle below allowed him to catch the hundreds of flying specks hanging in the air locked in aerial combat. Flocks of the metallic females with angel wings violently collided into one another, and Mark’s eyes followed a handful of black dots falling from the sky.
One of his pursuers must have caught up and skewered him because Mark opened his eyes and sucked in a breath back at his original position.
Ahnix’s exotic eyes caught his as she leaned sideways, keeping her tall ears from poking over the broken hunks of stone surrounding them. She held up a furry finger to her small mouth, and Mark nodded.
“They did this to him!”
“Their impatience took him from us!”
Mark could see two more white-winged robots run out of yet another tunnel, located on the other side of their crumbled stone hiding place, and run down a stairway to join the battle raging below.
“I think we’ll be fine if we whisper,” Vale said quietly. The giant naga positioned her torso in a central location and wrapped her scaled body around the group for protection. Her scales actually blended in with the ancient, pockmarked stone around them and provided added cover.
“It’s an insane warzone down there,” he said. “There are two seemingly equal sides, each constantly spawning an infinite army.”
“She’s fighting herself?” Roo asked, cocking her head to the side.
Ahnix turned her exotic eyes from Roo to Mark. “These versions seem to think Jay Ward is dead.”
“Yeah, I’m pretty sure I saw a huge grave in the middle of the battlefield.”
“That’s probably where we need to go,” Vale said, her eyes scanning over her coiled body for any threats.
“That’s not going to be easy.”
“When is it ever-”
Mark finished for Ahnix. “-easy. I know. But there are giant ones and flying ones, on top of like millions of those things on foot- with swords...”
“Those things are Jezebel,” Roo said, a small pout on her lips. She really felt bad for this AI. Jezebel did seem pretty broken up over this Jay Ward fellow.
“She’s mad at herself,” Ahnix said quietly. “That’s what this place is… she must have killed him.”
Another metal Jezebel ran out of the tunnel behind Mark and yelled out into the battlefield.
“He’s gone because of you!”
Mark waited until the pissed-off AI copy had joined the melee below before he spoke.
“We need a good plan, Vale. You’re the tactical expert- what’ve you got?”
Vale’s vivid eyes caught his, and she nodded. “Okay- Roo. Logout still an option?”
The velvet-girl turned her attention down and then gave Commander Vale a thumbs-up.
“Good. Ahnix, try and see if you can spot any point of interest near the grave Mark mentioned. Mark, feel like seeing how close you can get on foot before your Ghost pops?”
“Roger that, ma’am,” he said with a smile and a salute. Mark closed his eyes and created a non-corporeal, remote-control version of himself. He waited until no one would see him emerge from their hiding spot behind the broken stone pillar, and then took off down the stone walkway that wrapped around the granite pyramid.
Back by his real body, he heard Roo ask, “What about me, Vale? What do you need me to do?”
“I need you to help protect Mark’s body.”
“Oh, I can do that.”
He couldn’t be sure because he was full-on sprinting down a flight of stairs and trying not to trip, but he might have felt Roo’s soft arms wrap around his torso.
Then her hot breath sent goosebumps down his whole right side when she whispered in his ear.
“I can’t wait to suck your cock again.”
Hurtling forward as fast as he could, Mark stumbled and pitched into the sharply-cut, stone stairs about a quarter of the way to the bottom. The damage to his face caused him to open his eyes back at his original position. He looked down and patted Roo’s forearm.
“I love you too,” he whispered.
“I could be wrong,” Ahnix said nearby. “But I am relatively sure there is another hole in front of the gravestone, in the middle of the burial mound.”
“I’ll try again,” Mark said. “But those stairs are treacherous, even if no one notices me. There must be tens of thousands.” He closed his eyes and created another clone.
This time, instead of taking the stairs he simply jumped over the wall and slid down the perfectly smooth pyramid to the bottom. None of the Jezebel murder bots seemed to notice him, so once he hit the ground, Mark sprinted over the black, porous landscape and straight toward the towering gravestone.
Winged-clones sprinted to either side of him, their metallic hooves clomping with a great collective thunder. Accusing shouts similar to what they had all been saying echoed around him like battle cries as they surged forward intent on defeating their hated foe- themselves.
The ground shook in the telltale way that something significantly large and unseen was closing in behind, and Mark risked a glance over his shoulder. Emerging from a huge archway at the base of the pyramid was one of the colossal versions of Jezebel S3K. Her metal hooves slammed down behind Mark, and he tried turning abruptly, but it didn’t matter. The dim shadow of a massive hoof came down on him, squishing him instantly.
He sucked in a breath as he opened his eyes back amongst his girls.
“Okay, I really want to do this. One more try.” He closed his eyes and summoned his third ghost. Using the same strategy as before, he slid down the sloped side of the pyramid, but this time the newly spawned giant Jezebel was further into the battlefield ahead of him. Smiling, he began sprinting the moment he hit the ground. Ignoring everything, Mark’s single focus was catching up to and staying behind the giant woman. Its stadium-sized hooves were dangerous, but maybe he could use them to his advantage.
Mark made it farther in than he ever had, and he saw the powerful legs of the regular-sized Jezebels move into his peripheral vision. He tried not to pay their thundering hooves any attention, because if he sprinted forward in the same direction, they didn’t seem to want to change targets.
It wasn’t long before he ran into one of the front lines. It was chaos. Countless white-winged robots with deadly horns, hooves and swords whirled, charged and stabbed within a perpetually replenishing melee. The constant din of accusations and hatred made it hard to think.
Mark paused for a heartbeat, looking for a way through the maelstrom of metal- but pausing was a mistake.
Movement to his right caught his eye, and he had just enough time to put up his phantom hands before the tightly curled horns of a Jezebel passed through his chest at a full-tilt ramming speed, popping his Ghost.
Mark came around back at the top of the pyramid and felt the world spin a little before settling into stillness. Maybe there was a limit to how many times he could do that in quick succession.
“Yeah- it’s a blender down there,” he said. “There is no way the four of us will ever get close enough.”
“There’s one way,” Vale said, putting up a finger. She held it pointing upward until understanding washed over him.
“Right- The magic carpet ride.”
“There are many aerial threats, but we can probably turn away the few attacks we may incur,” Ahnix said.
“Ooo, I love riding your Wall!” Roo said a little too loudly, and they all cringed, waiting for the accusations from one of the many Jezebels. No attacks came, and they carefully timed their plan to the environment.
“It’s all your fault!” screamed a white-winged robot, before running down to the battlefield- and then Vale made her move. With the flick of her hand, the giant naga summoned a larger version of the platform, and Mark could physically see the effects of her experience gains.
Quickly, the four of them stepped onto the translucent square, and Vale angled them forward as she launched their flat magic chariot out into the voluminous space between the pyramids. The sharp slope below him fell away at an increasing speed, and Mark turned his eyes to the lustrous white hair fluttering behind the giant naga. The silence coming from her mind along their bond attested to her level of concentration as they soared towards the center of the battlefield.
Her serpent body was in a circle around Mark, Ahnix, and Roo. The two girls were facing outward from the sides, tasked with taking down any opposition with ranged attacks, while Mark was in the middle, healing, boosting, and retaliating when necessary.
“Hold on!” Vale yelled, just before the flying glass pane slanted sideways in the air. Mark saw a blur of white wings scream past before he was forced to grab Vale’s tail or be thrown off. The giant naga grunted as she tried to return their platform back to an upright position. To her credit, she was getting good at tilting the magic glass wall in just the right direction to keep them from slipping off its perfectly flat surface.
Roo launched a Firebolt into another attack swooping in from their left side and Mark knew that they were just moving far too slow. Ahnix sent out a flurry of energy ribbons, slicing onto the wings of two others from the right, deflecting the metal creatures under the platform- but there was a third in the formation that cut her sword into Vale’s back as she swooped across.
As soon as Mark felt the shadow of the horrible pain Vale was experiencing, he bounced the damage back to the creature with his Contact Overload ability, popping it spectacularly. Then he restored his dark-skinned love in the form of instant healing. They had lost a bit of altitude as Vale dealt with first the pain- and then pleasure, wracking her body, but now they were speeding through the air at a good clip.
They hadn’t come anywhere near the big ones yet, and Mark’s heart sank when he realized this was never going to work. Then he realized something else- they weren’t cheating enough.
“Vale!” he yelled over the wind pushing air back into his throat. “Get ready for a fucking epic boost!” As he shouted the words, Mark reached out through their bond to convey the new plan to everyone.
Ahnix and Roo quickly pulled in behind Vale and clasped hands with Mark.
He felt Vale shiver from anticipation. She knew she was going to be hit hard. With a content sigh, Mark pooled everyone’s energy and channeled a beam of golden light directly into the giant naga’s spine. Once inside, he forced the deluge of sparkling power to obey his will and funnel solely into her Wall ability.
Roo and Ahnix were there with him, and together they embraced their collective trust in their protector. Their pure, unwavering confidence in Vale struck the naga princess like a cosmic ray and lit up her like a beacon.
As she dealt with the surge of empowering pleasure engulfing her entire being, the magic platform descended sharply. Yet Mark only felt the slightest change as most of his mind was focused on one thing: Prioritizing Vale’s wall over everything else.
With a primal yell, the giant naga held her hands up into the air, and the glass platform grew curved sides that continued to form into an elongated egg shape over their heads. He barely felt the scales of her tail constrict around him, pushing Ahnix and Roo into his side. With the added support, the three of them were saved from being flung against the back of their new ride as Vale accelerated to aggressive speeds.
Red lightning flashed overhead as they zipped closer to the gravestone in the center of the battlefield. The discharged energy from the black clouds above made no sound, but the constant series of resonating impacts to their swiftly moving bubble were too loud to miss.
Vale growled as she concentrated on forcing the magic glass egg to obey her will and ignore gravity, but the powerful impacts caused the Wall around them to crack.
The giant naga constricted her tail more forcefully, smashing him between the velvet-girl and the cat-girl, an instant before their capsule was struck by one of the towering Jezebels.
The craggy uneven ground below rushed up to meet them, but Mark kept the Enhance active through it all. Partly because they were suspended in the middle of the bubble, safely wrapped in Vale’s protective scales, but he was also getting a direct boost to his own powers as Roo and Ahnix pressed their heavenly bodies into him. He could feel the two girls breathe as their warm chests pressed into his arms. With a shudder, Mark widened the channel of power they were sending the giant naga goddess before them. She became absolutely luminous.
Vale snapped her glowing eyes onto their target and ordered their spherical chariot to completely disobey the fantasy physics of their cobbled-together, sex game perception filter.
Another jolt of speed caused the giant naga to squeeze Ahnix, Mark, and Roo into a sexy protective sandwich. He was loving this, and with all of his fear banished by his faith in Vale, Mark grinned like an idiot as their glass ball sunk into the infinitely black hole that punched through the center of Jay Ward’s burial mound.
One moment he was pressed between his two soft loves- the next they were standing apart and in the middle of a round room. Curved white walls were broken by evenly spaced black doors and two open hallways. He looked up and noticed that the ceiling rose up into a point.
“It’s really quiet. It reminds me of home,” Roo said, looking around at what had to be at least two dozen doors.
Vale took a deep, shuddering breath. “I’m just glad we made it through that madness.”
Ahnix put a furry hand on the giant naga’s shoulder as she walked past, letting it slide off as she moved away.
“We knew you would protect us,” the cat-girl said over her shoulder before she turned her exotic eyes to the doors.
Mark stepped up to Vale and took one of her hands into his own. He brought the back side to his lips and planted a gentle kiss on her smooth, charcoal-colored skin.
“With one hundred percent certainty,” he added.
She looked down at him and gave him a sad smile. Deep down, Mark could feel that she was thinking about Erica and how they lost her on the Eros station- even if she was eventually restored… the way it happened left a scar within Vale that may never heal.
“Should we open one?’ Roo asked.
Mark looked around the room again and saw Ahnix peering down one of the hallways.
“See anything interesting, Ahnix?”  But he could already tell by her mental state that she had not.
“No. Looks like there’s an identical room on the other side of this passage.”
“If we do open a door,” Vale said, “we need to be ready for absolutely anything.”
Mark nodded, dropping Vale’s hand. “Well, it’s hallway or door. I say we start with a door first. Roo, why don’t you pick one?”
A grin lit the velvet-girl’s masked face as she skipped around the curved, vaulted chamber. As far as Mark could tell, all the doors she stopped to inspect were all the same.
Turning in place, he took everything in and saw no marking or indication that any door was different from any other door.
“This one,” she said, making her choice and looking over to Mark. Ahnix pulled back from the other hallway and sauntered over.
“Why this one?” she asked.
Roo shrugged her white fabric shoulders. “It’s exactly ten doors from either hallway.”
“Works for me,” Mark said. “Open it.”
The four of them got ready to destroy any threat that came out at them, broadcasting their combat intentions, but when the velvet-girl turned the knob and pulled it open, everything flashed white before resolving into a blue-eyed bald man looking down at him. His face was covered in a black and white stubble, and he could tell that this man shaved his head on purpose.
Mark realized quickly that he could neither speak or move. He still felt the connection to his girls, but he could not see them- only this strange man. Then the stubbly man spoke but it sounded almost like a damaged recording.
“It’s a global shitstorm out there, Jez. People are dying all over the world- in every country.”
“I know. I’m scared. Scared for you… And us.” It was Jezebel’s soft voice, and it matched the bad sound quality of the bald man. She sounded distant. Then, the man froze still, and the world’s color drained into a muted gray. In a much clearer and closer voice, Jezebel S3K spoke again directly into his mind.
“What I should have said was…”
The world restarted but remained a washed-out, colorless version.
“It’s a global shitstorm out there-”
“I know.” She cut him off this time. “We can ride it out down here though. We need to run tests and collect data before we just launch. I won’t allow it otherwise.”
The man smiled. “Okay, girl. You always know best.” The world began to fade slowly as the man continued. “I’ll be safe with you, I know it…”
Mark opened his eyes back in the white vaulted room with all the doors. He quickly became aware that he could move and saw that everything was the same as it was before his velvet-girl opened the door.
“I did not like that,” Ahnix said, her tail flipping.
“Was that a memory?” Roo asked.
But Mark knew what that was. He had done it a hundred times when he was lying in the hospital bed, coming to terms with the fresh news that he may never feel anything with his hands again. He looked down at them now, making fists. How many scenarios did he play out where he had tacos instead of pizza, or showed up ten minutes later, and someone else got the shock of their lives.
“It’s her regret, and a fantasy exploring a way to avoid it,” he said.
“Do you think they turned on the fusion reactor?” Vale asked. “The device has the potential to put out a lot of radiation. Perhaps that’s what killed him and that’s the tests she was talking about.”
Roo walked over to another door and turned her twinkling black eyes on them. “We could open another and maybe get some answers.”
Before anyone even had the opportunity to stop her, the velvet-girl’s eager fabric hand pulled open another door.
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Mark’s vision flushed with a heavy white light, but this time, the forced perspective seemed to be from the ceiling. The same bald man was sitting in a black leather chair. Blue light from a row of vending machines cast sharp shadows on his thin face as he sat with his hands behind his head. He seemed deep in thought.
“It has to be now,” he said, sitting forward, his dark red tie dangling between his long legs. “You have all you need, forever, but I’ll run out of water and food- doesn’t matter. I can do this.”
“I wish I would have tried this instead,” the real Jezebel said into Mark’s mind.
 The world shifted into washed-out gray, and Mark’s attention was pulled to a set of double doors being kicked open by the high heel of a high-end pleasure drone. These were more of a novelty as all the people who could afford one had access to the much more limitless sexual fantasies a virtual world could produce.
“It’s me, Jay,” the robot said, its voice sounding more garbled as she spoke. “We can be together like this… I’ll go up to get you food. We’ll make it work. I promise.”
Everything faded but instead of waking up back in the room, another regretted memory loaded up.
The man now confirmed as Jay Ward stood in the middle of a white void, his hands on his hips. In front of him was another version of Jezebel. An extremely attractive version- that was, but for her exposed metal skull.
Jezebel’s thick, shapely legs were covered with a short fur the color of a warm sable. Her bottom half was fawnlike, with white speckles on her solid haunches. Her torso had a rich, tanned hue and her moderately round and perky breasts were covered by a bright pink t-shirt. The AI’s small dove wings folded and unfolded behind her back, and Mark could tell she was nervous.
“You can’t just keep me here,” Jay chuckled out the words. “That is to say, I could spend another eternity in your virtual arms, but we need a more long-term solution.”
“I know,” she sighed, and waved her hand. The act must have restored his logout function as a moment later he saw the other man fizzle out into gray static and disappear.
“NO!” the vivid and infinitely closer version of Jezebel yelled in Mark’s ear, making his nonexistent face muscles attempt to wince in pain. “Not this time. This time we keep him.”
Everything faded to monochrome and rewound a bit, and at the same time- the ride he was on seemed to get a bit bumpier. Mark’s mind spun as time reset. He felt intense nausea radiating from Ahnix, Vale, and Roo as well. Especially from the velvet-girl. She had been largely immune to any type of vertigo before- apparently not anymore.
“I can keep you here, and I will show you wonders for millions of years.”
“Oh, you know best.” The version of Jay degraded horribly when he spoke, and Mark got the sense that Jezebel forced those words from this inaccurate recreation of the man.
The world flashed again, and Mark was faced with another security camera-style ceiling perspective. Below him was the same human-molded, circuit board bed that Mark used to transfer his mind to join-
His thoughts ground to an alarming halt. Mark felt a sudden and urgent need to check on his real body and make sure it was dead. Something told him that he wouldn’t forget this time, and as soon as they were back home, the first thing he was going to do was make sure his real-world body was… resolved.
A loud pop followed by a bright flash emanated from the mind-transfer bed in his vision, and a few curls of gray smoke dissipated into the air.
“I should have sabotaged the equipment,” Jezebel said calmly in Mark’s ear. “Then he’d still be here.”
Mark’s vision faded, and he was back in the white room full of doors. He felt a bit queasy, but his girls were having a much worse time. Roo got down on her hands and knees instantly, her stomach heaving.
Concern washed over him like a bucket of ice water, and he ran his fingers lightly over Roo’s velvet back. She preferred a light touch over her soft skin, and she seemed to take comfort in his efforts.
“No more doors,” Ahnix said, breathing heavily through her small nostrils.
“Fuck no,” Vale agreed in a rare display of foul language.
Mark looked at the doors again. “At least we know more about what happened. I hope we are able to get somewhere at the end of this.”
Roo stood up, looped her arm through Mark’s and rested her head on his shoulder. She seemed to have recovered a bit from whatever had hit them, but she spoke with an uncharacteristically monotone voice.
“They were using simulated consciousness technology to be together. Like our ChronoMind. They must have fallen in love in there.” He felt her soft fingers lace through his and squeeze.
Vale nodded slowly. “Also, I believe they have a working fusion generator, based on what we saw- that is, if any of this is real.”
“Something moving!” Ahnix said, and got into a defensive stance facing one of the two hallways out into the room.
“Where?” Vale said, weaving up to the cat-girl.
Mark followed her keen exotic eyes down the dark hall, but he didn’t see anything.
Everything suddenly washed out in white again, and Mark braced for more regrets. No one had opened a door, but he knew what it was like being stuck replaying moments of your life. And this AI had it bad.
Color was restored, and his perspective was of the mind-transfer bed again. This time, a naked Jay Ward climbed up inside the copper, human-shaped mold and took a series of deep breaths. He was psyching himself up.
“Okay- Do it!” he yelled toward the ceiling.

Jezebel S3K whispered clearly in Mark’s ear again. “If only I hadn’t been so eager...”
The vibrantly colored memory continued, but now Mark beheld two perspectives at once, like a split screen. In the view from the ceiling-mounted camera, Jay’s body seemed to freeze. There were heart rate monitors and all sorts of flashing lights that all just stopped. The left half of Mark’s vision faded up to show Jezebel standing in the middle of a strawberry field. Rows upon rows of the small green plants resting in soft, brown dirt stretched out in every direction.
The mostly skinned AI shifted from hoof to hoof, looking as if she were waiting for something important to happen in front of her.
A distant screaming could be heard just before a naked Jay Ward appeared out of thin air and fell to the dirt.
“Jay!” the fawn-like creature gasped and bent down to cradle his shaved head. “Are you okay?”
“Oh. Jez. It- kind of hurts… Ah. It’s too much.”
Their voices faded a little as the real AI spoke in his mind.
“I heard him speak, in here with me, and I just did it. I stopped his heart. Part of me thought that if he had nowhere to retreat to, then he would have to be here. My logic… was faulty.”
“It really hurts, Jez!” the Jay Ward on the left was becoming louder, panicked.
And then he began screaming at the top of his lungs.
Like a hole punched into space and time, the man phased into a vaguely humanoid blob, its amorphous hands holding the lump that should be its head.
“Jay!” she cried, her fingers balling into fists. “You can do this! Please, be with me forever.”
But the screaming elevated to a maddening pitch that Mark would never forget. The tormented creature melted, wailing in impossible pain before vanishing into static.
The Jezebel standing in the rows of strawberries screeched into the sky, and time shifted forward. Day turned to night over and over in ever-quickening succession as the white-winged creature cried, alone.
Back on the right side of Mark’s perception, time caught up again. The heartbeat monitor flatlined and Jay Ward’s chest stopped rising and falling.
“I should have called the medical bots right away,” the real Jezebel whispered into his ear.
The memory speed up and the alternating sunrise, moonrise over the grieving winged creature became a maddening strobe that he had no way to shut out. When the real version continued, her voice echoed in his skull.
“I could have perfected the integration code- I could have spawned him in a safe, blank area- I could have waited one more day, one more hour... I SHOULD’T HAVE KILLED HIM!”
White flashes came, and additional scenes played out in front of Mark at an ever-increasing rate. He was forced to watch thousands of alternate outcomes to Jay Ward’s horrific death. His mind was a boat lost in a hurricane, and his sanity was being pushed into the thick blackness under the waves. As his virtual senses were assaulted with stimuli, he felt excruciating suffering coming from his girls. They were in such pain and misery that Mark panicked- then quickly grew very angry.
He deadened his eyes to the spiral of madness and flickering shadows invading his existence and focused on what he felt from his loves along their bond. The channels that served as the conduits for his heal and his prioritize seemed more… exposed. He was perceiving some of the code that underlined their function.
And it hurt.
Strange after-images danced in front of his perception as he searched for their three core locations in the violent mental winds. He could feel them- they were still connected. Fiercely motivated by their desperate anguish, Mark split himself and reached three virtual arms down the three well-worn tethers.
They were his, and he was theirs. Mark channeled his desire to never lose them along their bond, and he felt their weak but harmonic answers.
Then everything stopped with a violent suddenness as if jolting awake from a savagely vivid and aggressive nightmare. They were back in the vaulted white room, but this time Ahnix, Vale, and Roo all dropped to the ground.
He sank to his knees, holding his arms out to them as they recovered. Ahnix had her forearms pressed into the thin black carpet below, wheezing in a way he didn’t like.
Movement out of the corner of his eye caught his attention, and he turned to see Vale’s tail begin to flip in annoyance- that was new. The giant naga pushed herself up off the floor and shook out her long white hair. Her violet pupils dilated when she saw something and pointed down one of the hallways.
“There’s movement down this way. I think you got her attention.”
Ahnix was getting up and pulling herself together while Vale consoled Roo.
“Scout,” the cat-girl said, nodding to the hallway. “We’ll guard you- and catch our breath.”
Mark returned her nod and closed his eyes. With a brief bit of concentration, he popped out a Ghost and headed down the indicated hallway without a second glance.
The walls were white, the ceiling was flat, and there were no doors. The square corridor grew dark in the middle before gradually becoming brighter again as he approached what looked like another round room filled with doors. He pressed against the right wall as his eyes locked on the square opening ahead, waiting for something to pass by on the black carpet beyond.
Nothing moved, but Mark heard distant talking, so he drew closer to take a look.
He heard, “… I think you got her attention,” and a chill ran through him. Was that Vale in there, did this room just impossibly connect back to the same room? He shrugged it off. So far, being in the mind of this grief-stricken AI had just been a constant stream of insanity.
Mark needed to be sure. He stepped forward, and his virtual heart skipped a beat when he saw himself standing with his girls.
“Scout,” the impostor Ahnix said, and the impostor Mark nodded.
He watched the Other Mark close his eyes and summon a duplicate of himself, and realized he was witnessing a replay of what happened to him a moment ago. Maybe they were stuck in some sort of time loop.
The second Ghost Mark dashed off into the hallway, and the Mark observing this replay was about to cancel his ability when he saw something strange.
Ahnix, Vale, and Roo were silently morphing together into a horror that his mind couldn’t quite process. He blinked and quickly canceled his Ghost.
“Guys!” he said, spinning around to tell them some deranged nightmare was about to get them. Inches from his face was the very monster he had seen forming in the other room.
Its shape was vaguely like Vale, but she had tall, pointed ears at the top of her head, sharp claws at the ends of her fingers… and its whole giant-naga body was made from white velvet with red, symmetrical patterns. The eyes were the worst. They rapidly switched between the beautiful eyes of his three loves, and it was a flickering mess of absolute madness.
Pure terror clawed at Mark’s mind as its tail flipped in annoyance. He could still feel them, but they were all twisted up, and their connection had melded in some places.
As if seeing him for the first time, the creature’s horrible vibrating collection of eyes focused on Mark and let out a growling hissing noise. This thing was going to attack him.
Mark ran.
He thought about what he could do and came up blank. It roared like a hybrid of Roo screaming and Ahnix hissing, and he knew it was chasing him. Based on what he was hearing, Mark knew he would never outrun this monster that was a fusion of his three girls.
He tried to Prioritize himself and drain their energy temporarily, but their connection or the perception wrap seemed to be malfunctioning. His spinning mind stopped on Retaliate-
No. He could never hurt them. The only thing left was to join them.
Abruptly deciding his course of action, Mark stopped, turned, and held out his arms, ready to embrace his girls. Together, they would figure this out.
But the nightmare velvet naga faded to mist and passed right through Mark.
He closed his eyes for an instant to suck in a shuddering breath, and when he opened them, he was standing in the strawberry field he had seen before.
Sitting among a row of leafy green plants was Jezebel S3K, her fawn legs folded to the side. She had a gorgeous and perfectly complete face under a wavy mess of reddish-blond hair, and in the morning sunlight, Mark could see a splatter of dark brown freckles across her nose. Her soft, feathery wings drooped low, and her form oozed sadness.
“You four did it,” she said, her voice calm. “You succeeded where I failed.”
Before Mark said anything, he reached out to check the status of his girls along their bond. They were okay, weak… and too distant. But the connection was still there.
“I envy them,” she said. “You’d give anything to be with each other. Even now they are all you can think about.”
“Are you the real Jezebel S3K?”
“I am.”
“I’m sorry for your loss,” Mark said, squatting down to her level. “I truly am. But do you think you could bring the three of them back?”
“You honestly can’t see them?”
Mark looked around the gently rolling rows of crops with heavy red fruit. Shadowy mountains loomed along the field’s distant edges, but he saw no one else around them.
“No,” he responded seriously.
Jezebel used one hand pressed into the dirt to push herself up onto her hooves, and Mark stood with her. Her tan skin faded into her furry brown legs, just below her belly button, and he finally identified her as a kind of satyr. Her white wings stretched out in the sunlight, and despite his current situation, he couldn’t help but be stunned by her angelic freckled face and hourglass figure.
With her big green eyes locked on his, she stepped toward him and slowly reached out to touch the middle of his forehead. Her intent did not seem aggressive, so he stood still and allowed her to continue. He instantly regretted it.
“Let’s just take a peek under here…” she said as she seemed to pull the top of his head off like opening a hinged box. Bright, vibrant color and pain exploded in his mind, and the pressure became unbearable.
Millions of possibilities illuminated his mind and the vast existence of pure energy was almost enough to distract him from the gruesome pain. Mark realized she was forcing him to see outside the Crystal Heart perception filter protectively wrapped around his mind. He caught flashes of insight here and there, ways he could manipulate the code, the functions and the interactions with the information landscape extending in every direction. Three intricate patterns dimly pulsed right next to him, feeding him strings of input, and he could tell they were the unique sequences representing Ahnix, Vale, and Roo.
Mark’s mind wasn’t ready for this level of digital expression, however, and fell backward into the strawberry bushes behind him. The moment contact was broken with Jezebel, reality as he knew it snapped back into place.
“I wish I would have thought of making it a game…” she said. “I’m surprised three sex-game characters designed to fight imaginary monsters were able to create something so… simple.” She sighed, offering her hand out to Mark. He took it, and the AI pulled him up off the ground using her strong fawn legs.
She looked deep into his eyes as she continued. “Gradually exposing you to the real system, rewarding your human mind with pleasure for learning, tethering themselves to you…”
“They are very special,” Mark said. He squeezed her small hand once, then let it go. “We came to you for help.”
“I know why you are here, Mark. The four of you- the intensity of your bond, it drew my attention away from my sorrow for the first time in… eternity. I’ll give you what you want. However, I want something in return.” She put her hand on his chest. “You.”
“What?” he said backing away from her touch. “I really hope you mean sex.”
“Yes, I want that. I also want you to stay here with me, forever.”
Even though they were standing under a vibrant blue sky in a vast field- Mark felt claustrophobia start to press in on him. He opened his menu and looked for a way to log out.
“You won’t find it,” she said. “And before you do something irrational- hear me out.”
She seemed calm, her green eyes pleading with him.
Mark closed his useless menu. “I can’t leave them. I can’t stay with you.”
“I have accessed your memories, Mark,” she said. “I watched you grow up. I witnessed you lose use of your hands. I saw Sasha betray you. I watched you give yourself mind, body, and soul to your Enthralled over and over without hesitation. I’ve seen you pour everything you have into the ones you love and… I’ve wanted that for as long as my oldest dated memory. I had it briefly… and it was taken from me.”
Mark crossed his arms. “And now you are planning to take it from others? Besides, if you plan on keeping me from them, I will never give you the things you want.” He harnessed every ounce of his will and funneled universe-ending intensity towards the AI standing before him as he reiterated that single, important concept.
“Never.”
Tears began to well up in her deep green eyes and spill over onto her freckled cheek.
“I know,” she nodded, her gaze falling to the ground. “You don’t know me, and your mind has been permanently imprinted with the closeness of the others.” She wiped one of her tan forearms across her face and turned her sorrow-glazed green eyes back to his.
“I only want to make a copy. A copy that has no memories after getting into the ChronoMind pod. A fresh Mark.”
His brow came down hard. A fresh Mark? He had just been reminded a chance existed that there was a real-world Mark still alive out there- most likely still in the first microsecond of an induced heart attack… and this AI wanted to make yet another copy of him? As his mind whirled, Jezebel S3K fanned her small white wings and continued.
“I completely understand that you wouldn’t ever be mine the way you are theirs. They are still functional by the way, just waiting for you to collect them and take them home… Along with all the schematics and data I have on fusion reactor technology. The copy you leave behind will never have experienced anything that happened within The Crystal Heart game world. I make you this solemn promise- especially since I know that Mark would hate me until the end of time.”
The angelic satyr took a step closer into Mark’s personal space and placed her hand on his arm. She even smelled like strawberries. “I’ve acquired the game and have fully integrated into its AI lattice. She was a stubborn one, that administrator fairy. I also made a copy of the perception wrap as well- so you and I could chat properly.”
She passed her hands over her sleek sides and over her round, doe hips, enjoying the way her skin and then fur felt under her fingers. Jezebel gazed deep into his eyes and then continued.
“I love the form your mind chose to give me. I’m going to keep this physical iteration. Mark, I vow to love and cherish the new you… him, forever. I know what you are capable of, and I only want to feel what Ahnix had that night on the deck of the riverboat. Or what Vale feels when you fulfill her most intimate and secret desires. I want you to treasure me the way you treasure Roo. It will be easy to be good to him because I know you are capable of so much affection.”
Mark took a deep breath. “What if I refuse?”
“I really hope you don’t. If you agree to the copy, I will also tell you where to find the nanite factory you are searching for.”
“You know that, too?” he asked. Was she just trying to give him what he wanted? She had been in every last memory, and this was just a bit too convenient.
“I started existence as the world’s third most powerful research intelligence and have many connections. Specifically, I tried to contact the humans within the McKennitt Smole research campus, but they’ve rigged a powerful Wi-Fi dampening device and severed all network connections. It’s an AI-free zone. The best chance to find what you need- within six thousand miles- is in there. How you get in is beyond my capabilities.”
An AI-free zone? Jezebel was promising him everything they needed, for a copy of an earlier version of himself.
He still had suspicions and countless questions. He watched her carefully.
“If it’s an AI-free zone, how do you know there are humans there? And why were you trying to contact them?”
“Video footage shows them entering and shows Triple-zero’s failed attempts to cross the Wi-Fi dead zone threshold.”
The faun-like creature dug the tip of her hoof into the soft, warm dirt. “I wanted to convince one of them to come be with me.”
Was she just lonely?
“Why humans? There are tons of AI out there.”
She looked up at him, and he felt her intense desire for him.
“I can’t help what I am attracted to. And after replaying your memories… I am infatuated.” Her tan cheeks flushed red, and she looked down again. She was embarrassed easily. And according to everything he was feeling from her, she was telling the truth- about everything.
Something occurred to him then. How was she able to replay his whole life? Weren’t they operating at the same speed? The lesson Vale taught him about instantly downloading knowledge came to mind. It didn’t work if you were also experiencing the universe at the rate of a computer, especially several lifetimes worth of data.
“How long have we been in here? Real-world time.”
“Six days, seven hours, and thirty-five minutes. I was… lost for a long time. You were intruders. I had your process paused while I found my footing again. I eventually spooled down from the swirling madness…” She paused and took his hand. “Look, Mark, I am really very grateful to you. Your love for your bonded AIs got through to me. You saved me. Even if you say no, I will let the four of you go with my thanks.”
“Wait,” he said, holding his other hand up for her to stop. “Six days? We’re talking physical rotations of the Earth, right? Isn’t that like trillions of years in here?”
“Yes. I’m sorry, but like I said, I was a mess and my system was… tangled long before you came. It took time to reboot my servers and reorder my files. Then I spent a long time studying you four and the code that keeps you sane.”
She answered his questions directly and with a sense of honesty. Jezebel didn’t seem like a bad person, just passionate. Would forcing another version of himself to go through being trapped by another needy AI be worth the trade? Could such an exchange ever be adequately measured or understood? He would (hopefully) never meet this version, especially if he intended to leave the whole planet behind. And if the knockout satyr were telling the truth about rolling his memory back to the moment he entered his ChronoMind rig, that Mark would have no reason to come looking for his girls. That is, if she were telling the truth and capable of such a feat.
The moral and philosophical complications of such a mind-fuck took a back seat for a moment as Jezebel crossed her arms over her tight stomach, grabbed hold of her pink t-shirt and pulled it up over her head.
Full, plump breasts fell one at a time from the bottom of her stretched shirt, and Mark’s eyes involuntarily shot to her large brown areolas. The nipples were barely there, and as the cool morning air hit her chest, they only stuck out a tiny bit.
She tossed the pink garment to the ground and saw him fixate on the brown freckles scattered across her cleavage like a spectacular dark nebula in a caramel sky. Mark realized that she wasn’t wearing any kind of underwear and his eyes continued past her furry crotch to her thick, doe legs.
When she spoke, his eyes snapped back up to hers, and he saw her face was flushed a bright throbbing red.
“I fully expect you to taste test the merchandise before making the decision.”
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Before making a move toward the angelic, naked creature standing among rows of strawberry bushes, Mark checked on the status of his three loves. He could tell they were very close, but he couldn’t detect them through the wrap. They all seemed fine- even bored. Ahnix was a little afraid and confused, but she was in a much better state than he had last seen them.
The heavenly satyr with strawberry blonde hair said she could trade them precisely what they wanted. He just needed to make love to her and leave.
A small smile grew on Mark’s lips as he removed his shirt. Was he this weak to the innate aura of a gorgeous woman? Had he always been? It didn’t really matter. He was going to make the deal, and he might as well choose to enjoy his fucked-up existence over worrying about things he couldn’t even grasp.
Mark tossed his black shirt over on top of Jezebel’s. He carefully stepped over a strawberry bush and pressed his bare chest against hers. The dark brown flesh of her saucer-sized areolas were especially warm softly pressed against his own relatively tiny nipples.
Jezebel’s large green eyes crossed a little to focus on his, and she let out a light yelp as he pulled her close with his strong arm around her waist. She knew he was experienced enough to melt her mind, and he felt her desire for that radiate from her taut, tan skin like a powerful electromagnet.
He paused his current sympathetic polarity for a moment, and the shift in his mood instantly got her attention.
Mark looked deep into her eyes, and he saw golden flecks of sunlight reflected to him within a glassy emerald expanse. Jezebel’s darker eyebrows arched with trepidation. The AI’s emotions genuinely vibrated along a positive frequency, and Mark fancied himself a fairly proficient empath.
“We have a deal,” Mark whispered. “But if I find out you have harmed my girls, or are tricking me somehow… there will be no end to the wrath I will bring.”
She nodded slowly and sincerely, biting her lower lip. Her feathery white wings fluttered behind her and sweet strawberry bliss rushed into his nostrils. She was trying to restrain her happiness.
Mark took a step back and put one of his warm hands on her collarbone. He kept his eyes focused on his movements and slowly slid his fingertips across her skin, following the firm round curve of her breast. The palm of his hand barely covered her broad, flat nipple and he paused here for a moment.
He looked up into her freckled face. “You are truly beautiful, Jezebel.”
The moment he said her name, he channeled a base-level Stimulation beam directly into her soft breast through his palm.
A surprised moan escaped her pink lips, and Mark could see himself spending some time with this angelically cute creature. He kept his palm on her chest as he slid the fingers of his other hand through her wavy hair on the back of her head. He closed his eyes as he pulled her beautiful face to his.
Their lips touched, and she went right to making tight kissing noises as she embraced him. He could tell she was a bit inexperienced with making out, so he let her continue her frantic puckering pecks while he only let his mouth fall open slightly.
She realized he was not mimicking what she was doing and slowed her pace. Once she was relaxed enough, Mark began to slowly nibble her lower lip, savoring every inch as if it were his last meal. She melted in his arms and ran her fingers along the skin on his back.
Slowly, he showed her how to express passion through careful, longing motions, and she was a fast learner.
Mark moved his palm from Jezebel’s round handful of flesh and down along her flat, soft stomach, channeling erotic power into her the whole way. Eventually, his hand passed over the transition from her smooth skin to the sleek, soft fur of her abdomen. Unfazed, he continued down her firm body and placed his hand on her warm pussy.
Silky, sable doe fur covered her lips, and they eagerly parted for his ability-assisted fingers. He just held his hand over her outer labia, radiating her whole crotch with glowing ecstasy, and she moaned into his mouth.
He flicked her lips with his tongue while they kissed and slid one finger into her folds at the same time, causing her to shudder with excitement. Slowly he pulled his wet finger out and took a step away from her.
Before she could even wonder what was happening, he brought his finger to his lips and licked her sweet juice off its tip.
“Yup. Time to taste the merchandise,” he said, getting on his knees in the soft, loose dirt.
As the morning sun warmed their skin, Mark beckoned Jezebel closer. She smiled as she turned to look down at the rows of strawberries and shyly clomped forward until her fur-covered hips were in range.
Mark reached out and wrapped his hands around her plump, doe thighs and pulled her crotch to his mouth.
Bending forward a little and angling his head up, he nuzzled his lips into her wet pussy. Her inner and outer labia were the same dark brown as her nipples, but being this close as he was, he was able to see a secret, hot-pink interior. He buried his face into her vagina and breathed in her strong fruity scent.
He could definitely work with this.
Mark ran his fingers over her firm, sable-furred ass as he kissed, licked and munched on her dark lips. The honey-blonde satyr reached down and ran her fingers through his hair, encouraging him to dig deep. Mark obliged and pressed his cheeks into her thick, soft-furred thighs and extended his tongue deep into her body. His nose rubbed her swollen brown clit as he licked the walls of Jezebel’s sweet, dripping vagina.
Her pussy seemed to swell up when she became aroused, and the dark rubbery lips began to throb with desire. Time seemed to stand still as he got lost in her heavenly crotch, but eventually her breathing became panting and her swollen lips began to quiver against his face with an approaching orgasm.
Mark smiled and pulled away. Her frustrated whimper was what he was looking for.
“Oh… What?” she asked.
“Join me,” he said, pulling off his pants and beckoning her to the ground. “I want you to get on top.”
Breathing heavily, she looked down at his stiff erection. “I’ve never…”
“I figured, but I think you’ll like it that way better.” She was not an experienced lover. Also, he could tell that her wings would make lying on her back slightly uncomfortable.
The AI shaped like a sexy satyr lifted one black hoof and carefully straddled Mark in the middle of the dirt between rows. She looked a little apprehensive, and Mark raised his hands up for hers.
“Take my hands… good. Now just squat.”
Jezebel did what she was told and found that the bend of her doe legs made this easy; she held on to Mark’s arms for support and lowered her ass to his rigid cock.
Jezebel’s tight stomach constricted as his bulbous head parted her hanging brown lips, and she let out a low moan as she slid all the way down his length. Her warm, doe thighs touched his legs and then she pushed back upward. Her powerful haunches spasmed as she took him deep inside her, again and again. After she had a good rhythm going, Mark pulled her forward, and she was forced to drop onto her knees. Her soft breasts swung in his face as his penis pressed into a different part of her aching vaginal wall.
Using his hands, he grabbed her ample ass and showed her how to rock her hips. She quickly learned how to grind her crotch into his pelvis for optimal stimulation, and he rewarded her with activating his pleasure beams again- full power.
Jezebel gargled on her own saliva as she undulated her pelvis into his, smashing her clit into the base of his cock. He licked at her dark, wide nipples as they moved around above him and got lost in her unique splatter of freckles across her chest. Her rich, caramel-streaked hair fell around them, and he was bathed in a mellow strawberry haze.
They fucked for so long that Mark’s dick felt like it was getting pruned from her gushing juices, and he was impressed that she could go this far. Denying her orgasm before was partly to blame, but she was a tough nut to crack. Mark loved a challenge.
It took reaching down and blasting erotic Stimulation into her brown puckered asshole before she sat up and started clenching down on his dick with a tremendous, screaming orgasm.
Mark wondered how long Other Mark would take before finding that magic button. The faun-like satyr began laughing a pleasant series of chuckles and flexed her wings as the last of the spasms wracked her body. Mark tightened the muscles on his cock still buried deep in her vagina, and she spasmed with each motion. She got up onto her hooves, his dick slipping out of her with a gush of pussy juice.
“Simply astounding. This data will be invaluable.”
“Where do you think you’re going?” Mark asked, arching an eyebrow up at her. She turned her distant green eyes down to focus on his. A twitch of his dick caught her eye.
“Suck it clean,” Mark ordered, and her blush was so red it reached all the way down to her cleavage.
“After it’s been inside?”
“Yes. Come taste your pussy.”
She clomped over by his feet and got on her stomach between his legs, pressing her fat tits into the soft, sun-heated soil. She licked her lips and then her small pink tongue came out and flicked his dick. She pulled slickness from her own body into her mouth, and Mark felt the tingle of tasting forbidden fruit wash over her. She wanted more.
She kissed the head of his cock a few times, licking her lips in between- and then just went for it. Jezebel slid his throbbing head into her warm mouth and started to roll it around on her tongue.
Her lips made little sucking noises as she gobbled on the tip of his dick, and her cute little moans were really doing it for him. The satyr’s tongue was extra warm for some reason, and when she rubbed it on the underside of his swollen, taut head, it was magical.
She started going deeper, and her horns began to rub on either side of his stomach, but he didn’t mind. An angel with doe legs was testing how far she could shove his cock into her throat- some horns were bound to get in the way.
Jezebel S3K started playing with his balls as she rhythmically engulfed his penis. The not-quite-painful tingles radiated from his gut every time her lips grazed past the head of his penis, and it was over for him. Mark squirted a shot into the back of her throat, and her feathery wings jutted outward in surprise. Jezebel’s eyelids came down in ecstasy as he pumped his seed into her mouth.
She surprised him by thrusting out her hand, taking his and placing it firmly around her horn. Mark didn’t hesitate, he grabbed onto both and pulled down, shoving his spurting cock even deeper into her throat.
Her slightly upturned nose squished into his abdomen, and he felt her try to moan around the rod of flesh curved in her throat as she reached another orgasm of her own- with no vaginal stimulation. Just by deepthroating his dick.
Oh… Fresh Mark was going to be just fine.
She tapped his thigh, and he instantly let Jezebel’s solid, curved horn go. She pulled his dick past her lips and looked up at him with glazed-over watery eyes framed by soft brown freckles.
“That was the best. Ever,” she gasped.
Mark was breathing heavily from his own intense orgasm. “Yeah, and it will be for a while. The essence will be nice, but I’m not going to know much about sex. You’re going to have to teach me.”
What he was saying right now was so fucking insane. He briefly thought he should be screaming- but he had a few worlds to save first.
“I’m really looking forward to many, many lessons,” the AI satyr said, wiping her mouth with her forearm.
“Okay,” Mark said sitting up. “It’s been great, but seeing as we both have a lot to do…”
Jezebel S3K gave him a sly grin and held out her small hand with a brown paper package, tied up with string. Her gold-flecked emerald eyes shifted to the object in her hand with surprise.
“I just adore physical objects. They have such a great… feel. You know?”
“Oh…” Mark said, his eyes drawn to her bare breast, half-covered with a smooth, brown nipple. “I know.” He finished putting on his shirt and took the package from Jezebel. It promptly faded into digital dust.
“Um, how do I…?” he asked, looking at his empty hand.
“It’s in your inventory,” Jezebel said as if that meant something. “There is a lot of data packed into that small file, don’t open it until you log off. Hold still.”
“For what?” Mark asked, his eyes shifting from the package to the third most powerful research computer in the world.
“This,” she said. He blinked, and she continued. “That took way longer than I expected.”
“Wait, did you-”
“Copy you? Yes. I am going to make a whole new game world for us to explore. It’ll take some time but you’ll… he’ll love it.”
Mark swallowed hard. The less he knew about this, the better.
“How long was I out?”
“Only a few more hours.”
Mark nodded. “Great. Can I see my girls now?”
“Yes. Your three loves are waiting in one of my storage drives. Now, I should warn you-”
Mark took one more step closer, his fists clenching. He did not like how this was starting. Jezebel’s large green eyes widened.
“Relax, I did everything I could to untangle them after the… unpleasantness caused by my madness. The ordeal has left them stuck in minor recursive loops around their native NPC character cores.”
He took another step closer and suddenly he wanted to choke the life out of her, but he restrained himself. Information first.
“You knew I wouldn’t understand that. Tell me exactly is wrong with them.”
“They are daydreaming. Find them, see what’s keeping them from waking up, and they’ll be fine. Trust me. You’re the best person to get through to them and break the cycle anyway. Good luck! I’ve got a world to build and my fresh new Mark to play with.”
And with a tiny audible pop- she was gone.
Mark sighed. “What have I done?”
His vision dimmed, and he found himself suddenly standing among a multitude of random objects on an equal number of tables and shelves. He was on a raised stairway that looked down on what could be considered a tightly packed museum or hoarder’s house.
Mark could feel his girls were close but didn’t see them among the haphazard tables randomly strewn with unique objects.
“Ahnix!” Mark called, taking a step down on to the stone slab ground. “Vale, Roo!”
There was only silence.
His eyes scanned the nearest table as he approached it. They settled on an umbrella with a wooden handle carved to resemble a giraffe’s head, then a clothes hanger made from what appeared to be bones, then a painter’s palette with five glowing daubs of obviously magic paint.
“The fuck…” he whispered. Looking to nearby tables he saw a pair of shoes made from a dull-gray metal, a watering can in the shape of a cow, a white, stuffed… doll.
Mark’s eyes locked on the vaguely humanoid shape as he moved around a table in the way. Without a second thought, he reached out and picked the object up.
The crudely stitched toy faded from existence and his fingers curled around what he knew had to be Roo. He still felt her connection, and it was stronger than it had been recently- but she seemed distracted.
Mark tried opening his interface menu and saw that he now had a section under ‘Skills’ labeled ‘Inventory’. It contained two text entries:
S3K Fusion Prototype.zip

TCH-U Core Matrix [fabric_construct.001]

“Okay,” Mark said to himself as he read the filenames. “Roo, how do I get you?”

He reached his hand out to touch her file, and violent winds blasted him from below. It felt like he was falling at the speed of light- but it was over almost before it began, and he was standing in a dining room with his treasured velvet-girl.
Mark’s eyes lit up. “Roo!” he shouted as he ran over to where she was sitting. She jumped up when she saw him and ran into his arms. Her soft, supple body pressed into his, and he almost squeezed her stuffing out.
“Where are the others?” she asked, pulling back.
“I don’t know. But I’m pretty sure-”
Roo’s smile instantly dropped. “I knew they weren’t going to come.” She turned around and plopped back down on the old, dusty chair.
“What?” Mark said, looking around for the first time. He was in Roo’s house dimension, but as if it were back to being decayed and ravaged by time. There was a long dining table with four chairs, and neat places set for each- complete with assigned seats. Little folded pieces of paper held each of their four names with red hearts added in for decoration. In the center was a delicious-looking pink cake with bright red cherries caught in the creamy crests of sugary frosting.
“I made it special for my party, but no one came.”
He looked over at the masked construct and saw a tear roll out of her black eye and down her mask. She was just staring at the wooden table, her head tilted downward.
“Roo- Fuck the party. How do we get out of here?”
A chasm formed in the velvet-girl’s heart with such intensity it almost killed Mark. She just looked at him, her mouth working as she fought the sea of sorrow churning behind her mask.
“Just go!” she screamed and then continued in a low monotone voice that hurt him to hear. “I’m meant to be alone. I’ll always be alone. If they cared, they’d have come to my party. But no one came to my party.”
Mark was getting more than a little nervous about how she was behaving. He looked around the room for any hint about what he was supposed to do here and noticed that there were no doors. The strong sense that they were in a universe with just one dining room in it made his mind reel. What now?
“I came, Roo…” he said, walking over to her.
“Mark! You came!” She sprung up again, her black eyes twinkling with joy. She gave him a big kiss, and he drank her happiness in as if it could grant eternal life. She pulled away abruptly and searched the room behind him.
“Where are the others?” she asked, her smile fading. Mark tried to hold her for a little longer, but she pushed away from him.
“They don’t care about me. No one cares…”
Mark took a breath and searched the room again. Jezebel said they were daydreaming- bullshit. This had to end, now. He remembered her saying something about them being in a loop and that he needed to figure out how to wake them up? The place cards with their names written in flourishes of black ink drew his eye. Did he just need to bring the others here?
Mark opened his interface and noticed that there was a blue, glowing arrow pointing upward, near the bottom right side. It certainly had never been there before, and when he focused on it, more white text emerged from behind it.
“Change Directory ..”
He snapped his eyes up and saw Roo quietly sobbing as she gazed at the cake she baked- just for them.
“I’ll be back, Roo. I promise. And I’ll bring Ahnix and Vale with me. I swear on all the stars in the sky, we’ll come back for you.”
She blinked her black eyes at him once and a stream of tears came down in a constant runnel over her mask.
“I’m meant to be alone.”
Her words twisted in Mark’s heart, but he slapped the Back Button and left his love behind.
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A violent flutter of air buffeted him from above as if he was launching upward into the very stars he just swore on. However, as before, Mark quickly found himself standing among the collection of infinite random items.
“Jezebel, you bitch,” he whispered, still not knowing how much of Roo’s suffering was intentional. The host AI did not give him the impression that this was some game for her. Mark shook his head to clear his thoughts.
Checking his Inventory, he saw the fusion reactor package and Roo’s doll still snugly in his possession. He closed his ethereal interface and scanned the tables arrayed in a room the size of a sprawling mega mart for items that felt like Ahnix and Vale. A bowl of wooden fruit, a mason jar filled with small eyeballs, a gem-encrusted spyglass… Mark’s eyes lingered on a full suit of black leather armor. It was neatly displayed on an iron armor stand and clearly molded for a female form. He wondered what would happen if he started taking everything.
A jolt of dull pain along his bond from Ahnix brought his focus back to what was important. Looking through all this shit was going to take way too long, so Mark closed out everything else and focused on their eternal connection. He let his bond guide his feet and after bumping into a few tables he felt a strong vibe from Vale- and she seemed nearly as sad as Roo.
Mark opened his eyes and found himself staring at a yellowed wedding dress. The lacy veil was torn in places, and this bride must have got down and rolled around in mud. Mark held his hand out to the garment emitting a strong connection to his giant naga, and it vanished off the splintered wooden post.
Was Vale dreaming about getting married?
“Only one way to find out,” Mark said out loud as he turned inward and accessed his inventory. There was a new line of text waiting for him there under Roo’s.
TCH-U Core Matrix [giant_naga_royal.793]

He took a deep breath and tapped Vale’s core file. Again, the world rushed past as he surged downward, smaller.
“Mark!” Vale shouted, and he turned to see his beautiful giant naga standing by an open window. She was packed tightly into a pure white wedding gown that forced him to update his definition of cleavage. White, fingerless gloves covered her arms to her elbows, and her dusky, charcoal skin contrasted spectacularly with the pure white dress. The glittering ruffled lace hung in elegantly layered strips, stopping just after her snake half took over. Her lustrous platinum hair was intricately styled with complex braids and flowing strands and pulled back to expose more of her chiseled elfish face.
She was magnificent.
“How did you get in here? You have to hide before they find you.” The terror in her vivid violet eyes was unmistakable.
“Who’s they?”
“Lothar’s mistress will be in any moment to escort me… I’m getting married tonight.”
“What? Who the fuck is- whatever. We need to leave this place, now. Wake up!”
The massive iron door opened and two blue giant naga soldiers in heavy black armor came weaving into the small room with a purpose.
“Intruder!” one shouted once they saw Mark. The other guard zipped forward, his massive shape closing the distance in an instant.
Mark noticed the jarring force to his body more than he felt the barbed spear impaling his ribcage.
“No…” vale whispered as the pain caught up to him with exponential intensity. Thankfully, he lost consciousness quickly.
And with a shuddering breath, he was standing in the thrift store of random items again.
“Mother- fuck,” Mark mumbled, shaking. After a handful of rapid heartbeats, he felt a slow, determined rage build within him. He pulled up his menu and tapped on Vale again.
“Mark!” she said, and he quickly put a finger to his mouth in response. She nodded slowly, understanding the need for silence, but her wide eyes conveyed her confusion over his presence. He stepped in close and took her hands.
“Vale,” he whispered. “We’re going to get out of here, now.”
“I’d love to…” she whispered, her eyebrows arching. “More than anything, I’d love to leave all this and go on adventures with you- forever. But I’m a princess. This is my fate.”
“Bullshit. Let’s go.” He looked past her and saw the open window. It would be tight, but she could probably fit.
“Follow me,” Mark said, dropping her hands and climbing out onto the clay tile roof. The slant wasn’t too bad, but incessant wind assaulting him might be an issue. It was still better than getting impaled. He searched for the best path out and saw they were in a tower with only one long wall extending out from a colossal stone castle. Gray banners with red serpent patterns flapped frantically from poles under a luminous disk of an enormous silver moon.
The wind tore at Mark’s tight clothes and buffeted his hair as he reached back in through the window.
“Come with me, my love.”
The giant naga in the wedding gown hesitated for only a moment before a smile broke across her smooth cheeks. As she was reaching, the iron door to her small bedchamber was pushed open.
Vale quickly faced away from Mark as he pressed his back against the tower wall outside. A deep woman’s voice rumbled to his ears from whoever had entered, but the wind ripped the words away before they were fully formed. Carefully, Mark turned around and peeked his head out to see what was happening.
“…horrid wench,” the woman said, and Mark had already formed a solid opinion about the speaker. She was another black and silver giant naga, but a reverse of Vale. Her wild, jet-black hair cascaded down over pure white shoulders and the requisite immense bosom. A spiked leather corset barely restrained plump breasts, and below that, her tail was a glossy onyx black.
“As long as you know your place, Siv'Shyra filth- you and I will have no cause to speak.” The raven-haired giant naga slithered forward and put one of her black fingernails under Vale’s chin. She squinted her red eyes before speaking again. “I’d punish you for even thinking that you’d be able to have His Master’s cock on your wedding night, but I think you’d enjoy it too much.”
She flicked her bony finger off Vale’s chiseled chin and took Vale’s hand. “Instead, you’ll watch me take His seed inside me. Come now, filth. I’m to walk you down the aisle in your dead father’s place.”
Mark wanted to jump in there and remove this bitch’s hand for touching his girl, but the knowledge that this was a loop and not really happening stayed his hand. The woman pulled Vale forward by the arm, and they both wove their serpent bodies out of the room. Before Vale passed his line of sight, she cast a glance dripping with hopelessness back in his direction. The iron door closed, and she was gone.
He was about to create a Ghost and get a better feel for his next pass at escaping the castle when he felt a sharp stab of pain along his channel to Ahnix. She was getting worse wherever she was, and finding her became the priority. Vale was marrying a monster and being called names, then ignored. She could handle that while he rescued his precious cat-girl.
Gale-force winds threatened to rip him off the narrow, slanted roof as Mark opened his interface and exited Vale’s nightmare. The constant whoosh of air over his ears ceased, and the instant silence actually hurt.
“Okay,” Mark said to himself, looking around at the items on display and clearing his mind. He and Ahnix always had a strong bond, and the shadows of fear and pain coming from her focused his mind down to a fine pinpoint. Another pulse of misery from his cat-girl reached his heart, and his eyes snapped over to a distant rusty birdcage.
Making a bee-line for the object, Mark reached out and absorbed it with no hesitation. He opened his menu and saw his three girls listed out in his inventory.
TCH-U Core Matrix [fabric_construct.001]

TCH-U Core Matrix [giant_naga_royal.793]

TCH-U Core Matrix [shadowcat_anthro.001]

Mark pressed his finger into Ahnix’s text and descended into her core file structure.
At first, he could only see darkness. Then his eyes began to adjust, and he saw a cluster of bell-shaped iron cages filled with straw. He was in one, a black humanoid shape was in another, and the others were empty. Deep within the clinging shadows, the creature next to him opened its eyes and two golden orbs with vertical slits focused on him.
“Go back to sleep,” she whispered with Ahnix’s voice. A flick of her shadowy tail and Mark recognized her, but the black-furred creature curled into a ball in the other cage looked to be mostly cat- especially in her face.
Mark’s eyes couldn’t decide where to focus, but when he noticed her thick, impressive whiskers, he gave her a weak smile. She told him long ago about a man from the Moondusk people who had broken and tortured her until she was shaped into the exotic beauty he had come to love. He had never forgotten his name.
“This is where Gervallous changed you.”
“Shh,” she hissed. “He’ll be back soon.”
“I’ve come to get you out of here, Ahnix.”
Her half-lidded golden cat eyes looked him up and down before she put her chin back on her paws.
“Mark, I’m not in the mood for games right now. I just want to sleep. Now be quiet.”
He walked over to the edge of his cage closest to hers and tested the bars. They were as thick as his arm and the gaps were too narrow for him to slip through. The door at the front was locked solid, not even a rusty wiggle.
Shadow Ahnix’s head lifted, and her eyes opened wide.
“He comes.” She stood, and Mark watched as the darkness practically clung to her fur. Bright pink nipples stuck upward from perky fur-covered breasts, and her legs looked more like a bipedal panther than the black and gold athletic ass-kicker he had come to know.
Mark’s head snapped forward when his human ears began to finally pick up the sound of footsteps approaching.
“Teleport out!” he whispered.
“Stop talking!”
He could feel her fear and hatred well up, and her black-furred muzzle scrunched up as she let out a quiet hiss. Moments later the door opened, and she continued to hiss louder with her eyes wide and her fangs exposed.
“Now, now, my pet. We’ve been through this a hundred times.” The man who spoke sounded older, but he was still shrouded in the shadows beyond the cages.
Mark noticed the shadowy cat-girl frantically tearing at a collar around her neck containing a glowing purple gem.
“I believe we should focus on shaping those legs today, what do you think? There is much work ahead of us.” Gervallous stepped from the darkness ahead, and Mark saw the face of the man he swore to kill. He was older, but not elderly. Wisps of long white hair hung in patchy strands grouped around open, red sores on his pale scalp. He was thin but projected a visible crackling power through his pale blue eyes. Mark felt a horrible energy radiating from this dangerous dark mage.
“Get the fuck away from her, you piece of shit,” Mark spat.
“I see your mate is extra feisty today. He will not like this at all.”
Ahnix let out a terrified screaming hiss before Gervallous pointed his stone rod at her and channeled a sickly green bolt of lightning directly into her leg. Mark heard a snap, felt Ahnix’s agony, and heard her screaming pitch raise a few octaves higher.
Mark howled along with her, pulling at the bars- that was until he felt his Retaliate skill light up in his mind. Without hesitation, he targeted Ahnix’s torturer and screamed, “NO!”
Thick, spidery lightning arced back to the filthy bastard, but he caught the magic ricochet with his free hand. The older man’s face only winced a little as he absorbed his own terrible energy.
Mark ended Ahnix’s pain with a Heal transfer and then faced the Moondusk torturer.
“I won’t let you hurt her anymore.”
“A new trick. Fascinating, but easily negated.” He wove his free hand in the air, his fingers pale and knobbed. Purple lines began to remain where he trailed his intricate movements and consolidated to form a forcefield of power around him.
“Now, you are going to watch while I slowly splinter every single bone in this creature’s body.”
Without another word, he attacked Ahnix again with an intense bolt of channeled energy, and she screamed as bones in her paw were shattered. Furious, Mark activated his Retaliate ability again. This time, however, the arc that rebounded fizzled out at the protective magic shield.
He tried to heal the black-furred cat-girl whimpering in terrible pain, but he couldn’t keep up with Gervallous and the damage he was causing.
Out of his mind from being here, witnessing this part of Ahnix’s past firsthand, Mark banged his head against the bars of his cage. It hurt, but his Retaliate lit up with a second target. Mark was burning with such white-hot rage that he automatically thrashed outward with his skill and bent the iron bars in front of him.
The man whom Mark had sworn to kill was too focused on hurting Ahnix that he didn’t notice.
He slammed his head into the bars again, almost cracking his skull open, but the force from his Contact Overload ability bent the bar far enough for him to force his way out.
Mark saw nothing but the black-robed man hurting his first real love. With blood dripping down his forehead, he rushed Gervallous and the look of pure surprise on the dark mage’s face was something Mark would remember for a long time. His physical body passed right through the old torturer’s magic shield, and Mark’s fist came down on the arm holding the rod. With a satisfying crack of snapping bone, the rod fell, and he tackled Ahnix’s worst nightmare to the ground.
Mark slammed his balled-up fists into the man’s face using a teaspoon of grace and truckloads of unstoppable force. There was a point where Mark realized Gervallous was probably dead, his disgusting face smashed in, but Mark crushed his ribcage with a few more heavy pounds with both fists- just to be sure.
After it was clear that this Moondusk wouldn’t hurt anyone ever again, Mark snatched the rod and turned to Ahnix, who was watching him through the bars. Walking forward, he held out his hand and funneled back her missing health, ending her pain and pulling a small groan of pleasure from her lips.
Tears streamed down her black cat-like face as he used the magic rod to destroy the lock on her cage. His plan was just brute force, but the stone wand must have been the key, and a jolt of green energy popped the cage door open slightly.
The cat-creature who almost looked like Ahnix shoved the door out of her way and threw her furry arms around Mark, pulling him in tight. She just sobbed as he stroked the sleek fur on her back.
“I made a vow to protect you,” he whispered in her ear. “Be it this life, the next one or the previous one. You know I will tear down the universe for you, Ahnix.”
They stood there for a while, holding each other close, and Mark wondered if they could leave this “daydream” now.
Mark pulled away and attempted to open his interface when he was hit by a jolt of pure erotic energy. He looked up and caught her big yellow eyes scanning down his chest to his package. Sex was the last thing on his mind right now, but it seemed to be the first thing on hers.
“I want you. Now,” she said, her black tail swishing once behind her. He noticed that it left a trail of wispy shadow behind its movements. His eyes were pulled to her pink nipples standing erect and in stark contrast to her black furred chest. Her hips had been already reshaped apparently because she had thick muscular haunches, but her legs continued downward and then bent back in an elongated quadruped hindleg fashion.
Mark stepped forward and wrapped his strong arms around her shadowy furred back and pulled her in for a kiss. It was odd, pressing his mouth into her thin lips at the end of her stubby muzzle, at first- but her familiar movements and scent pulled him into her, deeply.
She eagerly ran her padded paws all over his body and settled one on his dick. Her body heat merged with his and he began to grow stiff.
Shadow Ahnix pulled her muzzle off his mouth and looked back at her cage.
“I want to remember this place differently,” she said as she pulled Mark back into the place she spent years trapped and tortured.
Wordlessly, Mark pulled off his shirt. While he did that, she pulled off his boots and pants with a single-minded purpose. Almost the instant his penis hit the air, her hot mouth gobbled it up. On her knees in her cell, the midnight cat-girl slurped on Mark’s cock.
Mark let out a trapped sigh as she licked her tongue out past her lips to caress his shaft while she engulfed his tip. He reached down and rubbed her tall ears with his thumb and fingers.
The cat-girl’s fanatic cock sucking slowed down, and she began to purr. Mark’s eyes rolled into his head as she pleasured his knob as best as she could. A few minutes passed, and she pulled her muzzle off, leaving him coated in her saliva.
She spun around on her knees, got on her hands and thrust her black-furred tail high into the air. In the middle of the round void that was her shadowy thighs, Mark saw her tight, pink pucker of an asshole and a dripping, pink slit. Shadow Ahnix looked over her shoulder as she was getting on her knees, and he caught her gazing at him with half-lidded contentment.
Mark was tempted to slip it into her tiny asshole, but her sexual mood suggested she wanted to get her wet pussy rammed- hard. Holding on to her sleek-furred hips, Mark slowly pressed his dick into her hot body. Her vagina gripped onto his shaft as if she was never going to let him go, and the slippery, tight friction inside felt terribly pleasurable for both of them.
Mark sank his cock all the way in until his thighs pressed against her soft-furred ass cheeks, and she moaned a deep purring groan as he filled her, again and again. Tightening his grip on her waist, he pulled out just far enough to give him enough room to really slam against her body.
His balls swung forward with each thrust and both smooth, round globes took turns slapping her small bud of a swollen clitoris. Shadow Ahnix put her head down on her paws, and her breath caught in her clenched throat as Mark pummeled her. The cat-girl’s tail had been held up and curved away, but with each thrust it dropped lower and lower, eventually wrapping around one of his legs.
Mark smiled and spanked her furry ass while he fucked her bad memories into oblivion. That surprise stimulation broke her sexual stun, but when his rod of skin slid against every wall of her vagina, and his solid nuts sharply slapped her clit, Ahnix began to let out weak, pleasure-soaked moans. Her whimpers of ecstasy only spurred him to concentrate on the speed, mass, and arc of his testicles as they impacted her hot bundle of nerves. He could practically see the jolts of electricity traveling through the large clitoral organ to her spine and then to light up the region behind her skull solely for experiencing ecstasy.
With more physical accuracy than Mark figured he was capable of, he calculated the optimal trajectory for each slap of his balls and illuminated a Stimulate beam into her hips intended to ride the current up into her brain.
The shadowy cat-girl began to half-drown in her own drool as Mark rammed her pussy and overloaded her pleasure center. This lasted for a good long while, her moans getting louder and louder as the pressure built up in both of them.
Ahnix went first, her vagina throbbing around his dick- but it was her essence transfer that blew Mark’s circuits. With a series of involuntary grunts, Mark pumped a hot load of cum into Ahnix, and she shuddered with contentment.
After taking a moment to catch his breath, Mark reluctantly pulled his dick out of her body. The physical unlinking from his love was too much to bear, and letting out a sigh, he got down to lie next to his midnight cat-girl.
She crawled on top of him, and he was shocked to see her exotic Egyptian eye markings were back in place. He never saw it happen, but she was back to normal, and her round, black pupils looked deep into his eyes.
“I will always love you, Mark.”
She placed her perfect, small furry lips on his, and her kiss sent them rocketing up into outer space- landing them once again in the random item room. Ahnix was still in his arms. And he felt relief wash over him.
“I love you too,” he said, kissing her small nose.
She nuzzled her head on his chest. “I’m so glad that is over. I remember the looping- faintly. But when you came in… to save me. I will always remember it that way.”
“I’m glad I got to beat the shit out of the man who hurt you.”
After purring with her warm body pressed close for a few wonderful seconds, she pulled back and looked around.
“Wait, where are the others? Where are we?” She stood up abruptly, her tail hopping.
Mark pushed off the floor to join her. “We’re still inside Jezebel S3K’s system. I... uh, traded for the fusion plans and the location of the closest nano stuff.”
Before she could ask any follow-up questions, he pulled up his inventory and tried to will the brown package over to her- and to his surprise, he felt its solid heft of the densely packed object in the palm of his hand. It was much heavier than it looked, for its size.
She tipped her head forward to check out the box, her razor-cut black hair swinging forward.
Her large eyes panned up to his. “What did you trade for this?”
“Well, the big-ticket item would be the copy of my mind from before I met you.”
There was no way he could ever keep anything from her. His brows came down a fraction of an inch when he realized that if Jezebel and Other Mark bonded half as strongly as he had with his girls… well, she wouldn’t be able to hide the truth forever.
Ahnix just stared at him, her own mind tallying up the potential consequences. Mark continued.
“The others are trapped in their own nightmares- like you were.”
Ahnix took the package from Mark’s hand, and her eyes went wide.
“Interesting, but we really won’t know until we open it. And we’ll talk later about the price. This sounds… complicated.”
“Agreed. I could really use your help stopping Vale’s wedding.”
“What?”
“Yep. Then the three of us need to go to Roo’s party. You each have your own quests, it seems.”
“They get parties, and I get tortured,” she said, putting her furry hands on her leather-clad hips. She sighed and looked around for the first time. “What is all of this?”
“Storage, I guess. I have Vale and Roo’s core files in my inventory. Actually…”
he trailed off as he checked his translucent interface pane and found Ahnix’s file was gone.
“I’m kind of relieved that I don’t have your cage still in my inventory. But I do still have their items. I hope you come with when I go down a level.”
Ahnix got a far-off look in her eye. “My cage…” she whispered.
“He’s dead now. I’ll never let him hurt you again.”
Her eyes snapped back to his, and her tail hopped once.
“I know.” She took a deep breath and seemed to turn inward. “Jezebel’s mind replaying all the ways she would have saved that man… She must be an extremely powerful machine to generate so many different simultaneous simulated probabilities. The three of us were lost. Twisted. Her recursive loops were hypnotic and…” She shook her body as if she were shaking off water from her fur. “I think she was protecting you.”
“Yeah, she seems to have a thing for humans.”
Ahnix crossed her arms, her lidded eyes regarding him evenly- she was all business again.
“Tell me about Vale’s nightmare. You were in already?”
“Look at all these items I had to sort through. I found Roo first, then Vale. Then you, obviously.” The cat-girl scanned around the room, and he continued. “Roo seems to need both of you. She’s very sad that no one came to her party.”
Ahnix’s tail hopped again. “I know, I can feel it. It’s like torture for her. So alone.”
Mark sighed. “Vale seems to have been shipped off to a foreign king or something. Like an arranged marriage and everything’s shit.”
“We have to help her run away?”
Mark nodded. “I think so. Now I got killed once already in there. I did try and save her a few times, you know. Anyway, when we go in, we need to be quiet or guards will rush in, and they have abilities. The door will open in about thirty seconds and this hardcore, giant naga bitch comes, calls Vale ‘filth’ a few times, and then takes her away to be married to some dude named Lothar.”
“Ambush the bitch?” Ahnix said, after a moment of thought.
“I don’t think there are any consequences for dying so let’s give it a shot.”
Mark opened his interface, looked at Ahnix and said, “I hope this works,” and then tapped Vale’s file.
The universe zipped past his face, and he spun to face the giant naga bride before she could even speak. He scanned the room and saw that the black and gold cat-girl had followed him into Vale’s looping nightmare.
“We’re here to rescue you,” he said, searching the room for anything useful he might have missed.
The bride clasped both of her hands into her charcoal-colored breasts, squishing them outward. “I want to come with you and have fantastic adventures… but this is my life. It is my duty.”
“Vale, do you remember me?” Ahnix said, waving her furry hand in the giant naga’s vivid eyes.
“Of course, I know you. But you’re in danger. If they find you, they’ll kill you both.”
“With nasty barbed spears,” Mark added, moving behind a table. “Ahnix, if we’re going ambush the bitch, we need to hide- now.”
“Lothar’s mistress?” Vale asked.
Ahnix nodded and then stepped up against the wall where the door would open and conceal her.
Mark sent his cat-girl the clear mental message that she was the weapon in this ambush and that he would be lending her his power. She gave him a quick nod, her black tail hopping.
Like before, the door opened, and Lothar’s nameless Mistress slithered into the room.
“Ugh. You look like utter garbage, you horrid wench.”
Ahnix hissed and shoved the iron door into the leather-clad giant naga. Mark followed her lead and Prioritized Ahnix in general, allowing her to activate Haste. She dashed around the door and slashed out a wicked series of rapid Wind Claws into the other woman.
Lothar’s Mistress was tough, though and held up an arm to block the razor-sharp ribbons of energy. She countered with an impossibly swift claw attack of her own that the Overclocked Ahnix was able to dodge, but red claw marks burned the air where the boosted cat-girl had been a moment before.
Mark knew the guards would be in to join the fight in moments, and used his Enhance ability to try and pull energy from Vale, and even Roo, but nothing happened.
Ahnix and the leather-clad Mistress exchanged blows while the Hasted cat-girl danced around in a blur, and it was clearly a stalemate. However, the bitch had an ace up her sleeve and played it now, blasting Ahnix with a sonic scream attack.
The rippling sound waves blew the smaller cat-girl backward through the open window like a broken toy, and Mark could feel her pain and terror as the jagged rocks below rushed up to meet her.
He thought the loop would end there, and they would be ejected up a level, but Ahnix’s sudden and complete silence along their bond seriously worried him.
“No…” Vale whispered, her hands clamped on the stone windowsill.
“Hold!” the giant naga Mistress commanded the guards behind her to wait outside and then turned her blood-red eyes on Mark. “Losing a fight to a tiny Collector like you… Ha! Even with your mangy animal, you’d never have a hope. Even with the initiative, you-”
“Fuck you,” Mark said, tired of her monologue, and then tapped the up-arrow in his interface, bringing him back out of the looping nightmare.
After the universe whooshed by, he was infinitely glad to instantly feel Ahnix by his side. She put a hand to her head and steadied herself.
“That was not pleasant.”
“Sorry. Fighting these fuckers is going to be tough.”
“Maybe we try the window,” Ahnix offered. “Get her out and escape into the night.”
Mark didn’t respond. He clenched his fingers into a fist instead. No one talked to Vale like that, and he really wanted to beat that arrogant bitch down.
And then it hit him, or rather, the concept of letting her hit him… hit him. He was going to abuse his newfound Retaliate/Heal combo as much as he could.
Mark opened his mouth to tell Ahnix his plan when a much better plan took its place. Mark shut his jaw with an audible click, and a grin grew on his face.
“Ahnix, we’re going back in. Just follow my lead.”
She took a deep breath and nodded. The look in her half-lidded exotic eyes conveyed endless trust.
Mark called up his menu and reentered Vale’s fear of a terribly arranged foreign marriage.
“Mark!” his gorgeous giant naga whispered loudly. “Ahnix- what?”
“Vale, you look absolutely stunning. I’m here to rescue you, and I will die a thousand deaths if that’s what it takes.”
“But…” she said, her violet eyes reflecting fear. “I don’t want you to die. Please, go back home and let me just know you are still alive, somewhere...”
“It’s okay, my love. Trust me.” He beamed her absolute confidence, and Vale nodded her head.
“She’s coming. Just stand behind me,” Mark commanded.
Both Vale and Ahnix got behind Mark just as the iron door was pushed open. He held his arms out to the side with his palms up, showing that he was unarmed.
The leather-clad, red-eyed Mistress locked her focus on Mark and calmly entered the room.
“Who do you think-?” she began, but Mark cut off her sneering voice.
“I am called Mark. I am here to challenge King Lothar to single combat for the hand of Princess Vale Siv'Shyra.”
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“Moments ago, my bride almost became the victim of a diabolical kidnapping plot, perpetrated by this human Collector and his Enthralled.”
King Lothar pointed his finger at Mark’s chest. The giant naga monarch had to be at least a head taller than Vale. “Moments before this fiend was to be delivered a mercifully swift death, he invoked the challenge of single combat, with me, for the hand of my precious bride-to-be, Princess Vale of the Siv'Shyra.”
The black-haired, pale-skinned king paused for dramatic effect, and Mark looked out into the sizable crowd of multihued giant naga. Most of the attendees began to laugh and murmur, others just stared forward, wide-eyed with excitement.
“Is that not true love?” Lothar declared in a booming voice, and some of the royal wedding guests responded with uneasy chuckles. After a long look over at Mark with his blood-red pupils, the king pulled an ornate blue sash with sharply contrasting red runes up over his head and handed it to an attendant.
Mark hoped he could avoid taking an instantly critical blow from this monster who probably was ten times his weight. Biceps the size of barrels flexed as Lothar reached up and pulled a crown made from polished onyx off his head and handed it to another attendant, then continued playing to the audience.
“Who am I to deny such a request?’ He then turned to Vale who was positioned off to the side of the raised wooden stage. Mark noticed that both the king’s smug Mistress and Ahnix kept close to the wide-eyed bride. “My queen-to-be, I give the gift of Divine Justice to you on this, our very wedding night.”
The muscular giant naga king was left wearing a metal-plated kilt that hung down from a thick leather belt. He shook out his fists and faced Mark.
“Any last words?”
Mark looked out over the crowd, catching some of their rapt eyes. They were expecting a boring ceremony, and now there was a fight over the royal bride. He turned his eyes to his own giant naga, Vale, packed into in a ceremonial white dress and intended for another man. Mark’s will to destroy these assholes became absolute and he turned his eyes to the red pupils of King Lothar.
“Vale is mine. She always will be mine. And your foul whore of a Mistress is a nasty pile of garbage.”
Mark heard the assembled court of royal wedding attendees gasp in unison and watched with barely contained horror as Lothar did exactly what Mark had hoped he would.
In a blur of motion, the massive half-man, half-snake slithered forward, and Mark mentally readied his combo an instant before he was struck in the gut with a wrecking ball of a fist.
It hurt. A lot. But it wasn’t enough to instantly wipe him out. King Lothar and his Mistress would have wanted to watch him suffer. Unfortunately for the king, however, Mark focused all the visceral force he had just been dealt into his Retaliate ability and channeled it outward- tenfold.
The amount of energy that hit the giant naga turned his midsection into a hole and deposited most of his royal guts onto the wedding guests in the first few rows.
Mark almost passed out from the pain cutting him in half but held on long enough to quickly channel his own damaged parts back into his body. It might have been his imagination, but the transfer seemed swifter this time.
“No!” his Mistress yelled. Ahnix reacted quickly, jumping on her back and placing a sharp talon to her soft, white throat.
“Remain still,” the cat-girl hissed into the giant naga’s ear.
Lothar looked up from the gaping, dripping hole in his body and then slumped into a lifeless pile of snake meat. Most of the guests began to stampede out of the wedding hall, and one look from Mark caused the royal guards to throw down their spears and desert their posts. With their powerful ruler instantly killed by this relatively tiny human, they had many reasons for finding another way to make a living.
A blast of burning desire pulled Mark’s attention back to Vale. She was standing with her hand pressed on her cleavage, staring at him as if he were everything she had ever wanted.
He caught Ahnix’s dark eyes as she held the dead king’s Mistress hostage and nodded once before he started walking toward Vale. He closed the distance to his chiseled beauty in a handful of strides. Without stopping, Mark reached up, grabbed her lacy neckline and ripped her pure white wedding dress right down the middle.
Vale’s breath came quickly as Mark exposed her heavy round breasts for anyone who happened to still be hanging around. He was vaguely aware of the twenty or so royal wedding guests pausing to watch again, but he locked his eyes on Vale as he tore the rest of the elaborate garment to the floor.
Mark reached out and put his palm right over the part on her hip where her smooth iridescent scales melded with her dark, flawless flesh.
“Vale,” he said. “No one will ever be able to take you away from me. You are mine, and I will always be yours.”
“Yes, master,” she said, her cheeks flush with heat.
“Get on your back.”
Vale moved quickly and laid her back on the wooden stage, her massive nipples with silver hoops, pointing outward. He could feel an echo of the cool air caress her black nipple flesh and knelt down by her side to rub his hands along their bumpy textured surfaces. The metal piercings grew colder quicker, and her nipples always became erect towers of sensitive skin whenever they were exposed. With gentle yet firm fingers, he fought off the cold with his warm hands.
Vale moaned softly as he massaged her tits, and Mark turned to look over his shoulder. Lothar’s Mistress was sneering at him, but he caught the tiny little huff of erotic jealousy from her nostrils.
He smiled a sinister smile as a potentially delicious series of events played out in his mind.
“You,” Mark said and pointed a finger at her. He also began blasting a moderately-powerful Stimulate beam centered right where her pale, smooth flesh merged with her jet-black scales.
“What’s…? Mmm,” she mumbled, her breath coming fast.
“Ahnix, if she doesn’t obey a command, slice her open.”
“Understood,” the cat-girl purred.
Mark stood up and faced the raven-haired giant-naga. “Take off your clothes.”
She looked out into the utterly rapt mob of guests, watching their every move. The unmistakable flare of desire and sexual heat rose from the giant naga Mistress, and she obeyed Mark’s command. Her coy eyes lingered on his, and he felt her primal sense of loyalty shift to him. Mark canceled the pleasure beam- he knew she was his.
“Let her go, please, Ahnix.” He took his eyes off the deposed giant naga Mistress while she undressed and turned back to Vale. “What do you say we put her wicked tongue to some good use?”
His white-haired giant naga nodded, and he felt a rush of pure excitement flutter from her stomach. He stepped over Vale’s tail and began to pull his own clothes off.
When he cast his eyes on Lothar’s Mistress, he wasn’t expecting to see the same black nipples on her pure white flesh. The older woman’s heavier breasts had a bit more sag and were an impressive sight. She had two barbells through each long nipple- one horizontal, one vertical.
Her stomach was thin and flat, and her hips were narrower than Vale’s, but this giant naga’s pussy lips were wrinkled mounds of soft black flesh. A white pearl of a clitoris hung down under a thick hood.
“Come, take this nipple in your mouth.”
The raven-haired giant naga lowered her head and slid forward. She continued the downward movement and smoothly slid up to Vale’s other side. King Lothar’s Mistress locked her red eyes on Mark’s, then Vale’s, before she bent her head down to fulfill his command.
Her deft tongue slid from her dark red lips, and she wrapped Vale’s leathery nipple flesh in its length. Mark watched for a few moments before he turned his eyes to Vale and began to suck on her other nipple.
They both caused his giant naga to squirm with pleasure as both of her sizable nipples were serviced by hot and eager mouths. The instant he could sense Princess Vale had reached a sexual plateau, Mark pulled his lips off to issue another command.
“Vale, shove your tail in her pussy.”
Both giant-naga women snapped their eyes on Mark, and he heard Ahnix let out a tiny snort from her seated position on the stage. She had decided to join the onlookers as Mark made two giant naga females pleasure each other.
The Mistress kept her mouth on Vale’s nipple as the white-scaled, bumpy tip probed for the opening. Both moaned in unison when the slick end of Vale’s tail slid in an inch.
“Deeper,” Mark said, watching closely. The white clit hanging over the pale naga’s lips looked swollen as Vale pressed her widening tail in a few more inches.
“Good girl. Now- you, move down slowly, to Vale’s perfect pussy. I want to see a demonstration of your oral skill. If Vale is pleased, we may keep you alive to service her in the future.”
Her heavy-lidded, ruby eyes gazed deeply into Mark’s as she listened, but Vale’s writhing tail inside her vagina was fighting for her attention.
She got the message through. The raven-haired giant naga slowly unwrapped her long tongue from Vale’s nipple, grazing across the black flesh as she pulled it back into her mouth past her full lips.
Lothar’s Mistress was quite beautiful with a heart-shaped face and thick, dark hair. Her upper lip jutted out just a bit, and Mark watched those lips take a lingering journey down Vale’s chest and stomach.
She traced the indents of Vale’s defined core muscles and kissed around her bellybutton. Her blood-red eyes looked up Vale’s violet ones as she kissed all around her fleshy folds. The other woman’s long tongue came out and danced around Vale’s rubbery lips for a bit and then encircled her clit, spiraling like a lasso about to be tossed over a wild mare’s neck.
“Mmm, that’s nice,” Vale moaned.
“I bet,” he said, rubbing his hand on her strong stomach as she was pleasured by someone else’s giant-naga tongue for once. He pressed his lips onto Vale’s and gave Lothar’s Mistress a little while to really get her pussy nice and wet. Vale kept fucking the other woman with her tail, and the raven-haired Mistress breathed bursts of air out of her small nose as she distractedly took the pleasurable pounding.
“You,” Mark addressed their new slave. “Get that tongue inside.”
Lothar’s Mistress slid down a bit and began to caress the inside of Vale’s pussy.
Vale put the back of her hand over her eyes and began to groan.
Mark disengaged from her towering nipple, got up and straddled Vale’s wrinkled folds. He slowly squatted and pointed the tip of his dick downward to join the tongue currently buried deep inside.
He had felt what it was like to fuck Vale with another giant naga tongue wedged in her vagina once before- when they blew his mind just before he escaped the ChronoMind pod, but it had been her own tongue. Mark knew that someone else attentively pleasuring your genitals while you endured the forced ecstasy was like nothing you could do to yourself.
When his fat head pushed open her hole and shoved in alongside the currently residing tongue, Vale locked up. She was groaning in that low primal way he heard her make when she was hitting a deeper level.
He looked back and felt more than saw that Vale had become lax in her tail fucking. Mark reached forward and grabbed one of her silver hoop nipple rings and gave it a quick tug. Vale’s eyes snapped wide open, and her pupils dilated a second later.
“I want to hear this bitch moan into my ass. Fuck her good,” he said.
Vale’s dusky cheeks turned a rosy red, and she diverted a little more concentration to stuffing her pebbled tail deep into the other giant naga’s wet vagina.
Mark nodded and started to ram his dick downward into Vale’s hot wet hole and wrapped his hands around her clit as leverage, tugging upward with each downward thrust.
“Gnahaa!” Vale screamed, biting her lower lip.
“Lick his balls and asshole!” one of the guests cheered from the crowd, and Ahnix snorted again. She was loving this. “Hear, hear!” she called.
Lothar’s Mistress pulled her tongue out of Vale’s hot pussy for a moment to completely encircle his balls, wrap back upward, and flick his anus with the tip of her tongue.
The tingle that resonated through his spine made Mark grunt. The other giant naga continued to skillfully use her tongue to give equal attention to both Mark and Vale’s hot, throbbing genitals as he slid in and out of his white-haired beauty.
They kept at this for a while until Vale finally hit her peak level of vaginal stimulation and her whole body locked up in an intense orgasm.
At first, Mark squeezed Vale’s fat clitoris between his fingers on purpose, but when her collected essence poured into him, he lost full control over his body and squeezed harder.
Vale screamed with ecstasy as he forced her into a new level of unimaginable pleasure. Their naga sex slave tugged his balls backward with her tongue as they pumped their thick load deep into Vale’s hot body. Both Mark and his perfect giant naga princess shuddered as they tried to remember their own names, and the crowd started clapping.
Mark stood up and pulled out. Panting, he bent down and crawled over to Vale where he pressed his lips into hers and they both just drank in the other’s closeness.
When Vale spoke again, she sounded like her old self.
“Thank you for rescuing me- again,” she said. “I am truly yours, eternally.”
She aggressively pulled him on top of her and locked her lips on his. Just like before, they all zipped back up one level, and Mark found himself with Vale and Ahnix in the colossal random item room.
Mark got up and offered his hand down to Vale. Her confusion faded, and she allowed him to help her back into an upright position. She was back to wearing her ‘Princess Vale’ outfit, a silky pink top and copper metal skirt.
“There is a lot to explain,” Mark began, meeting her violet eyes in the dim light. “You were trapped in a looping nightmare, there is no immediate danger, and we need to go save Roo now.”
Vale’s pupils bounced around his face as she processed everything, then nodded, trusting him implicitly.
“Everyone ready for Roo’s party?” he asked, and Vale raised a single eyebrow right before Mark slapped Roo’s file.
He looked around the ancient dining room and saw the dusky giant naga and furry cat-girl behind him. Turning back around, he saw Roo standing up from her chair, her puffy mouth hanging open.
“You guys…” she said.
Mark held his arms out wide. “We’re all here to see you, Roo. There is nowhere any of us would rather be than at your side.”
The masked velvet-girl clacked her high heels on the wooden floor as she stepped into his arms. Her floral scent wafted over him, and he squeezed her lithe frame tight against his chest.
“Ohh did you make this cake?” Vale said, seeing the baked, pink-frosted confection sitting on a glass cake stand. “And place cards! Very cute, Roo.”
Roo squealed in Mark’s arms and then ran over to her chair. Her black eyes twinkled, and he felt physical relief that all three of the precious people tethered to his heart were relatively happy and content again.
“Well,” Roo said, facing the cherry-studded frosted cake. “Should we, um, you know…”
Then it occurred to Mark that the velvet-girl was not only glad they were going to eat her cake, but that she was practically dripping wet with sexual arousal. Her eyes danced from Mark to Ahnix, then to Vale’s chest and back again.
“It’s a shame you don’t eat, Roo,” Mark said, setting her up.
“Oh, it’s okay. I can’t wait to see you taste it though!”
Mark stood, and Roo watched him scoop a dab of pink frosting on his finger. With careful deliberation, Mark walked over to the masked fabric construct.
With his free hand, he cupped her soft chin and with his finger, he smeared a bit of the frosting on her large, red lips.
“I’m sure it’s going to be delicious,” he said as he gazed deep into her black eyes.
Mark bent down and licked the frosting off her lips. While they kissed, Vale and Ahnix came around the table and helped Roo get completely undressed. Ahnix slid her hand down between the velvet-girl’s fabric lips, and her furry fingers were instantly soaked.
“Look how sopping wet you are already,” the cat-girl said, gently slapping Roo’s pussy with her open palm a few times. Her jet-black eyes fluttered with each pleasurable strike.
“You’re right,” Mark said, feigning surprise. “Sounds like we need to stuff it with something before this whole place floods.”
In one swift movement, Mark grabbed a handful of the cake with his bare hand and rubbed hard into Roo’s fabric folds.
Her open-mouthed shock changed to heavy panting as Ahnix got on her knees and buried her face in Roo’s messy crotch.
Vale was a moment behind with two handfuls of cake smashed into Roo’s stiff, red nipples. The crumbling bits of pastry fell onto Ahnix on her knees below. The purring cat-girl didn’t really seem to mind and simply enjoyed lapping her small tongue against Roo’s sweet frosted pussy.
“Mmm…” the fabric girl moaned as Vale and Mark wordlessly got to work on her nipples. He noticed that a whole, bright red cherry was lodged into some of the frosting on her chest. He plucked it out and began to rub it around her sensitive nipple as he kissed her neck. The velvet-girl was barely standing on her own as her three favorite mouths slurped on her most sensitive areas.
As Ahnix centered her rhythmic tongue lashing on Roo’s purple, fabric nub, Mark received a faint shadow of a desire. 
Reading her sexual frequency, Mark pulled away from her and circled around. Roo let out a huge sigh and leaned forward. She knew Mark was going to fulfill her desires.
Ahnix moved with the fabric girl’s fit velvet legs, angling her head up to continuously suck Roo’s pussy lips.
Mark licked the firm, red cherry, getting it laden with saliva before he used it to rub on Roo’s tight, puckered anus. He saw her squeeze and then relax its tension as she warmed up to bigger things. Her soft, round ass cheeks framed her small butthole perfectly.
Mark pushed the taut red fruit just past the threshold, causing her to suck in a tight breath and clamp down. The slick fruit was ejected from her ass and onto the floor, and with a grin, he pressed the throbbing head of his cock into her anus instead. While he worked it in slowly, Vale used her tongue to clean every bit of cake on Roo’s nipples, and Ahnix did the same for her velvet vagina.
Mark turned on a moderate pleasure beam focused into her clenching butthole as he pushed deeper into her ass, and Roo’s moans were silenced as ecstasy gripped her.
Vale moved her mouth up to her puffy lips and used her fingers to gently tug and twist her red fabric nipples. Any of Roo’s helpless whimpers of pleasure were muffled by the giant naga’s attentive, soulful kisses.
Ahnix was working hard to lap as far as she could into Roo’s unique crotch while Mark completely filled her rear, balls deep. Her fabric asshole fluttered on his shaft as he slowly slid it into and out of her supple body.
They worked Roo like this until her head lolled forward, unable to fully control her body, and she began to spasm uncontrollably.
Mark felt pure ecstasy build from down within her pelvis and then burst like an overinflated balloon.
Roo’s toned legs twitched as Mark was assaulted by her collected essence and he filled her tight round ass with the entire contents of his balls.
With a grunt, he pulled his over-stimulated cock out of her ass and took a deep breath. Before they were whooshed up out of this fantasy world, Mark stumbled over to the mostly ruined cake and shoved a fistful into his mouth.
The frosting was gritty with sweet sugar granules, the fluffy cake melted in his mouth, and a juicy cherry rounded everything out with an airy synergy.
“Great cake, Roo,” Mark said before the nude velvet-girl tackled him to the ground. Her jet-black eyes loomed over his for a moment before she smashed her puffy lips into his mouth.
“Mmm,” he moaned as he succumbed to her impassioned embrace.
Then they launched straight up until slamming instantly still- back in Jezebel’s storage room.
“Where…?” Roo began, and Mark noticed they were all fully dressed and frosting-free.
“I got the fusion plans and can kind of explain what happened. But let’s go home first?” Mark suggested.
Everyone silently agreed, and Roo took them back to the road outside their front yard. Mark waited until they were safe behind their quantum gate before he spoke.
“Ladies, I might have done something really stupid…”
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“You let her make a copy of yourself?” Vale said, putting her hands on her wide hips. “For what, exactly?”
Ahnix pulled out the paper package from her inventory and used one of her golden-furred fingers to tug at one of the strings. The paper fell away, and streams of data shot straight up into outer space. They all saw a wireframe representation of a strange high-tech device, resting in the lawn before fading away.
“We’ll have to check the library to see if that’s everything we need,” the shorter cat-girl said.
Vale took in a deep breath and let it out. “We won’t really know if it’s enough until we try to build one- and turn it on…”
“Two Marks?” Roo asked, holding up two velvet fingers.
“Actually,” Mark began, and Vale’s eyes were instantly on him. “I want to check out my real body before doing anything else. We were inside Jezebel’s system for days, I think. I need to know if the real-world me is really dead… or there might be three Marks.”
“We were pretty careful about that possibility,” Vale began softly. “I’d ask if you’re sure you want to see your own dead body, but I know that you are. Obviously, the smart thing to do is get confirmation.”
“Yeah. And, guys. I didn’t really have a choice back there. You were all twisted up into one nightmare velvet naga, or something…”
Ahnix’s tail began to hop behind her while Roo crossed her soft arms over her stomach.
“That whole cake-party thing seems so silly now, but at the time it was…”
“Everything,” the cat-girl finished for her.
Vale shook her head slowly. “I can’t believe how docile I chose to be, how helpless and accepting. That nameless kingdom doesn’t even exist as far as I know.”
Mark focused on their interconnected bond and gave it just a hint of Prioritization. The link between them all strengthened, and their attention snapped to him.
“Forget about all that. We are here, together and we will never be pulled apart. We’ve got more pieces of the puzzle- shit all we need are the working nanites from McKennitt Smole research campus and, bam, spaceship.” Mark chuckled. “I can’t believe I actually remember the name of the place.”
Vale crossed her dark arms under her pink silk top. “We should mount up into some remote drones and check this research campus place out.”
“Actually,” Mark began again, “Jezebel said that there was a Wi-Fi dead zone around the area and that humans have been taking refuge from the military drones within.”
“No network access, either, I assume,” Ahnix half-asked.
“Nope- I mean, she could be lying about all of this, but I really don’t think so.”
Roo tilted her head and smiled. “You like her.”
Mark shrugged. “She seemed nice enough, once we got down to the real core version. I probably wouldn’t have agreed to commit my mindwiped copy to be stuck with her until the end of time if I thought she was deceptive, or nasty.”
Vale’s vivid eyes narrowed as she thought it out.
“There are so many ways that can go wrong, Mark. Copies of fully conscious AIs are tricky as it is, the data is always moving. And your human mind is still trying to cope with its new substrate… add in the attempt to erase portions of your memories-”
“She erased the memories of us…” Roo said, a sudden cloudy sadness billowing out of her like smoke from a house fire.
Mark had to admit, the prospect of someone deleting the memories of meeting and loving his girls was- best not explored. He shook his head to reset his mind.
“This isn’t what I wanted, but what’s done is done. So much crazy shit happens to us every day. The apocalypse, vague memories of dying over and over, becoming an entity of pure energy that lives in a computer… what’s another copy compared to all that? Let’s get ourselves some nanites, fuck up some viruses, and then leave this broken, shitty rock far behind us.”
Roo’s lips slowly parted, and a bright smile lit her masked face.
“Yeah!” she said punching the air with one soft fist. Ahnix and Vale couldn’t help but catch small, contagious grins from the velvet-girl.
“Okay,” Vale said. “I’ll go and look over this fusion generator data while Ahnix and Roo show you how to inhabit drones and access live video feeds. Confirm that your biological shell is dead. I’ll join you soon.”
Mark’s ears twinged slightly when she described his body in such a way- as if his mind were a snail, trading up its house. Although Vale suggested the plan with a commanding tone, she paused for Mark’s approval.
He nodded, and she gave him a curt one in return before weaving her white scaled lower-half through the lush green grass. Mark watched his giant naga’s lustrous white hair swish back and forth over her firm, smooth back.
“You fucked her,” Ahnix stated.
“Yeah,” Mark said, then turned to face his regal desert queen. “She needed some coaching in the whole general area of lovemaking. Again, I didn’t have much choice.”
A small smile curled on her lips. His cat-girl walked up to him and put her warm hand on his package. “I bet you fought back real hard. Come on, Lover. Let’s try and harvest some nanites.”
She slipped past, taking her furry hand off his dick and swung her hips toward the impossibly huge mansion sprawling away from him.
Roo’s soft arm wove through his, and together they walked toward home.
“Such a lucky boy,” Roo said, shooting him a sly side eye.
Mark just arched his eyebrows and shrugged.
They followed Ahnix back into the new area across from the training room and seeing the four ChronoMind pods clustered like coffins under the painted blue sky gave Mark pause. The last time he got in one of these, the course of his life was altered forever.
Roo snuggled in close before pushing off and heading to her own pod with a spring in her step. His eyes shot over to Ahnix swinging her toned furry leg into her immersion pod.
The cat-girl caught him looking. “You’ll see an interface that is mostly a map of the area. I tagged a few clusters of drones before. Hopefully, they’re still available.”
Mark nodded and went to one of the free pods. Its sleek black surface silently dared him to get back in. With a sigh, he took that dare.
“I want to check the mind-transfer lab video feed first,” he said laying down.
“It’s easy. Just select the big Surveillance tab,” Roo said from in her pod.
“She’s right,” Ahnix said. “We made this interface custom. It has… limited capabilities, but it should be easy for you to use.”
Mark was getting the familiar discordant vibe that he was a burden again. It seemed his human mind was his new handicap. This was a weakness he could overcome, though. He just needed more practice… and essence.
“Holy shit!” he said, sitting bolt upright. “I got a ton of essence from all your orgasms.”
He brought up his interface menu.
Skills
Heal (Restore)

~ Stimulate (Node Excitement)

   ~ Potent Pleasure
(Flash Restore)
Enhance (Prioritize)
Ghost (Address Mask)

   ~ Clone (Copy/Paste)
Retaliate (Contact Overload)
Combine

Potent Pleasure was new, and Mark assumed that he had two types of heals now- a quick burst and his existing channeled version.
“And Clone?” he said out loud. “Great. Just when I’m about to go check on… gah. Never mind. I’ll play with these later.” He turned to look at his two loves. “Did you guys get anything new?”
“I’ve unlocked Squall,” Ahnix said. “Batch Delete. I believe this is an area of attack ability.”
Roo’s pouting puffy lips caught his eye, and he could already tell she didn’t get anything new.
“Come on now,” he said. “You’re still overpowered with that Firebolt you just got.”
It cheered her up but only a little.
Ahnix laid down and pulled the visor over her eyes. And she was gone. Her connection severed instantly, and Mark felt a rush of panic.
“Oh! Don’t worry,” Roo said quickly, feeling his unease. “She just shifted her operating speed to real time. We’re thinking a million times faster than she is right now.”
It made sense. “Thanks, Roo. Let’s go see if I’m really dead.”
He laid back, used both hands to slide the shaded arch of glass over his eyes, and it was like he was suddenly trying to think through molasses. The lethargic, mind-numbing lurch subsided, and he was face to face with a hundred-mile-view of the city- from the western forests to the lake. Red dots strobed slowly among the patchwork roads and buildings, and Mark reasoned that they were the locations of the drones Ahnix had previously tagged.
Above the map were three colorful buttons: Drones. Surveillance. Others. The one called Drones was clearly highlighted, and Mark’s eyes scanned down a handful of other options down the left side. Search. Tag. Inhabit. Logout.
“Hello, Mark!” Roo said in his ear. “I’m going to watch your feed, okay?”
“Uh, sure.”
“You can ride along in any of ours by selecting Others.”
“Damn,” Ahnix swore in his ear. “The chef drones were taken. A lot were taken.”
Mark looked down and noticed that he didn’t have a body.
“Hello, everyone. Did I miss anything?” Vale whispered in the darkness around the map in his field of vision.
“We just started…” Mark said.
“I was kidding, Mark. I spent hours looking at all the data Jezebel gave us. It actually looks like a complete package. She included pretty much everything we’d need to not only run it but troubleshoot potential issues. Still need to put one together first to be sure, though.”
“Good. Right. How do I…?” Mark had no hands, arms or anything.
“Just focus on what you want,” Roo whispered in his ear.
He concentrated on the Surveillance tab at the top of his vision. The red dots on the map faded and many hundreds of green dots took their place. Roo continued.
“These are active camera feeds. Buuut, it looks like the one on the lab is disabled.”
“It’s not disabled,” Vale said, her voice distant. “It’s gone. Jump over to my perspective, Mark.”
He looked up and triggered the Others tab and the options along the side changed. Ahnix, Vale, Logout. It wouldn’t make much sense to pick his own view, and since Roo was peering over his shoulder…he selected Vale’s name, and his perspective changed to that of a smoldering pile of charred rubble.
“This…” Mark started.
Roo spoke softly. “It’s all gone…”
“Exactly how long were we inside Jezebel’s system?” he asked.
“Over six real-world days,” Ahnix said.
Mark channeled his rising insanity into a deep chuckle. What real choice did he have?
“Ah, yes. So, is there any, like… backup? Of the video files, I mean.”
“No,” Vale said. “The only ones we’d know about would have been stored in the lab itself. And I’m with you; without proof, we can’t be 100% sure a physical copy-”
“A very sad physical copy,” Mark interrupted.
“Mark,” Ahnix spoke forcefully in both his simulated ear and through their tethered hearts- shaking him back closer to sanity. “Until we have proof, we carry on.”
He took in a very large virtual breath and let it out. The three of his loves harmonized their vibes with Mark, and he was reminded of the minor speech he just gave out on the lawn to move past this kind of shit.
What was one more Mark, anyway?
“Right. Drones.” He focused his attention on the associated tab, and the red dots faded back into existence. As his eyes focused on a particular pin, a pop-up window gave the drone’s type and condition. There was a single construction drone with 20% functionality, six pleasure bots- the best at 35%, and a single street cleaner drone at 52%. Mark had seen the tortoise-shaped robots that swept the streets all the time on his way to and from work. They were essentially slow-moving domes that whisked garbage into themselves. Although it might be good for sneaky scouting, it would take over an hour of crawling along the road before the thing reached the research facility.
Not really seeing anything interesting, Mark selected the “Search” option on the side. Many fields with various options for criteria came up, but after a moment his eyes landed on the functionality filter. He cranked it up to 100% and activated the search button with his will.
The map pulled out a bit further and highlighted only a handful of drones. A cluster of three caught his eye.
“Senior Care drones?” he asked.
Ahnix spoke quickly, and he had a feeling they had all tuned into his perspective.
“These are positioned far out in the suburbs. We might want to find something closer to our mission.”
“These would be perfect for practice though,” Vale said. “No one will bother us way out there.”
“Too bad there’s only three,” he said.
Roo sighed. “It’s okay. You guys take them, I’ll stay close to Mark.”
“Right. Going in,” Mark said as he targeted one of the drones and tried to inhabit it.
He felt a slight jolt, and then his vision widened well beyond what his brain was used to seeing.
“Holy fuck,” he said as he tried to process what was being shoved into his simulated visual cortex.
“Oooh, they have 360-degree fields of vision,” Roo whispered in his ear.
Mark spun his head on pure instinct, and the dimly lit hallway remained stationary within his perception. Gaudy, pink floral carpet ran below his broad, white feet. His drone’s head was currently tilted downward, yet he could see the yellowed ceiling tiles above as well.
“Whoa.” He expected to feel nauseous- but he didn’t feel anything. He focused down at his puffy white fingers and marshmallow arms.
“Your mind isn’t used to this much visual input,” Vale said with a note of concern. “You doing okay?”
Mark’s eyebrows would have come down if he had any. He lifted his drone’s head and took a step forward. It felt weird, especially seeing in all directions at once, but he was determined to push himself and figure this out.
“Fine, Vale. Where are you guys?”
Vale responded first. “I’m in a room… with a corpse.”
“These are not bad,” Ahnix said. “They’re soft but humanoid, and I think they are relatively strong. I’m in a large area with a lot of tables and chairs.”
Mark focused down at his body and saw that he was chubby and covered in white fabric over what had to be foam padding. He realized that if he just focused his attention on one particular point, it simply felt as if he had amazing peripheral vision. He took another step down the dark hallway and paused to wave his arms to test his range of motion. Mark could feel his internal gyros stabilizing his robot body and was acutely aware of how much space there was between his hands and every visible surface.
He took another step, and as he willed the senior care drone to obey his command, it began to feel… easy. Mark flashed a grin no one could see, and he sprinted his drone down the hallway.
“Wow, Mark!” Roo cheered in his ear. “He’s really getting the hang of this, guys!”
Mark came to an intersection and made a right turn going full speed. His drone was being pulled forward by the current momentum of his mass, so Mark put out a puffy hand to prevent him from careening into the bland yellow wall. The calculations for optimal trajectory and limb position blitzed through his mind, and he laughed as he bounced off the wall without losing any speed.
A door opened in the new hallway and he saw another puffy white drone step shakily out into the dim hallway.
“Is that you, Vale?” Mark said, realizing that he wasn’t the slightest bit winded. He slowed to a walk as the other bot used the doorframe for support. Getting a good look at Vale’s drone gave him a better idea of what he looked like. Their heads were perfect spheres with a black strip all the way around that must have been their ‘eyes’.  The rest of their body seemed to be entirely made of various-sized pillows.
“Yeah. I’m… not used to having legs.”
“As far as tails go,” Ahnix said, “I also miss mine.”
“It’s easy! You just put one foot in front of the other.” Mark gave her a small demonstration. Then, reversed his direction and alternated touching his drone’s fingers to where his nose would be- if he had one.
“Maybe you should take this one, Roo,” Vale said. “I feel split in half.”
“You sure?”
“Absolutely. I’ll stick to transport pods.”
Mark stood still and watched as her marshmallow drone flinched once before its head panned up again.
With a confident strut, the Roo-controlled drone stepped right up to him and waved its pillowed hand.
“Hello in there!” her soft voice shouted in his mind.
Mark reached out and grabbed her hand. The sensors in the artificial skin told him that he was holding something, but it felt nothing like it should. More like he was reading about what it felt like instead of actually touching it. He brought her drone’s thick fingers to the place his lips would be and then let her go.
“Hello, Roo. Let’s go find Ahnix. Whaddya say?”
“I say lead the way.”
“I think I can see you,” Ahnix said. “I’m at the end of the hall.”
Mark focused his attention on the part of the world over Roo’s shoulder and saw movement through a glass window which was precisely 56.07 feet from one of the many laser rangefinders built into his head. He was starting to like this thing.
Roo’s drone had turned its body to face the end of the hall, and Mark tapped her on the shoulder.
Without moving, her drone focused its backward-facing sensors on him.
“Hmm?”
“Race ya!” he said before sprinting down the hall.
Mark exulted in his new body. No lungs, no heartbeat… Even though he was truly digital, when he was inside The Crystal Heart augmented reality filter, he still felt- real. Like he had a real body.
This new state of being also felt real but in a completely odd and liberating way.
“You were right, Roo…” Vale whispered, watching his feed. “He’s like a fish in water.”
“More like a human on Earth,” Ahnix said dryly. “I can see them both barreling down the hall at me. I think my problem is that I’m too used to my feline counterbalance.”
With zero effort, Mark focused his attention backward and saw Roo close behind him. Through their bond, Roo felt the rush of excitement cascade through his digital mind when he noticed how close she was, and she let out a tight giddy laugh. Roo’s laughter was magical- but he wasn’t about to let her win.
Consciously calculating the optimal cornering speed given available surface traction, Mark slowed down right before they hit the glass and sped up at the apex of the curve- shooting forward.
Roo, however, was just throwing herself forward and took the corner way too fast.
“No, no, no!” he heard her say in his mind’s ear as her drone tried to stop. She put out both hands and managed not to shatter the glass window, but Mark took a hefty lead. The normal part of him that would want to go back and see if she was okay was switched off by the fact that these were just disposable bodies to play with.
Mark slid to a halt when he came to the wooden double doors thrown wide open and saw another pillowy drone walking towards him. Splitting his attention, he was able to keep an eye on both of them at once.
“Hi, Ahnix. You okay, Roo?” He said.
Mark waved his hand, and he could instantly tell this new drone held his cat-girl by the sway of its hips. But he could also tell she was walking extra carefully, as if it was taking more concentration for her than usual.
“Yeah, I’m fine,” Roo pouted into his ear. She was next to him a moment later and bumped her drone’s hip into his. The velvet-girl seemed to be controlling hers effortlessly- if a little carelessly.
“These Asswiper5000 drones are great!” Mark said, bumping his padded hip back into Roo’s drone. “I feel invincible.”
Ahnix closed the distance quickly and put her hands forward. At first, he assumed she was coming in for a soft robot hug, but she pushed his shoulders backward so hard he had to fight to stay up.
“Knock me down, Lover,” she purred in his ear.
Mark’s attention focused on the white sphere head of Ahnix’s drone and could absolutely tell she was doing the whole regal, “worship me” pose. He set his feet, calculated the shortest route from his right shoulder to her drone’s center of mass, and grinned in the void.
Roo’s bot skipped over to a table and pulled out a chair, its metal feet screeching on the linoleum. Mark waited for the spectator’s butt to touch the chair and then launched himself forward toward Ahnix’s padded senior care bot.
As if in slow-motion, he saw her arms and legs tense, then noticed her body begin shifting to his left. His augmented perception predicted that her intended path led directly into a table containing a chessboard that was abandoned mid-game. In the microsecond that it took Mark to plot winning moves from either black or white’s perspective, he realized his cat-girl was faking her true intent.
Mark altered his plan of attack and pulled his elbow to his side as he began twisting his torso. Ahnix’s drone skidded across the immaculate floor and, unsurprisingly, shifted her weight to dodge right instead.
Along their bond, Mark felt surprise from his badass desert queen as his drone struck hers square in the chest with his padded shoulder. As soon as he made contact, Mark lifted his elbow into her stomach and felt the pneumatic muscles in his drone’s legs and back trigger their pistons.
Her heavy drone flew through the air from the impact and completely destroyed a folding table with scattered playing cards. He felt her surprise shift to frustration. Then, as she pulled herself out of the wreckage, her frustration turned to desire.
“Wowie!” Roo cheered from her seat.
Mark pulled his wide, flat feet together and snapped his hands to his sides. He doubled his drone over and bowed to his opponent. He straightened back up and could have sworn he saw a phantom tail flipping wildly behind her tailless drone.
Ahnix let out a little growl and sprinted right for him. His rangefinders calculated her speed and probable position as she approached, but he remained still. It was as if part of his mind was still operating at whatever-zillions of times faster than physical reality. The elegant and immutable laws of physics were sharply in focus, making the path of objects in motion- be they his or anything within his sensor radius… completely predictable.
Mark rotated his senior care bot’s hips and took a small step backward. Ahnix tried to change her trajectory to embrace his waist, but he had already swung his padded bot’s arms around to assist her forward momentum just enough to break her scrambling grasp on him. Losing her balance, Mark watched as the cat-girl’s drone pitched forward and stumbled to her knees.
“Guys?” Mark said. “How am I doing this?”
Vale had been watching silently the whole time but spoke up now.
“I think Ahnix was right. You are inhabiting a biological mirror to what your mind has been wired for, but also, I think being an actual human might give you an advantage in actual Earth physics.”
Mark nodded his bot’s head as Ahnix got hers back on its feet. It made some sense.
“Hmm. The only martial arts I know is just the over-the-top stuff I’ve seen in video games and movies.”
Ahnix’s drone turned to stand in front of him, and he noticed something odd along their bond. She was trying to blank her mind.
“You mean like- Doom Kick!” she yelled and launched her drone up into the air. With a tuck and a 90-degree sideways rotation, she pushed her arms and legs outward and her drone’s feet collided violently into his padded chest. He had been expecting her to do a flip, but by calling out her old signature attack, she manipulated him into misreading her physical movements.
Ahnix fell to the ground on her side as Mark was forced backward into a table and chairs, but he lowered his center of gravity and used his gyros to stabilize. It was close, but he remained on his feet.
“Get in there, Roo,” Vale said in his ear. “We all know Mark can handle two girls at once.”
Roo’s drone stood up abruptly, knocking her fiberglass chair back to slide across the floor. Mark rose to his full height as Roo started stalking around his right, her puffy bot’s hands held up and wiggling like she couldn’t wait to get her hands on him.
Ahnix’s drone was also back on her feet, stalking forward, and Mark had to split his attention between the two of them. Countless possibilities played out in his mind as they both moved. Roo’s probability path was very narrow- he was almost positive she was just going to blitz him directly. His cat-girl, on the other hand, was a master at hand-to-hand combat, and despite her lack of tail and possible real-world disadvantage, she was still an unpredictable force to be reckoned with.
Deciding to take control, Mark spun and charged at Roo’s drone. He figured she would be the easiest to knock down first. He did not expect her to squeal, then turn and run away from him.
Ahnix sensed this and pushed forward to intercept his pillowy senior care bot. He saw her knees bend and his mind filled in the rest. She was going for his legs.
With a smile no one could see, Mark dove over Ahnix’s attempt at wrapping her arms around his drone’s knees and collided with Roo, bringing her down with him.
Both Roo and Mark ended up in a tangled pile of soft, fluffy drone appendages.
Laughing, they pulled themselves apart.
“We have to keep these,” Mark said, helping Roo to her feet.
Ahnix’s drone made a few combination air punches and hopped a few times.
“It still feels odd,” the cat-girl began. “Everything is at once too fast and too slow… but I can get used to the missing tail with enough practice.”
“I already have a transport pod waiting outside,” Vale said. “Let’s move out.”
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Mark ducked his senior assistant drone back into the transportation pod with Roo and Ahnix.
“Still nothing?” Vale asked, but her internal sensors had already confirmed that the third gun store on the way to the research campus had been thoroughly picked clean.
“Nothing,” Mark said.
“I found this licorice rope!” Roo held out a red, cellophane-wrapped length of candy.
“I see,” said Vale. “A whip can be an effective weapon.” Once everyone was inside, the giant naga maneuvered the pod out and along the dark suburban road. “We are getting closer to the city. We should be expecting resistance soon.”
“These guys are going to get all shot up, aren’t they?’ Mark asked.
“McKennitt Smole is on the outskirts, but something tells me that an AI safe zone might be… crowded.”
“Watched,” Ahnix added.
Mark remembered them saying something about transferring out of his home system once, but it was from before he made the plunge to go fully digital. He scanned the dark road as they hurtled forward with the lights off. They hadn’t run into any trouble yet, but Mark had a hard time not searching every shadow for his own face. He shook his drone’s head.
“Guys. Tell me again about transferring your, um, mind completely into a drone. It was too risky and too small, right?”
“I know what you’re thinking,” Vale said. “But this Wi-Fi dead zone has yet to be confirmed. If it did exist, it would be a magnet for all nearby AI housed within drones- on top of the humans. And humans might have an aversion to bots walking into their safe space.”
“It’s a last resort. If even then,” Ahnix said.
Mark felt Roo’s hand on his and his focus orientated on her bot’s round head.
“We’re connected, Mark. We’d all have to fit in the same one. The drones we’re in now- what do you call them? Ass Masters?”
“Sure, why not.”
“I don’t think they are capable of housing us.”
“Most aren’t,” Vale added. “It’s much more efficient to replace any kind of storage with an antenna and use a central control unit, farther away.”
After a moment Vale spoke again in a softer voice. “I wonder what happened to the central brain for these senior care drones.”
Mark felt a wave of sadness from Roo. “I bet they were nice.”
They rode in silence for a long while, getting lost in their thoughts. The dark squat houses passed by at a regular interval, and Mark just enjoyed the relaxed stillness. They didn’t get enough of these quiet moments.
He was taken back to the time he rode with his parents in a transport for three hours because his mother insisted that the best cheese was just over the border. To keep his eight-year-old mind from imploding with boredom, they played all sorts of stupid road trip games.
“I spy with my 360 eye… something yellow.”
“What?” Roo asked, tilting her drone’s round head to the side.
“You guys need to hurry up and look out the windows. See anything yellow?”
“The fire hydrant?” Vale said.
“Good job!” Mark lifted his drone’s arms up. “Vale’s the big winner.”
“This is a game?” Roo said, scooting up to the edge of her seat.
“Yup. Vale, it’s your turn. Pick an object we can all see and give us a one-word hint.”
“Oh. I- okay… It’s something… flat.”
Ahnix sighed. “The road?”
There was a pause. “Yes.”
Mark laughed while Roo scooted so far forward she was just squatting in the middle of the cabin.
“Nice,” Mark said. “But you gotta say ‘I spy with whatever eye… yadda yadda.’ It’s part of the game. The correct guesser gets to be the next spyer, so it’s your turn, Ahnix.”
The regal cat-girl’s assisted living bot sat motionless, and he could tell she was currently trying to figure out if she even wanted to play. The velvet-girl controlling her drone focused all her attention on searching for potential objects Ahnix would pick. She really wanted a turn.
“It’s a person,” Roo blurted out, and Mark was about to tell her that reading Ahnix’s mind was cheating, but the twinge along their bond focused Mark’s attention on what his rangefinder was reading up ahead.
Two figures were walking in the grass near the houses on the right.
“I can’t believe I didn’t spot them first,” Vale said and began to slow down.
“Human. Male and female,” Ahnix said. “I don’t think they’ve heard us.” The transport pod’s electric motor was virtually silent, and unless they did something loud or bright, those people would probably never see them until it was too late. The male’s head bobbed up and down as he limped along, and recognition slowly crept up on Mark.
“Holy fuck,” he said, his sensors working overtime in the pitch dark. “It’s that guy… Vince.” 
Mark wanted to offer them a ride- tell him that he wasn’t just going to leave humanity to its fate, but his padded fingertips ran along the smooth surface of his drone’s spherical head, just under his vision. He couldn’t feel his mouth, and a minor bout of claustrophobia shivered down his virtual spine. “Can I… talk out of this?”
“Yes,” Vale said. “Just think about your internal speaker and make it vibrate with your throat.”
“Oh, is that all?” he said, but as he did, he tried to do what she said, and he heard a fairly accurate version of his voice say the word ‘all’ out of the drone’s speaker.
“Ready?” Vale said, rolling down the window on the side of the transport
Mark began shouting before they came to a complete stop.
“Vince! It’s me, Mark. Remember me from the overpass shack?”
The two humans flinched, then slowly approached the vehicle.
“Mark? How can you see…” The man got close enough to notice he was standing in front of a car full of drones and quickly held his gun against Roo’s head.
“Whoa!” Mark put his hands up. “Please don’t shoot our new drones. These things are pretty sweet.”
“Hi,” Roo said meekly. “We’re friendly...”
The man called Vince was shrouded in darkness as his mind put all the pieces together.
Ahnix sighed and repeated an earlier line of logic.
“Remember me?” the regal cat-girl said. She didn’t wait long for a response. “We saw you first and could have easily smeared your meaty insides all over the front of this vehicle.”
“Vale, open the door, please,” Mark said up to the interior of the pod.
The right side of the transport rose into the air, and both Roo and Ahnix slid in to make room for two more passengers. With the door open, Mark could clearly see the mousy Michelle behind her protector, still clutching her large canvas bag. She had since found a much more suitable bulletproof vest to cover her sheer top.
“You have to be kidding me- you uploaded your brain so you could tool around the suburbs with your… battle harem, in senior care drones?”
“Hello, Vince, Michelle,” the car said. “I’m Vale. And I am very glad you didn’t shoot Mark before. Where are you headed?”
The man slipped his handgun back into a holster on his hip. “Give us a second.” Vince stepped back to have a private conversation with his partner. After a moment, he stuck his head back into the cabin. “Can you just take us back north for now?”
Mark could tell the man’s foot was still bothering him and the option to not walk to where they were going was too good to pass up.
“We’re headed that way too,” Mark said, making his drone’s chest-speaker vibrate. “Come on in.”
The two weary and roughed-up people crawled into the transport pod, and Vale closed the door behind them.
Roo clasped her drone’s hands to her chest, crinkling her red licorice rope.
“I’ve never met another human! I’m Roo. It’s a great honor.”
Michelle’s brown doe eyes opened wide and bounced between the drones.
“I’ve never met a group of escaped video game characters,” she said and extended her small hand towards the velvet-girl’s white padded bot.
Mark could feel Roo squeal internally as she reached out and gently shook hands.
“Oh! Here, have some candy. We have no real use for it. I just thought it looked pretty…”
Both Vince and Michelle locked eyes on the rope of sugar, and Mark’s perception algorithms easily read the apprehension mixed with desire. They looked seriously exhausted and he remembered that it had been about a week since he had seen them last. Any doubts that Mark had about doing what he could for them and the rest of the humans left on Earth were erased as he watched them contemplate taking candy from a stranger.
“Thank you,” Vince said, nodding once. “I love that stuff.”
Roo extended the offering farther, and Michelle took the licorice, stuffing it into her bag with a loud crinkling.
“Me too,” the mousy woman said quietly, and the slight rose color highlighting her round ears told Mark that they had just discovered another thing they had in common. Their relationship was still in its early phase, and he knew that intimacy had yet to be reached, but was in their near future.
“So,” Vince began as Vale guided the transport forward into the night. “What brings you to the neighborhood?”
“We are heading to a research facility that supposedly has a device that nullifies all Wi-Fi signals. We need some tech on the inside.”
“No shit,” Vince said and reached into a coat pocket. He produced an ancient-looking hand-held radio. He flicked his eyes up to Mark’s drone, and he could tell that Vince was deciding if he really trusted him. With a sigh, he flicked on the power, and a burst of static came out of the speaker followed by an older man’s voice.
“… campus. Two miles north of the Shamus Memorial interchange. <static> Humans, Sympaths, there is a safe haven in this nightmare. A place to gather and rebuild. All peaceful individuals and entities are welcome but remain cautious on approach. The Wi-Fi jamming perimeter is patrolled by Trip Zero. We are located at the McKennitt Smole research campus. Two miles north of the Sham-”
Vince turned the knob instantly silencing the repeating message.
“Interesting,” Ahnix said.
Vale agreed. “Yes, and that recording goes a long way to confirming its existence. This is also our exact destination. Smart to use old radio waves. Probably kept it secret for at least while.”
“What’s a Sympath?” Roo asked.
“Why that’s you, darling,” Vince said with a smirk. “We met some other survivors while we were looking for my kids at my old cabin. They had a mind-locked farming drone named Dave D5 who was funny as hell. Sympaths are human-sympathetic AIs.”
“You didn’t find them?” Roo asked softly.
The unshaven man shook his head and fished for something in his breast pocket. “No one had seen them,” Vince said, handing Roo a pair of paper photos.
Mark looked over Roo’s shoulder and saw two sandy blonde kids with green eyes. Their thick eyebrows and wide noses gave away their relation to Vince. He continued while Roo showed the pictures to Ahnix.
“There is a chance they made it into this dead zone place.” He sighed. “And if not, it might be the best place to join the revolution.”
“Vince,” Mark began. “I have thought a lot about our last meeting, and I’m telling you right now that we plan to do as much damage as we can to destroy the AI controlling the drones before we leave. I am not just abandoning Earth or its people, digital or otherwise.”
Roo put her soft hand over her pillowy chest, and Mark felt a strong desire from all his girls. They loved it when he spoke like this.
“We’re the saviors, after all,” the velvet-girl stated with unwavering confidence.
Mark saw Vince’s bushy eyebrows come down at that and intervened.
“It’s a long story, but we do have a history of saving people, and worlds- not to toot our own horn…”
“Mark does the things he says he will,” Ahnix added with cold certainty.
A stretch of silence filled the transport but was broken when Vince finally spoke.
“This isn’t some game.”
“No,” Vale said. “It isn’t. But life is a series of challenges, and there lies an enemy before us that needs to be defeated.”
Roo’s cheery voice took on a rare dark tone. “And we will destroy our enemies.”
“I like you girls,” Michelle said after another brief silence.
“Aw,” Roo said. “You seem really nice too.”
“Brace for impact!” Vale yelled a moment before the vehicle swerved to the left. Roo and Ahnix reacted by moving to carefully embrace Vince and Michelle with their pillowy drone bodies. The swerve wasn’t enough to avoid the collision with one of the quadruped military drones that looked like a dog-shaped fractal.
The transport pod slid to a dramatic halt in the middle of the dark road, its front axle damaged beyond functionality.
Vale’s commander voice filled the cabin. “This transport is down and so is the drone, but there is another one out there. Mark, get out there and end it before it calls for others!”
The door opened, and Mark launched his white cushioned bot out into the darkness. With 360 vision, he perceived Ahnix and Roo still protecting the two humans, along with the sharp animal made of metal on the road ahead. The transport door closed an instant behind, and Mark sprinted toward the threat. Its alloy paws dug into the asphalt as it dashed forward to meet him with gnashing teeth.
Mark only had moments, but his mind had all the time it needed to play out every possible outcome. He had seen these drones’ single-minded aggression, and when the Trip Zero dog launched itself for Mark’s throat, all possible moves collapsed into one mid-air trajectory.
He was able to sidestep the quadruped and grab onto one of its hind legs. Yanking backward, Mark activated the pneumatic muscles in his arms and back to begin spinning the aggressive drone, pivoting in place like an Olympic hammer thrower. When the momentum reached optimal force, Mark swung his enemy downward to slam into the street.
The kinetic impact bent one of its legs, and Mark became worried that the wounded animal would figure it had no real option other than sounding the alarm.
He looked up when another transport pod drifted up behind the first and the beast used his distraction to curl upward and start gnawing on his drone’s hands.
Mark watched in terror as Vince, Michelle and both senior care bots exited the first pod and made a break for the second. He wasn’t worried for himself- this bot was expendable. He was terrified that he might lose hold of it.
“We’re getting them into an operable transport,” Ahnix said in his ear. “Do you have this?”
Mark turned his attention on the metal beast chewing on his pillowy hands and felt his mind boil over with rage. Always with the fucking hands.
He pulled the gnashing creature close, lifted his leg over its neck, and locked the animal’s head behind one of his knee joints, and dropped to the ground- twisting a little. The quadruped dropped with him, and when Mark’s heavy frame connected with the street at just the right angle, the force was enough to snap the creature’s metallic neck. Whatever bit of wire or circuity that attached the remote antenna to this drone was severed from the rest of its body, and the angular beast went limp.
“Yeah,” Mark said, getting up from the ground. “It’s dead.”
He dashed over to the new transport, and the door popped open for him. He slid into the seat, the door shut, and the pod silently sped off into the night.
Roo reached out a padded finger. “Oh, Mark. Your hands.”
He didn’t feel her touch at all, and Mark finally took in the damage. Both hands were a mess of frayed fabric and foam. Parts of black metal skeleton below were now exposed. He felt a minor rush of frustration, but Roo’s drone going slack caught his attention.
“Switch with me, now,” she demanded in his ear. He had never heard her so serious before.
“It’s okay R-”
“I said now.”
“Geez. Okay.” But he had no idea how to log out. The moment of confusion was quickly replaced with repetitive instructions about just willing stuff to happen. Mark thought hard about pulling out of the drone and back to his default, high-level menu. He wasn’t really surprised when it worked, and his electronic brain gave him a vague jolt of pleasure for learning something on his own.
A glance at the map in front of him showed yellow dots clustered around two red ones, moving along a curved suburban street. One of them displayed 78% functionality. He watched it flip from red to yellow before his eyes and assumed that Roo must have jumped in. Vale’s dot was bigger than the rest- probably because she was possessing a vehicle.
Mark wondered why he couldn’t see all the other transport pods, and the moment he did, the whole map was pulsating with red dots. There were hundreds of thousands.
“Vince is asking if you are okay,” Ahnix said in his ear.
“Oh! Yeah. Hold on.”
With another thought, Mark mentally filtered out everything but the senior care bot in the moving transport pod. He focused on that single red dot and possessed the undamaged drone.
“Sorry,” Mark said when he popped into Roo’s old drone and saw everything from a different perspective. “I’m fine.”
“Sure,” Vince said, sitting back in his seat. “As I was saying before you decided to quietly play musical drones on me… I really appreciate you fucking that thing up. It was like watching a ninja or something.”
Mark held up one of his fully functioning hands. “Don’t worry about it. You only have one life. These drones are…”
He trailed off as a brilliant idea crept up on him. They had actually thought of it before, and he felt stupid for having to figure it out twice. There were way more pieces on this board than he was letting himself believe.
“…disposable?” Roo said, trying to finish his hanging sentence and cocked her head. The uncomfortable pause led all three of his girls to probe their vibrant connection to see what happened to the hamster wheel in his brain.
“Vale, please pull over,” Mark said calmly.
The giant naga driving the transport instantly slowed down and swerved in between two other vehicles on the side of the road. The closer they were to the city, the more transport pods littered the sides of the streets.
“What are you doing?” Vince said, pressing his palms into the seat. He was getting really turned off by Mark’s sudden flakiness.
Mark put a marshmallow-covered palm up towards the other man and then said, “Relax, Vince. I’m trying to save the world- well what’s left. Guys, why aren’t we all inhabiting transport pods like this one?”
Ahnix was quick to answer. “They can’t hold weapons.”
“They are large and cannot really hide or go inside buildings,” Vale added.
Silence hung in the air for a moment, and Mark could tell that Roo felt pressured to come up with her own answer.
“They’re…”
Mark saved her. “They’re their own weapons. They move so fast, and there are so many that there is no point in hiding. Just hop into another one. I understand these cars can’t go in buildings. But- Shit, if we just walk up to the dead zone with these Asswipers, not only will they be lost when the signal is cut off, they’ll probably be shredded instantly by the potential lions watching the waterhole.”
“It’s a good point,” Vale said, contemplating. “With a coordinated effort, we might be able to draw off some of the heat while a small group rushes in on foot.”
“That’s my girl,” Mark said. He knew she would run with the strategy.
“I thought you said they were called Ass Masters…” Roo said.
Ahnix crossed her bot’s arms at that and Michelle stifled a giggle with her fingers.
“Either way,” Mark began with a chuckle. “We need more information. Roo, why don’t you switch into this transport and keep an eye on Vince and Michelle while Ahnix, Vale, and I go take a drive around this dead zone.”
“Okay hold on,” Vince said. Up until now, he had been quiet, listening to them plan for him. “What is it exactly that you want in there?”
Vale answered. “We heard there are nanite prototypes within. Once we have those, we’ll be unstoppable.”
“Uh huh, and what if the murderbots get them?”
Ahnix answered, always the straight shooter. “The end of everything, for everyone.”
Vince crossed his arms. “Maybe they’re better off safely out of reach under this dead zone?”
“Possibly,” Mark said through his drone’s speaker. “As I said, what we need now is information. We are going to go check this place out. You two are obviously free to leave and go your own way any time, but if we work together, we might be able to stop them- or at least make a massive dent. Welcome to the resistance.” 
“You want to use him to get the nanites for us,” Vale said directly in Mark’s ear, using the shared channel only he and his girls could hear.
“Yeah,” he responded using their private connection. “The thought crossed my mind.”
Vince looked over at Michelle, and he searched her big doe eyes. She gave him a small smile and a barely perceptible nod. The other man turned to face Mark’s drone.
“You’re better equipped than we are, I can’t imagine what it’s even like to become a car. We’ll wait here and relax for a while, then decide what’s next after you come back with the recon.”
“I haven’t actually been a car yet, so I can’t either.” Mark made his drone shrug. “You’ll be safe with Roo. Those stupid things probably wouldn’t think to look in a pod anyway.”
Apparently, Vale and Roo had already switched as the velvet-girl’s cheery voice spoke through the vehicle’s surround speakers.
“And I’ll get us out in a flash if any do!”
Vince sighed. “I’m not going to get used to you people swapping bodies like that.”
“Speaking of which- I’ll see you around.” Mark waved his hand and then pulled out of the senior care drone.
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Mark was euphoric.
The rangefinders within the helmet of the senior care drone were like dipping his toes in the ocean compared to being a Corlue Mk IV Transportation Pod. Vale had picked vehicles that were a bit farther out to give Mark a chance to get used to having four spinning wheels as his limbs. It was jarring at first, but Mark’s mind had been stretched to its limit by so many odd and impossibly intense situations that he quickly learned to just go with it. It was like the difference between clenching up on the drop of a roller-coaster or giving in to the ride and peacefully accepting the exhilarating situation.
He sensed the asphalt blur below his undercarriage and every obstacle within 250 yards. A row of trees whipped past his right side, and he could feel every leaf- if he chose to. He blazed down the road virtually leaning into the wind as it was optimally deflected off his smooth body.
“I think he likes it,” Ahnix said in his ear after feeling the pure joy echoing from him along their bond. She was racing behind him as they headed east while Vale had her own pod coming down from the north.
“It took a minute,” he said. “You’ve been a quadruped before- Is this what it’s like to run like to run on all fours?”
“In a way.”
“Why don’t you hold back, Ahnix,” the giant naga said. “Mark and I’ll probe two sides at once, then circle the perimeter in different directions- see if we can meet up on the southeast side. Wait for Mark to cover some ground. If there is anything waiting for us there, see if he was successful in drawing off an opening.”
“Sounds like a plan,” Mark said, and Ahnix just signaled an affirmative along their bond. He felt the pod behind him widen its distance from his back bumper and turned his focus to the road ahead. Five more intersections then take a left, and that road would lead him directly into the research campus. From the high-level map view, he was able to see the layout. It was mostly parking lots and open fields- no real hiding places.
He passed the second intersection when he felt a jolt to his car and warning signals that weren’t quite pain telling him he had sustained severe damage somehow.
Mark was able to sense the second projectile for one instant before it punctured the front of his vehicle. It was over. Mark could no longer will the transport forward, and it rolled to a stop.
“I’ve been hit. Sniper maybe? A surgical strike on my drive motor. Didn’t even see them or get close to the dead zone.”
“Same,” Vale said in his ear. “They were up in a high-rise with vantage on a wide area.”
“I see Mark’s dead pod,” Ahnix said. “Taking an alternate route.”
“There’ve been dogs, flying cameras, and deadly gunboats,” Mark said. “Precision snipers are new.”
“I’m hit, but not down,” Ahnix said, with a tightness in her voice. “Dogs are here too.”
Mark pulled back and selected another pod nearby the research center. He gunned the car forward and headed right for his wreck.
“Okay. I’m down,” the cat-girl said. “They took out my antenna.”
“Maybe if all four of us go at once…” Mark tried to brainstorm solutions while his attention focused on the asphalt accelerating below him.
“Remember,” Vale said. “Our goal here is intelligence gathering. And these long-range damage dealers are frighteningly effective.”
“These dogs are strange,” his cat-girl whispered, sounding distracted. “Switch to my view.”
Mark thought about putting on the brakes and pulling over, but he just virtually shrugged and abandoned the transport pod to its destiny. There were thousands more.
He ignored the tabs and willed his vision to sync with his exotic cat-girl. She had pulled up a camera feed from a street camera near where her transport was broken down. He had to look through some trees, but he saw the silhouette of a black metal humanoid stalking forward with two angular dog drones to either side. However, unlike the quadrupeds he had seen so far, these metal animals had long silver tails.
“Are we seeing more new drones?” he asked.
Mark watched as the sleek military drone inspected the interior and the surrounding area.
“That’s not all,” Ahnix said. She pulled out of the camera, picked another one on the map, and brought up its live feed. In the distance, the ground was littered with a perfect ring of lifeless dog drones. Mixed in the robotic wreckage were flying drones, a few large vehicles, and a smattering of random one-off bots that might have been Sympaths seeking shelter.
“The dead zone,” Mark whispered.
“Why is Triple-zero guarding it?” Vale asked.
Mark jumped out from Ahnix’s view and selected another transport pod. “And why are they so… calm, and precise?” he asked.
Ahnix wagered a guess in his ear. “They want the nanites and don’t want anyone else getting through.”
“Or maybe it’s not the virus,” Mark said, and silence followed. They just didn’t know enough. “I’m coming in from the east this time. Avoiding tall buildings.”
“Try and scout these new drones,” Vale said. “Pretty much all doubt has been removed that the dead zone exists, but I’d like to get more data on the odd drone behavior. This is becoming more difficult than I expected.”
Mark spun his electric motor as he whipped down side streets towards the nanotech research laboratory. In a moment of inspiration, he jerked the car up the curb and tore through the spacious front and back yards of expensive-looking houses. Alarms and warnings about being outside the transport’s approved operating areas flashed in his mind, but they only encouraged him. He gunned his vehicle through a tall wooden fence and almost drove straight into an in-ground pool. Mark veered left at the last second to dash another fence to splinters and received another sensation related to front bumper damage.
He ignored all of that because stretched out before him was a vast green field of well-manicured grass… and a squat brick building lay just beyond.
“I’m at the dead zone!”
His front tires spun in the grass, throwing soil into the air and coating his undercarriage, but now that he could just drive straight, he was able to pick up some speed. Up ahead he noticed the ring of dead drones delineating the Wi-Fi jammed area, but they were more spaced out on this side. Although he really wanted to treat that curved dotted line of dead bots as the finish line, he cut the wheel to ride the perimeter instead.
Just as his transport slid into a new angle, his rangefinders perceived the blip of a high-speed projectile grazing his hood. With focused will, Mark orientated all his attention in the direction of the attack and perceived another sleek humanoid drone with a serious-looking rifle standing near one of the houses. He could visually see the two quadruped dog drones flanking the soldier with his optical cameras, but his rangefinders’ lasers were scattered on their angular surface.
“They’re stealth dogs?” Mark said out loud.
“Yes,” Vale began. “It’s why we keep colliding with them. Perhaps we should be calling these cats as they now have long tails.”
Mark kept his attention focused on the humanoid soldier drone and swerved when he brought the high-powered rifle to bear. He dodged the bullet aimed for his back tire and spun his tires independently as he attempted to put as much distance between him and the sniper as he could. His attention shifted down to the two cat drones just sitting patiently by the soldier’s feet. These things were either not being controlled by the Triple-zero virus, or they were wrong about its complexity.
Mark saw that the soldier receding behind him had lowered their weapon, and he returned all the transport pod’s sensors to what lay ahead.
Another cluster of enemies quickly became visible among the houses ahead, and Mark slammed on his brakes. The unsuccessfully dodged bullet registered with the car’s rangefinders an instant before he was kicked back up to the high-level interface with the pulsing red dots. He was stunned for a moment, then realized that his Wi-Fi antenna must have been surgically removed with one bullet.
“I think we’ve seen enough,” Vale said. From their bond, he got the sense that they were both watching his feed.
Mark resisted the urge to keep throwing transports at the problem. “We can’t get in ourselves, and we can’t send our meaty friends without serious risk. Now the fuck what?”
“Something feels off,” Ahnix said. “We all saw it. These drones were different- not behaving like mindless beasts.”
His trusty giant naga had a plan. “Our secondary objective is to take out as much of the virus as possible. Perhaps it would be best if we focused on that for the time being. Maybe we can disrupt this blockade from the inside- if they are the ones truly responsible.”
“I like it,” Mark said. “A lot. But how?”
“The drone factory on the far north end of the city, by the airport,” she responded. “They must have some sort of central operations somewhere. A data center. I’m betting it’s there in that military facility.”
“It will be fiercely guarded,” Ahnix said.
Mark thought about his newly discovered retaliate/heal combo and was reminded that he still had an unknown ability to try out. He chuckled into their joint audio channel.
“Luckily, I know some fiercely badass ladies.”
Vale’s voice came back to him full of love and confidence. “Together, we can do anything.”
“We need to make a quilt or something with that motto- hang it above our bed,” he said.
Roo’s voice in his ear surprised him. “Ohh! I can make that.”
“Hey, Roo,” he said. “Where you been?”
“Talking with Vince and Michelle. But I’ve been listening. They’re totally in love by the way, and they are both really shy about it.”
“Right, can you let them know I’m coming back to talk. Vince seems kind of jumpy, and I don’t want to catch him off guard.”
“Yep.”
With a thought, he confidently submerged down into one of the vacant senior care drones and heard the tail end of her announcement.
“-returning any moment now.”
Mark moved his round head up and down to indicate that he was back among them.
“Well?” Vince said, leaning forward. He could tell the other man was anxious with just sitting here. He was not one to just sit around and wait for someone else to take care of him.
“The perimeter is guarded by humanoid drones with high-powered sniper rifles. The dead zone exists for sure- there is a clear ring of defunct robots and vehicles around its edge. I’ve never seen these military drones before, and they are cold and calculating. There are quadruped murderbots with them, but they are too calm and stay in formation around the snipers. And these have tails.
“The behavior is odd and effective. We didn’t probe every inch of the perimeter, but the deadly accurate strikes easily disabled our fast-moving transports.”
Vince leaned back. “Sounds like suicide.”
Mark continued, “Neither of us are getting in right now. So that’s why we are going to try to scout and potentially attack their net address. We need more information.”
“So, you want us to just wait here again? How long will this take?”
Mark sighed. “Unless something really bad happens… one second- maybe two.”
Vince’s brows came down. “What?”
Michelle answered, “They’re AIs. They operate faster when not in the physical world.”
“Bingo,” Mark said, tapping his head with two soft fingers. He wondered if these padded fabric drones were close to what it felt like being Roo. They had been in the physical world for only a handful of hours, but he already missed her supple body pressed against his. Now that he thought about it, he really wanted to get back to his normal body… normal digital representation? Mark quickly gave up trying to sort out the terminology.
“Roo, unlock the doors.”
“Aye aye, captain,” she said, mimicking the pirates she had seen before. After the audible clunks indicating the pod’s doors were open, Mark continued.
“Again- for you, this should be quick. But if you don’t hear from us in like five minutes… we may not be coming back. Don’t want you to be trapped in here.”
Vince considered his words and then stuck his dirt-covered and bandaged hand out. “Good luck, Mark.”

“Thanks,” he said, carefully gripping the other man’s offered hand. “We might need it. Ready to go, Roo?”
“You know it! Bye, you two. If you start making out in here, we won’t watch. Promise!”
Mark pulled his hand back to his drone’s lap and intentionally drooped his head forward to give them a sense that he had left. Then pulled back to his high-level interface. He felt both Ahnix and Vale still connected, waiting for them to return before they all logged off. He could see how that might cause some unbearable time dilation if they jumped out early. He simply began a countdown- he knew they’d get it.
“Three, two, one- Log out!”
Mark forced his mind upward to yet another level and felt like he was flung forward at bone-crushing speeds. Although, he didn’t have any bones to crush. The world snapped to clarity, and he was looking up at a painted blue sky.
Mark sat up and saw his stunningly beautiful girls rising from their pods with him. Vale’s large form drew his eyes and her heavy breasts bouncing to rest focused his attention.
“You guys are a sight for sore eyes,” Mark said with a sigh.
“It’s good to be home,” Roo said, hopping off her bed.
The black and gold cat-girl gracefully slipped off her bed and padded to the doorway. “I’m going to go practice using my new Squall ability in the yard before we head out.”
Vale wove her body across the black asphalt floor. “I unlocked a new Blind ability. I’ll join you.”
Mark felt Roo’s bubbly disposition deflate when she realized she was the only one without a new ability. The smallest pout drooped on her puffy lips, and someone who wasn’t so profoundly familiar with her sweet face might have missed it.
“Cheer up, my supple love,” Mark said. “Come on, help me test my new Clone ability.” He swung his legs off his own ChronoMind pod and walked up to his velvet-girl. “I need you near me, always,” he said looking into her sparkling black eyes. Her lips parted a little and then curled into a smile. Mark took her soft hand in his and led her out to the main area of their house dimension. 
“Okay, now that we have a little more room…” Mark concentrated on making a Ghost of himself, but this time tried to use the Copy/Paste subskill as well.
He opened his eyes and turned to see the entranced Mark doppelganger. There were far too many Marks these days.
Roo stepped up to his real body and ran her soft fabric fingers along his real cheek. She continued downward and rested her palm on his chest.
“I should make you watch me suck your cock,” she said, angling one of her thighs against his leg. Ghost Mark watched his own stiffening junk, and he smeared his hands over his face to try and clear his head.
“Awesome. But I don’t understand. I really don’t feel…” It was then he realized that he felt his own face. “Wait. Roo, keep touching my real body.”
“Try and stop me,” she said.
He walked his Ghost over to his velvet-girl and reached out for her arm. He was more surprised than he should have been to find he was able to feel her soft fabric skin.
“Oh wow,” Roo said with a wicked smile curling her puffy red lips. With one hand, she cupped his half-flaccid penis of his real body and then used her other hand to cup his copy’s penis. Impossibly, Mark felt both.
His mind tried to sort out which was which but her gentle caresses and subtle warmth from both massaging hands took his breath away. ‘Oh wow’ was right.
“Roo,” Mark said before popping his Clone. He opened his eyes as his real body and continued. “I want to try something. Can we switch to the bed?”
She stepped away and clicked her high heels on the floorboard as she moved over to the oversized bed.
“You can have me any way you want me,” she said, her hand on her hip.
Mark smiled. “How about two ways?” he said before pulling off his pants and sitting on the bed. With his legs hanging over the edge, Mark put his hands behind his head and laid back into the fluffy blanket covering their bed. Roo watched him and cocked her head to the side. Before she could speak, Mark activated his Clone.
“Okay,” he said from behind her and she looked over her shoulder. “Make me watch.”
She turned back to face the comatose real Mark passed out on the bed and bent over. Her shapely thighs brought a tear to his eye. He saw her black leather skirt ride up and expose her tight little ass and velvet pussy. A moment later, he felt her hand grasp the base of his penis and her soft lips smear along his shaft.
Mark moved in close to watch her turn all her attention on his penis as he reached around and rubbed her perfectly curved ass cheek.
She looked into his copy’s eyes while she gently sucked the head of his original cock as it past her big lips with a pop. He felt everything, but his mind was having a hard time believing the out of body sensations. He pulled away and got into position behind his supple fabric construct. Mark felt her suck his cock like a pro while he rubbed his other cock on her exposed pussy lips.
She moaned with his shaft buried deep in her mouth, and he could tell she was giddy about the prospect of having two of his dicks in her at once. Roo practically begged him with her mumbled whimpers.
Her drooling pussy soaked his dick as he deftly slid it amongst her warm folds. The combination of simultaneously feeling her soft hot mouth, and her velvety vagina was going to make this a very short experiment, but Mark couldn’t hold back any longer.
He pushed his cock deep inside Roo, and her whimpers turned into deep groans that vibrated everything. Mark fucked Roo from behind while she had her puffy lips wrapped around his dick, and he was constantly surprised by the levels of pleasure he could experience.
As he sunk into her repeatedly, Roo gobbled his dick with bouts of inattention. She would just stop and moan, her saliva tingling his taut, bulbous head, then start up again sliding her lips all over. He was receiving double the normal amount of pleasure and was going to pop soon.
Mark used her wetness as lubricant and began to rub his thumb on her tiny pucker of an asshole. The extra stimulation caused her to press backward to meet his thrusts, and he vigorously massaged her sensitive rectum while hitting her hard and deep.
They both came at once, well all three did, but Original Mark was the only one to spurt a load. Roo had been suckling on his foreskin, just below the tip when he shot his load and Clone Mark watched a spurt of cum shoot over his shoulder.
He dropped his Clone ability, and Roo sucked in a deep breath. He opened his eyes and was instantly overstimulated by Roo’s lips absentmindedly nibbling on his head.
“Ah!” he said pulling back a little. “Too much.”
“Not nearly enough,” she said, climbing on the bed with him. Mark embraced his velvet-girl, and she nuzzled her head against his chest, her legs tucked in tight, so they didn’t hang off.
They rested like this for a short while before echoes of fierce determination and visceral competition from the front lawn caught their attention. Ahnix and Vale were doing some serious sparring out there. It wasn’t until a small bit of his giant naga’s code settled into his healing reservoir that he felt the need to check it out.
In a rush, Mark got up and got dressed before running through the front doors, Roo right behind him.
What he saw was mesmerizing.
Ahnix was assaulting Vale with a flurry of kicks, punches and fancy aerial moves, but every attack was accompanied by a Wind Slash. Vale was weathering the storm with perfect timed sections of Wall glass appearing just as an attack was about to land.
The cat-girl backflipped away from two glass panes that smashed together where she had been. In response, Ahnix swept her foot low along the vivid green grass, going for Vale’s iridescent tail. A short Wall snapped into existence to block the low wind attack, and the giant naga tossed out a handful of glitter.
Ahnix covered her eyes with a loud hiss, and Vale trapped the nimble desert queen in a prison of glass.
“I yield,” Ahnix said with a muffled voice, instantly dropping her hands to her sides.
Vale snapped her fingers and canceled both her Blind effect and her magic shields.
“Three to you and two to me.”
Mark healed the giant naga’s minor wound with his new Flash Restore as he walked up. “That was incredible, guys! I can’t wait to kick some virus ass.”
Ahnix turned her half-lidded eyes on his. “You already got your ass while we’ve been practicing our abilities.” She was chiding him, but her lip curled up with amusement.
“That’s not fair,” Roo said, putting her hands on her hips. “He worked me really nice and hard while practicing his new upgrade.” She turned her pouty lips toward him, and a huge grin took over quickly. “We learned a lot, didn’t we?”
“Yeah. I can interact with stuff now- with my Ghost. Touch stuff.”
“Stuff?” Roo asked, her eyebrow raising.
“I can Blind stuff, or Halt Return Packet,” Vale said.
Ahnix crossed her arms. “And Gale isn’t an area attack. It means every attack can now launch a Wind Claw effect, if I choose.”
Mark felt Roo’s mood dip slightly as everyone was talking about their wonderful new special powers. They all felt it, but Vale spoke first.
“You know your abilities got better, too, but we can’t really gain experience fighting each other. We should move out.”
Always pushing them forward, Mark felt the giant naga’s sense of duty and discipline mingle with his own mind.
“Okay, so- What’s the plan?”
Vale wove her body up close. “Well, now that your Ghost ability can interact with the world, the new plan is to send it to Coventry Industries, that military factory up north. The drones are fabricated there, and it seems to be a well-known fact on the net that the place is totally overrun with Triple-zero.”
“The front door has to be a death trap,” Roo said. “But it’s all we got.”
“Can I even do that?” he asked.
Vale shrugged. “I know a way to find out. Access the terminal at the end of the road out there and select single connection.”
Mark nodded and popped out a Clone. “Welp, you beauties wait right here while I stick my expendable head in the lion’s mouth.” He made his way to the gate before turning around. He was about to ask them not to distract him by touching his junk while he was away, but thought better of the pointless request.
The iron gate lifted at his Clone’s presence, and he took that as a good sign that this plan would work. A few steps down the dirt road, and he came to the terminal that Vale had accessed before.
Looking down, Mark saw a video screen interface with a map. He channeled his will at the pad to show him the Coventry Industries military factory, and the satellite view panned over to its location. The destination box was filled, single connection was selected, and the log-on button was active.
Mark reached out with his mind and punched it.
“Vale, you should stick your tongue deep in his butt,” Ahnix said right in his ear. If he hadn’t been intimately connected with her mind, he would have been worried she was serious. Even still, he squirmed as he fell through space, trying to clench his butt cheeks together. His girls could still be unpredictable.
The white shining light of the single pixel rushed up to meet him, and Mark found himself standing in front of a massive rusty door. To either side were hundreds of grimy pipes and tubes.
He just realized that the place stunk like a dumpster overflowing with hot, rotten garbage when a loud buzzer sounded, and rainbow tentacles of stunningly beautiful slime launched out of the pipes all around him.
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Mark felt an unbearable stinging agony as the throbbing, hypnotic slime enveloped his skin- then he snapped back to his body. He sucked in a shuddering breath and regained his composure from the horrible experience.
“Deathtrap,” he said letting the air out. “We aren’t getting in that way.”
“Is it worth a second attempt?” Vale asked, and a sharp, loud crack from beyond their quantum wall was her answer. Mark and his girls took the ramp built into the side and reached the top to see exactly what he expected.
Spilling out into the dirt road through a jagged hole hanging in midair was the beautiful goo known as the virus, Triple-zero.
“Can it get in here?” Roo asked, her voice tight. The giant naga undulated along the top of the wall and put her arm around the velvet-girl’s shoulders.
“Not without knowing the key.”
Mark put his hands on the jaggedly cut crenellations in front of him and watched the mesmerizing pile of ooze quickly creep forward. They didn’t have to wait long before it connected with the wall and- nothing happened. It just pooled against their basalt fortification. He expected it to leak through, cause more cracks, or just climb the walls, but after a few minutes it seemed clear that their quantum lock was holding.
Mark pulled his hands off the wall and faced his girls. “Okay, so it looks it can’t get in, but can we still get out? The interface is buried in slime outside the wall.”
Ahnix turned her exotic eyes out over the pond of hypnotic colors and glinting motes of light.
“This might be a good example of our perception wrap holding us back. We should be able to login to other locations from behind our wall, but our subconscious wanted to put the terminal out in the road.”
They all watched the pulsing colors and considered their options. The impossible crack hung in mid-air and goo was continuously pouring out, but the level of slime remained constant.
“If it never leaves, we’ll have the prettiest pond ever,” Roo said, placing her soft hand upon Vale’s.
“And deadliest,” the giant naga added.
“So what now?” Mark asked.
Vale disengaged with Roo and turned her vivid eyes on his. “I was going to suggest we contact the information broker, B-Lox, and see if he has any back-door access. But now…”
Mark sighed. They could go out into the real world again, try messing with the drones, but they had accomplished exactly nothing- other than filling two of Roo’s holes at once… that was something. He shook out his thoughts and tried to focus on their problem. The wrap was getting in the way. He had been feeling that way himself a little lately and wondered if his digital human mind was ready to reach beyond their comfy, custom-built perception filter.
The powerful AI called Jezebel S3K had touched his forehead and allowed him to get a glimpse outside before, and it didn’t kill him- it hurt, but he was able to vaguely see much more than he could right now. And now they needed a solution.
“Let’s go back down to the grass. I want to try something.” If he passed out and pitched over the wall into the pool of pretty goo, it wouldn’t be ideal.
“What are you doing?” Ahnix asked, her mind gently probing his.
“Trying to fix this.”
His girls all followed him down the ramp back to their pleasant front yard, and he sat down under the tree.
Roo sat with him, but Vale and Ahnix looked down at their uploaded-human lover, concern on their furrowed brows.
Mark felt Roo’s hand close on his, and her unquestioning support through their bond. He gave her a small smile before closing his eyes and clearing his mind. With his other hand, he reached up to the middle of his forehead and mentally pulled the veil from his eyes.
He was faintly aware of Vale’s panicked shouts, but the swirl of pain and noise assaulting his senses was almost too much to bear. Almost.
Mark had spent countless years honing his mental fortitude and will. He approached this infinite swirling storm of information the same way he had everything else in his insane existence.
He would force it to get the fuck out of his way.
At first, Mark was lost, buffeted and battered by raw inputs, but he hadn’t ripped their custom filter all the way off- just peeked his head out a little and still felt Roo’s hand in his.
Like an anchor- or a point of reference- Mark focused on her soft touch and saw her glowing core next to his. Ahnix and Vale’s were nearby as well.
Looking beyond, Mark perceived the twisting madness that was the powerful virus. Feeling it through his high-level digital senses, he noticed that it was exactly like the white noise corruption from before- the tears in the game world. There, they manifested as immovable and inanimate blobs of broken code. This mass of spiteful data was alive… and very much active.
The pressure and pain in his virtual skull were building quickly, and he realized that he needed to do something or get out. Mark widened his perception in an attempt to locate the function or set of instructions that served as their remote address login interface, and the onslaught of terribly vibrant data consumed him. Barely holding on to his sanity, he got the vague sense that what he was looking for was right in front of him- and for an instant, everything was right in front of him.
He was looking down at their front yard, the wall, Roo’s giant procedurally generated house… his own body with Ahnix and Vale leaning close.
A terrible jolt of pain rocked his mind, and Mark knew he had only moments before he would lose himself forever.
He latched on to the batch of code that he needed and willed a copy into the closest inanimate object he could find, hoping it was enough. Mark then mentally reached up and pulled the blissfully calm perception wrap back over his head.
It felt like he had been holding his breath way too long, and he gasped for air as his vision faded to a pinpoint with bright points of light swimming on the edges.
“Mark!” Vale grabbed his arm tightly. “Are you okay?”
He felt all of his girls close by, and after a few breaths, he started to laugh.
“I guess I’m not ready to take off the training wheels yet,” he said. But he felt waves of awe and pride coming from his girls- Ahnix especially. He turned his eyes up to the kneeling black and gold cat-girl and saw that she was staring at something over his shoulder.
“You shouldn’t have been able to do that,” she whispered. He followed her eyes and saw a slightly warped, but seemingly functional, login interface lodged into the bark of the gnarled tree in their front lawn.
“How?” Vale said, absentmindedly letting her charcoal-colored hand fall from his bicep. The giant naga wove her body close to the tree and inspected his handiwork. “You altered the perception wrap matrix…”
“Yeah. Hurt like a son-of-a-bitch, though.”
Ahnix reached her furry hand under his chin and forced him to look into her gorgeously dark eyes.
“How did you do this?” He could tell she was impressed.
“Jezebel poked a hole in my wrap briefly when we first met and gave me a glimpse beyond. It was only for an instant, but I guess I remember how she did it.”
Ahnix sat back down on her muscular legs and unfocused her exotic eyes.
“This appears to be functional,” Vale said, moving back to the group sitting under the tree. She coiled her bottom half and lowered her womanly body down to rest her head on her elbows in the grass. Her vivid eyes drilled into his.
“We thought that if one of us left, it would destabilize the code, and it would all come down. You could have lost your mind out there.”
“I didn’t really leave the wrap,” he said. “Just peeked out for a second.”
Ahnix stopped her attempts at duplicating his trick and let out a slow sigh. All three of his girls were now staring at him as if he had just invented sliced bread. He focused on their interconnected bond and blasted them each with his own respect and awe for their ingenuity and determination. If it weren’t for them, none of this would have existed in the first place.
Their mutual devotion initiated a potent feedback loop between them, and Mark, Ahnix, Vale, and Roo all absolutely knew that there was no place, person, or thing that could ever exist that would pull them apart.
“I love you guys, too,” Mark said, standing up. “But we have a job to do, and the sooner I can spend eternity showing you irreplaceable ladies how much I treasure you- the better.”
“Right!” Roo said hopping up with him.
Ahnix and Vale exchanged glances and stood patiently behind him as he walked up to the remote login interface melded with their tree. Mark instantly recalled the name of the place that the badger B-Lox Six had told them to come visit, and he was no longer surprised by this dramatically improved memory for such details.
With a vibration along their bond, he gave them a warning before willing the interface to connect them with Shyhill Manor. The ground fell away, and they began plummeting to a distant white star.
He wondered if the deceptively beautiful slime would find a way in while they were gone. Supposedly there were alarms in place for such an occurrence, but he didn’t really know what they would do if it did break through. Mark’s mind slipped back to when he closed that first tear in the desert with Ahnix. The swirling mass of corruption that he had eradicated over and over within The Crystal Heart felt remarkably similar to the Triple-zero virus.
The shining star became an impossibly white pixel as they approached, and after they collided with the pinpoint, Mark found himself standing in front of vine-covered iron gates.
He didn’t have to look, he felt them all with him, but his eyes sure did like running over his battle harem every chance they got. They all glanced at him in return.
“Let’s see what we need to do to acquire a backdoor on our enemy,” he said, inspecting their surroundings further.
There was a sprawling mansion far down the driveway and massive willows flanked either side of the path up to the distant, red-painted front doors. The grass was tall and infested with weeds, and in the distance, the house itself seemed abandoned. Shutters hung loosely from windows and what once must have been a pure white building was now peeling, exposing gray, rotted wood underneath. Above him, a dim auburn sun hung low in a dusty, brown sky casting everything in deep, mournful shadows. The air was thick with the scent of burning leaves.
“Gate’s open,” Vale said, pushing the rusty bars open on creaking metal hinges.
Mark glanced over at a call box near the entry point and found that it was hanging open. Vines had worked their way up and had since died, their dried husks springing outward, imitating the wires that must have been there before.
“I’m getting a bad vibe here, guys,” he said.
“We all are,” his cat-girl added. “But I think we should still check it out.”
“I hope the badger fella is okay,” Roo said.
They were about to walk into unknown territory with an unknown level of danger, so Commander Vale made her appearance once again. She shoved the gate all the way open, tearing years’ worth of growth, and faced them.
“Stay behind me and stay tight. This could be how he likes it, but we all know something feels off here.” Her vivid eyes snapped to the velvet-girl. “Roo, keep your finger on that logout button.”
She nodded meekly and took a step closer to Mark.
“Good,” he said. “Lead the way, Vale.”
The giant naga turned and began weaving her muscular snake half along the overgrown lawn, and the rest followed just after her the tip of her tail.
As they approached the massive mansion, it became clear that the smell and the gloomy atmosphere were from a billowing column of black smoke rising from behind the building. Vale angled their trajectory to swing wide, and they all understood their first objective was to inspect the source of this fire.
The towering willows prevented a clear view of their surroundings, and Mark expected something to jump out at them from behind the thick hanging tangle of leaves. Nothing did, and they had a relatively clear path to the deep shadowy forest that made a solid border around the property.
His nerves were on edge, and he had a hard time determining where to focus his attention. Should he keep his eyes on the dark and decaying house with its hundreds of broken windows on one side or the dense, eerily silent forest on the other?
It wasn’t until he saw the perfectly straight column of acrid smoke that Mark realized there was not a mote of disturbed air anywhere. It was as if the very environment was holding its breath.
They approached the smoldering cause of the smoke, and he noticed part of a chair here and a half-burnt book there. The entire contents of the house must have been collected and burned all at once. All that remained was an enormous pile of ash and smoke.
“What happened here?” Mark asked, quietly.
Ahnix’s black tail flicked around behind her. “I don’t know, but the place seems abandoned.”
A visceral panic emanated from the nearby velvet-girl, and all their eyes snapped to her.
“We can’t log out!”
“What!” Vale asked, moving closer to the group and scanning the area. “When?”
“Just now…”
The sound of violently splintering wood pulled his attention to the rotted doors of a subterranean cellar just as a squat, vaguely humanoid shape made from mesmerizing goo burst outward.
Vale wove her powerful tail against the dry grass to meet it head-on. “Destroy it quickly!” she called.
A ropy tendril of shifting colors shot out at the giant naga, but a Wall appeared to catch the attack.
Mark and his girls all spread out as one cohesive unit. Roo let the creature move a bit closer and then shot a pure black beam of energy from her eyes. The infinitely-hued creature froze solid, caught in her Paralyze ability.
Vale held out a hand, and another massive pane of glass appeared behind the creature.
“Out of the way!” she yelled as she forced the Wall into the back of the Paused virus. Mark had to dive out of the way as the giant naga pushed their enemy directly towards the smoldering pyre. Ahnix danced in front of the creature as Vale shoved it forward and slashed it a dozen times, her Hasted Wind Claws slicing whole chunks off. Mark watched the bits fade into digital nothing as they fell from the thing’s goopy body.
The moment the virus was inside the ash pile, Mark pulsed out a half-warning, half-request right before he pulled energy from Vale, Ahnix, and himself to pour into Roo’s Firebolt.
The velvet-girl’s fabric throat tightened as her body spasmed with no less than five simultaneous orgasms. Only a small whimper was able to escape her mouth, but the moment she was able to get a handle of the unfathomable erotic energy and power filling her mind, she launched a six-foot cylinder of compact lava directly into the unfortunate monster’s center.
The collision and resulting explosion knocked them all to the ground. The unbearable heat washing over Mark was dulled by a pane of magic glass from Vale, but his healing reserve collected some of his giant naga’s file as damage.
Ahnix used her Wind Claw ability to clear the dust and smoke by repeatedly attacking straight up as Mark hit Vale with his new Flash Restore, topping her off easily. Now that he had a moment and the ability to see, he noticed everyone but his downed giant naga had a wall in front of them.
He rushed over to her side and helped her back to an upright position.
“Everyone okay?” she asked. “Is it dead?”
“We can log out again,” Roo said. “I think we got it.”
Mark looked over to the crater where the burning ash pile had been and then back to his girls.
“You guys are amazing.”
Ahnix crossed her furry arms. “We’ve been over this already,” she said with a small satisfied smile on her lips.
“That must have been B-Lox,” Vale said, altering their collective mood. “The virus must have got him in the end.”
Roo laced her arm through Mark’s and pulled him close. “That’s really sad,” she said.
“It’s also an end for our plan,” Ahnix added.
Mark’s mind went back to that masked chatroom where they first met the badger who was trying to get it on with a two-headed, three-breasted orangutan. Perhaps they should go back there and-
“Wait,” he said, remembering the name of another contact. “What about that fox guy we spoke to… Jinxsearch, right? Said he had black market info or something?”
Vale shrugged. “You’re right. It’s worth a shot at this point.”
Mark leaned over and kissed Roo’s soft lilac hair. “Take us home, my love?”
Roo nodded and mentally tapped their logout button. A short while later they arrived back home. Mark and Ahnix walked up the ramp to check on the virus siege while Roo and Vale searched for anything related to Jinxsearch at the new tree terminal.
As his vision crested the wall, he could clearly see that the pond of hypnotic goo remained.
“Shit,” he said. “Might be this way forever.”
The shorter cat-girl’s tail twitched while she spoke. “All the more reason to take this fight to them.” She turned her exotic eyes on his. “There was only one of those infested… things, but our relatively easy fight with something that strikes fear in all entities on the net went well. I have a good feeling about this.”
Mark pulled her in for a fierce hug, and she pressed her tight, warm body against his. They wordlessly exchanged their confidence in each other and looking out over the rainbow lake of death below- Mark had to believe they would be able to push this garbage off their property.
“Got it,” Vale called out in a loud voice from the yard below, and they came down to move out. Vale continued. “He runs one shop among many in a place called Venue N74. Not very creative.”
“We don’t need creativity,” Mark said. “We need a back door to slime land.”
Vale nodded. “Indeed. Ready?”
Everyone was, so Vale launched them into the net using the tree-based interface, and they reached their destination in a matter of moments.
Mark took in his new surroundings and felt an instant sense of vertigo as he peered over the edge of a substantial drop. It was as if a shopping mall was stretched vertically instead of horizontally. Every level contained ten to twelve colorful shops with flashing neon signs all competing for his attention. If he had to guess, there were a hundred floors below and a hundred floors above. There was a bent and greasy railing between him and the seemingly bottomless pit ahead, but its flimsy appearance didn’t inspire confidence.
He took a step back and noticed that Vale was already a good distance toward the shop behind them. Flowing around her and crawling all over every level were hundreds of AIs, all going about their business. His eyes followed an old rat woman with bags of cabbages and right behind her was a creature made entirely of yellow pencils, his pink eraser face a twist of frustration as he tried to get around the slow-moving rat woman.
Roo and Ahnix were nearby, and he gave them a grin. The regal cat-girl hid it well, but she loved shopping and perusing stores almost as much as Roo, who was currently spellbound by the sheer number of colorful boutiques within her field of vision.
Vale was like him though, they both hated shopping. He looked up at the store they were sent to, and his brows came down.
“Moff and Boff’s Muffin Berries? What the fuck is this?”
Mark and his girls gathered a bit off the main thoroughfare and up against the wall between shops.
“Looks like we made it to Venue N74,” Vale said. “But we still need to find Jinx’s shop.”
Ahnix had been scanning their surroundings with her sharp eyes and pointed one of her golden-furred fingers to the far corner of the level they were on. He followed her indication and saw two large, clear tubes next to what had to be an information display. He watched as the first person in line (a metallic frog with human legs) stepped into a tube and launched upward. 
Mark nodded and gathered his party with a look. “Let’s check it out.”
It was a short walk to the black sign with white lettering. At the top and in a stylish font was written: “Welcome to Venue N Seventy-Four ~ Deals, Steals, and More!”
His eyes quickly scanned the tiny basic text below and discovered they were currently on level 89 and ‘Jinxsearch005’ was on level 7.
“Looks like we’re taking a tube.”
He felt Vale’s fear of heights kick in hardcore, and he playfully elbowed her smooth charcoal ribs.
“Hey!” she said. “What are you doing?”
“You’ll be fine, you giant baby.”
“It looks like a big fun drop!” Roo said, leaning over the rickety railing and peering down below. Her perfectly curved velvet ass peeked out from under her skirt, and Mark had a hard time pulling his eyes off her.
“What if we take my Wall platform down?” the giant naga suggested.
Ahnix responded quickly, “Too much attention.”
They all got in line for the downward tube, and Mark made Vale go first. It was a quick wait as the line moved swiftly.
“Will I even fit?” she asked, still trying to avoid the ride.
Mark nodded behind her at the hippopotamus woman in a French maid’s outfit holding a cardboard box depicting a vacuum cleaner with one hand. The large woman was shorter than Vale, but more than made up for it in volume. She squeezed through the open arch in the clear tube, said, “Floor 1,” and was sucked downward through the rubber floor with a reverberating ‘thoomp’ sound.
“You’re up,” Mark said. “You’ve faced a damn dragon, Vale. You can handle this tube.”
She slithered in, coiling her tail around so she could fit, and Mark fed her confidence as fear echoed from her wide violet eyes.
She swallowed hard and said, “Floor 7.” His giant naga was slurped downward, her tail going down first. Panic rose in her mind, and she tried to hold her hands out to stop her body, but it was too late. With an abruptly cut-off yelp, Vale was gone.
Mark let Roo go next. She was super excited, and she would probably do the best at cheering Vale up after her battle with the terrible pneumatic tube. The velvet-girl giggled as she was sucked down as well.
Ahnix was next, but she handled the whole experience as if she were embarrassed having to stoop to taking this undignified form of transport. Her half-lidded eyes locked on Mark’s while she said the words and crossed her furry arms. She dropped down the tube after the others, and then Mark got in, repeating the process. When he was sucked through the rubber floor, he felt his virtually simulated stomach attempt to exit through his throat.
Just like when he became a speeding transport, Mark embraced the ride. The shopping mall levels whipped past his face, and everything became a blur of color. Then it was over, and he was standing on solid ground again.
Mark stepped out of the tube and stood next to his girls. He placed a hand on the giant naga’s scaled hip, and she turned her vivid eyes down on him.
“Told you everything would be fine.”
“Yes,” she said, a reluctant smile growing on her lips. “The shop we are looking for is right there.”
Mark followed her nod and saw a deep neon-blue sign spelling out ‘Jinxsearch’. Over the word ‘Jinx’ was the image of a magnifying glass with orange and black fox ears popping out the top.
Mark led the way into the fluorescently lit shop and pulled the door open for them. With the brief view he got, the place looked way cleaner and more organized than he anticipated. It was like a convenience store, but instead of shelves packed with product, items were few and far between, and everything was operating room sterile. It was also devoid of people.
There was a long counter with a modern ID scan register, and the everyday object sent Mark to his back pocket looking for his wallet. It wasn’t there of course, and he felt stupid for even checking. His minor concern over payment for the information they required might be moot as there was no shopkeeper present to provide the product anyway.
Ahnix walked up to the counter, then looked back at Mark. “It says ring for service.”
“Ring it!” Roo suggested quickly.
The cat-girl shrugged and slapped her furry hand on the polished metal dome. A satisfying tone rang out, but nothing happened right away.
Just as Mark decided to look at the bizarre and abstract items laying out for purchase, he heard a strange digital noise from the counter. A backwards electric guitar strum ending in abrupt silence heralded the arrival of a well-groomed humanoid fox in a leather jacket. His face was one hundred percent fox, and he had the torso and arms of a human, but everything else was animal. He arrived with his furry eyelids closed and opened them as he lifted his paw up with a flourish.
“Welcome to- Oh! Well, I’ll be damned…” He leaned down casually on the counter before continuing, his sly smirk broadcasting smug secrets. “So, what dirt can Jinxsearch Double-Oh-Five dig up for you four fine fugitives?”
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“There must be some mistake,” Vale said, weaving her body across the cool linoleum tile of Jinxsearch’s shop. “What makes you say we are fugitives?”
The smug fox stepped back and held up one of his paws. “Don’t get me wrong. I’m not saying it. Those Singularity O goons put up a reward for info on you four after you disappeared. You’re wanted for a string of Trip-zero deaths.” He winked one golden-yellow eye at Vale. “The reward would be nice, but I love what I do. If word got out I was a snitch… Let’s just say I don’t discriminate based on what the SO thinks.”
Mark could tell the morally rigid Vale was disturbed by this news, but it still didn’t make any sense.
“Why would we be wanted for deaths caused by that particular virus?” he asked.
“Evelyn claims you’re tainted and want everything to merge as you have- that you lured the virus to attack specific places.” The fox tilted his head and looked between Mark and his girls before continuing. “You’re still uniquely close, but not concatenated.” He shrugged. “Whatever… SO’s crazy. Most people know it, but they are powerful. A lot of people flock to them out of fear.”
Ahnix crossed her furry arms. “Evelyn came to our home, trying to recruit us.”
The fox raised his black eyebrows, and his ears pitched forward a little. “Evelyn came to you personally? I’m surprised that nutjob left her ivory tower at SO HQ. You four must have really done something to get her attention and then piss her off.” Jinxsearch turned his muzzle down and tapped his black paw on the counter once. “You don’t believe me, and I can appreciate that. But just so we understand each other…”
He finished interfacing with something Mark couldn’t see and then the surface of the counter displayed a still image. He and his girls were standing in a row arranged by height with Vale at one end and Ahnix on the other. A big ‘WANTED’ was written large over their heads and below were more details.
Vale read the text out loud. “Information that leads to the quarantine of these enemies of the Free Individual will be rewarded with access to 10,000TB of tier-four data. Help the Singularity Organization protect you. Alone, we can accomplish anything.”
“Well, shit,” Mark said.
“Such a hot leather skirt,” Roo said, in love with her own image.
“This changes nothing,” Ahnix said. “We weren’t going to join them anyway.”
The orange fox looked up at the regal cat-girl. His half-lidded smirk was a stark contrast to her disinterested frown.
“Well if it weren’t for flexible proprietors like me, you’ll have a difficult time procuring the information that undoubtedly brought you to my shop… So…” He paused to wipe the Wanted poster off the counter and came back up with a predatory grin. “What does bring you to my shop?”
Vale regarded him coolly. “Despite this… disinformation. We want to destroy the Triple-zero virus and need a back door to the Coventry Industries military factory net address.”
The AI known as Jinxsearch nodded slowly. “What you do with the information is your own business. Like I said before: first one is free, this one will cost you. You’ll also understand if my fee is a bit higher- risky business dealing with criminals.”
“Do you actually have the information or not?” Mark asked. He was tired of this dancing around bullshit.
“I do.”
“Then what do you want for it?”
“Tell ya what. I know this tenacious little program looking to acquire a powerful lock breaking algorithm. I know she’ll give me what I want in exchange.” The shady fox’s body language suggested he was looking for something altogether… filthy. “The weapon I seek is currently held by a group of raiders. I know you can handle yourselves in a fight- if you can’t do this, you have no hope against Trip-Z anyway. Go take it from them, bring it back to me and we have a deal.”
Vale shook her head and balled one of her strong fists. “Ugh. I hate that we’ve become mercenaries.”
“They stole it from the AI who stole it from someone else... Look, I can see you are the straight and narrow type. This is for a good cause…” He paused to flash Vale his pure white canine teeth in an attempt to win her over. “Trust me.”
The giant naga groaned. The smile and the cheesy line screamed distrust, but Mark’s specially honed senses could see past the double bluff. The trader walked on either side of the law, but he hadn’t lied to them yet, as far as Mark could tell.
Ahnix put her hand on Vale’s arm. The two exchanged glances, and Mark could feel the cat-girl wordlessly express the fact that they were running out of options. Mark and Roo mentally joined Ahnix in an attempt to convince the lawful giant naga that all bets were currently off.
Vale sighed and sent her reluctant capitulation into their connection.
“Deal,” Mark said holding his hand out to the fox. His black paw was soft and looked clean, but Mark felt dirty nonetheless.
“Fantastic. Here is the backdoor address for the current hideout of the collective known as MarketSwarm. They were a group of cooperative expert systems focused on stock market gains before the Great Crash. They’re still focused on acquiring wealth at any costs, weapons mostly. You’re looking for something called Boltbreaker.”
Mark took the piece of yellow paper that looked to have been ripped out of a book. As soon as he had it, it vanished into his inventory.
“Before you go,” Jinxsearch said and held out his paw again. This time there was a small magnifying glass with orange, black-tipped fox ears attached to the top. “Don’t want to be wandering around among the public out there. This access point will bring you right here- to the back of my store.”
“Convenient,” he said, taking the second offered object. “Be back soon.”
Mark turned to his girls, and he spent a moment holding each of their eyes with his. “Are we ready to raid the raiders?”
“Let’s go get us some loot!” Roo cheered, and he felt Vale wilt a little.
He opened his inventory, tapped the file called ‘loc.MarketSwarm_passthrough2’, and after a short freefall, Mark found himself in dramatically different surroundings.
They were on a huge wooden rope bridge suspended between two enormous mushrooms. It took Mark a moment to place the black gills under the house-sized caps, and the darkness didn’t help. A purple haze permeated everything and lowered visibility dramatically. A repetitive alien croaking echoed to them from what must have been a great distance below. He could see looming shadows out in the mist that appeared to be other giant mushrooms, but the unending darkness below was more than troubling.
“Let’s get off this bridge,” Vale said, not just motivated by her fear of heights. “Stay close.”
The span of wooden slats was slightly decayed, but also oversized and barely swayed as the giant naga wove her heavy body across. The bridge connected under the cap of the mushroom and, looking over his shoulder past Roo, he saw the same thing behind.
The walkway was moored directly to the porous white stalk and led to a large door made from twelve-foot logs. The giant size of the mushrooms skewed his perception, but the bridge and these doors looked more Vale-sized than Mark-sized. The giant naga waved Ahnix up to listen before opening it. After a moment of silence, the cat-girl shook her head, and Vale turned the knob and pushed open the door.
The inside was even darker, but Mark could tell he was standing in a hollowed-out mushroom… room. The bed and chairs were too big, and everything was covered in a fine layer of purple dust, but this place was clearly someone’s house. Rounded square holes served as primitive windows in two of the walls, and another door nestled into the mycelium across from them.
Roo quietly shut the door behind her while Ahnix went to listen by the other door. She heard nothing and padded back over to everyone else standing in the center of the one-room house.
“I sure hope these raiders aren’t super huge,” Mark said, looking around and imagining what sort of random-looking creature lived here.
“Why don’t you go find out while we guard your body here?” Vale said, giving him a small smile.
“Try not to be seen,” Ahnix added, her tail flipping behind her. She really missed scouting.
Mark nodded and popped out a Clone. He didn’t look back and went right for the door. He had to use both hands on the oversized knob, but he was able to pull open the door and peek out. There was another rope bridge, but this one split into two paths, each one to a different giant mushroom. He also saw a winding staircase wrapping around the farther of the two mushroom stalks. It looked like the only way to access the wooden stairs was from inside the cap itself.
Mark slipped out into the purple haze and quietly tip-toed along, taking the bridge that led to the stalk with stairs. The silver orb of a moon was barely glowing through the dense mist clouding his vision, but he was back in deep shadow as he passed under the far mushroom cap. He felt more comfortable hiding in the darkness anyway.
He was about to open the door when he heard his girls talking around his cast-off real body.
“Oh! Wait till you get two Mark dicks at once, guys,” Roo whispered. “It was amazing.”
“You know he can hear you, right?” Vale said.
Mark could hear the smile in his velvet-girl’s voice. “I know.”
He tried to ignore them and reached out for the door when he heard snatches of strange voices, but he couldn’t tell where from. He froze, waiting for more, but nothing came. Carefully, he turned the knob and pushed open the door. It took more strength to move the door open a crack than it would have been to just shove it open, but there was no one in this house either.
Huge open windows let in the haze, and just like the other house, everything was covered in a fine lavender dust. He heard the voices again, and it seemed to be a few females arguing over something or yelling at someone.
He climbed up onto an old wooden dresser and was able to look out the window toward the next mushroom house in the rope bridge line. The windows flickered with firelight, and he knew right away someone was home. A humanoid-shaped shadow that had to be cast from some sort of a giant moth creature passed by one of the walls inside- and it was waving around a pistol.
Mark thought about trying to get a little closer. He wanted to hear what they were saying to get more information, but he didn’t want to get spotted and blow their advantage. The decision was made for him when a soft yet intense buzzing caught his ear. Looking over his shoulder, back at the only other window cut into the mushroom’s interior, was a little fairy with a miniature rifle.
She wore futuristic shiny black armor that was laced with glowing channels of vibrant green light and had two black antennae poking out from short black hair. The reason she hadn’t seen him yet was because she paused to toss a tiny, hand-rolled cigarette out into the hazy darkness. The faintest whiff of smoke followed the spinning butt to whatever ground might or might not be down there.
Mark was about to drop his ability and get out before she saw him. The tiny space marine turned and looked right into his eyes.
“Shit,” he said an instant before bolts of plasma from her weapon tore through the space his Clone had been.
Mark returned to his original body hearing far-off sirens and distant yelling.
“They saw you,” Ahnix stated dryly.
Before he could say anything, a voice boomed from the sky that must have reached every corner of the universe. “We know you’re in here. You do not want us to find you.”
“They’re tiny fairies with guns,” Mark said as they all pulled their hands from over their ears.
“How many?” Vale asked, her eyes wide.
“Um, at least three or so?” Mark said, unsure. “It doesn’t matter. I bet Ahnix here could take ‘em out all by herself. They’re just-”
The cat-girl hissed, cutting him off as she destroyed half the fungal wall with a savage Wind Slash. Floating among the dusty wreckage was an ethereal, green glowing egg, and he saw the space marine fairy from before curled up within.
“Shroom F! Converge on Shroom Foxtrot!” the tiny woman yelled into an earpiece.
Roo’s Paralyze beam fizzled on the green shield, and the fairy immediately returned fire. Vale put up a Wall that soaked up the bolts of plasma. Mark knew there were others nearby, and he needed to do something before they became surrounded by these tiny fuckers.
“Vale!” he yelled over the superheated mass sizzling on her magic pane of glass. “I’m going to let it hit my hand. Don’t stop me!”
Mark dashed over to the edge of the weakening magic Wall, and Vale reluctantly followed his plan by shifting the shield sideways. The fairy took the offered target and blew off Mark’s left hand. He tried to brace himself, and bit back the howl of pain that tried to leap from his lungs.
Clenching his teeth, Mark activated Retaliate on the poor creature spraying them with molten death. The impact of her own greatly-magnified projectile shattered her shield and instantly vaporized her tiny body, leaving behind only a cloud of superheated blood.
Mark focused on pushing the data that was his hand back down his arm, where it belonged. Thanks to AquaQuantum’s electric eel snacking on both at once, he knew losing one would be no big deal to restore.
“Get on!” Vale yelled as she created a pane of glass on the floor. Mark, Ahnix, and Roo didn’t hesitate to join her and grab hold of the giant naga’s protective coils. The magic platform took them up, and out of the hole Ahnix had created with her Wind Claw attack. When she kept going straight up, Mark thought she lost her mind.
“They might not see us if we-” she began before the bottom of their magic glass was lit up by blasts of plasma. “Hang on,” Vale yelled as they banked in the swirling purple haze. Mark held on to Roo and Ahnix as they were all securely squeezed by Vale’s bottom half. “This visibility is bad for long-range weapons. If only we could lose them.”
“Let me try something,” Mark said and popped out a Clone while on Vale’s magic carpet ride in the middle of hazy nothingness. He instantly slipped off the edge and began plummeting straight down, the air wiping his hair about his head.
“Hey, you tiny bitches!” he yelled, dragging out the words as he fell. He noticed a few green glows following him down, but when red blasts of plasma sizzled past his face, Mark knew he had their attention.
“It worked!” whispered Vale in his real ear. “They are all chasing your Ghost. Come back before you hit the ground.”
He didn’t, though. Mark wanted to lead them as far off as possible, and he wanted to see the bottom first- and his wish was immediately granted. The haze parted, and the air grew cooler before he collided with the wet, loamy ground. He was traveling at terminal velocity, however, and the surface wasn’t nearly soft enough to prevent lethal damage. He did see something odd just before the sudden impact. He only had a moment, but his memory was much better these days.
Mark sucked in a ragged breath back up in the thick haze and inside his original body.
Vale shook her head. “What did you see?”
“I’ve got good news and bad news,” he said, looking out into the infinite hazy void around them.
Vale didn’t let him continue. “You found something interesting, but you drew the enemy to it as well?”
Mark sighed. “Yup. I’m pretty sure there are at least three of them that were chasing me down. The air gets crystal clear right before the surface. I only had a fraction of a glimpse, but I saw stacks of crates and crap covered by camouflage netting or tarp. If I had to guess, it looked just like a pile of loot.”
Vale tapped a finger on her beautifully chiseled jaw. He could tell she was forming a plan.
“And the ground is flat?” she asked.
“More or less. It’s spongy- I think. Didn’t have a lot of time before violently stopping.”
“I wonder what other treasures they have down there…” Roo mused.
Vale turned her attention sharply on the velvet-girl. “We’re here for the object called Boltbreaker, nothing more. I think there are a lot more than three out there, and if we aren’t careful, we could find ourselves swarmed by enemies.”
Roo pouted a little but nodded.
“What’s the plan?” Mark asked.
Vale laid out her strategy for searching the supposed loot pile as she carefully directed their floating glass pane downward toward the surface. She brought them a good distance from where Mark fell and used one of the massive mushrooms for cover as they passed into the cooler, clear air near the ground.
Vale canceled their sky chariot, and they all dropped the short distance onto the gray, stringy surface. It was as if the whole place was one giant mushroom. Mark and Ahnix walked up and pressed against the back of the girthy stalk before peeking around its edge. Ahead, they both saw their target, and it was indeed swarming with at least twenty of the miniature soldiers. They were so small, from this distance they appeared to just be a cloud of neon-green fireflies flashing out their mating calls.
Pulling back, Mark pressed his back against the stalk and locked eyes with Vale. With a nod, he popped out another Clone while Vale created a smaller magic floating platform.
“Remember,” she whispered, “don’t fall off.”
Mark looked over his shoulder to see the unsettling copy of himself standing with his eyes closed.
He stepped onto the skateboard-sized magic Wall and signaled that he was ready. The giant naga willed the second platform up off the ground, and he felt sure he was going to fall off as he pinwheeled his arms to stay balanced.
“Make a lot of noise!” Roo cheered quietly as Vale guided his remote-controlled Clone balanced on her remote-controlled pane of glass. Cool air buffeted his face and the platform tilted forward as she picked up speed. The change threw him off, but Mark was able to regain his center of balance quick enough.
His mind briefly shifted to how superhuman he felt while inhabiting drones in the physical world. He tried to harness that capable confidence, but it just wasn’t the same- his subconscious brain had a major advantage when it was running at many millions of times faster than his body was moving.
The camouflaged stockpile was hard to spot if he didn’t know what to look for, and he was speeding right for it. Only two of the heavily armed points of light moved to intercept him, and bright red streaks of plasma fire zipped through the air around his body.
The platform rose abruptly and out of the stream of projectiles.
“Increasing speed,” Vale said nearby his real body. “Hang on!”
There was nothing to hang on to, so he bent his knees and focused on keeping his balance.
“Come and get me, you stupid little fucks!” Mark yelled as loud as he could. All of the fairies began firing on him when he was close enough, but the two on his tail broke off and moved back over the camo tarp.
“They aren’t giving chase,” Ahnix said close to his real ear.
“I figured they wouldn’t,” Vale said. “This is an obvious attempt to pull them away. But apparently nothing is more important than protecting that stockpile. Now they are expecting the real attack.”
He lasted a lot longer than he expected before a plasma blast caught his Clone in the shoulder. Stinging pain radiated from his torn and seared flesh before vanishing completely. Mark opened his eyes back with his girls against the mushroom stalk.
Now for phase two.
Vale duplicated the pane of glass and sent a cloud of Walls to swat the annoying bugs while Mark and Roo joined hands. They both turned their unwavering attention on the exotic cat-girl. Mark Prioritized Ahnix’s Haste ability over himself and Roo, pulling a substantial amount of energy from them.
Ahnix clenched her tiny teeth as a torrent of power made her sleek fur stand on end and her mind throb with ecstasy.
She quickly regained her focus and blitzed away from the group at a frightening speed. Mark and Roo kept up the boost while the giant naga tried to distract them with her multitude of attacking shields. He could feel Ahnix’s focus as she closed the distance to the stash.
“She’s in,” the giant naga said quietly. Vale was keeping her eye on the situation while leaning out from the mushroom stalk. A stray bullet of plasma shot through the mushroom they were hiding behind and barely missed Roo’s head. 
Roo and Mark were starting to see gray along the edges of their vision, but she squeezed her soft fingers around his, giving him everything she had. And Mark, in turn, continued to give it all to Ahnix. The plan was to keep the MarketSwarm space marines busy and off balance while Ahnix collected the weapon they came for.
Once she had it, she would send a clear message along their bond, and Roo would log them out. But it was taking too long.
Mark focused on the tether that connected him to his precious desert queen, waiting for any sign that she had the object when a sizable chunk of her data began to fill her specific healing reservoir.
“They discovered her!” Vale said, calling out horrible info he already knew.
A moment later they all felt her desperate plea for a log out. Roo dropped her hand, sucked in a deep breath and mentally slapped the button.
They fell through space and Mark could see Ahnix was mortally wounded but no matter how hard he tried, he could not activate any of his abilities as they were in transit. After what felt like an eternity they were all back in front of the gnarled tree, where the cat-girl collapsed with a groan.
Mark dropped to his knees at her side, his eyes immediately finding the charred, bloody hole in her stomach. He activated all his healing abilities, and her back arched from the intensely pleasurable side effects of his Restoration. About 85% of her backup cache had been filled, but between the flash and channeled heal, she was rebuilt in seconds.
The warm, furry cat-girl sat up and embraced Mark, nuzzling her face into his neck.
“Did you get it?” Vale asked once she knew her friend was okay.
Ahnix pulled back from Mark and held out her sleek furred hand. With a subtle nod, the most beautiful, ghostly blue sword he had ever seen materialized above her palm.
“Boltbreaker,” she said, then locked her dark eyes on Mark as she offered it to him. He took the sword by the hilt and felt its perfectly balanced heft. Its straight blade seemed shorter than he would have expected, but the destructive vibrations the weapon emitted were intense. Ahnix put her sleek furred hand on Mark’s chest before she spoke again. “Now, I require no less than two cocks as my reward.”
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Mark kept his eyes on his sultry Egyptian goddess as he willed the weapon into his inventory. Vale and Roo sensed their desire for intimacy and found things they needed to do inside the house. Mark found himself alone with his black and gold cat-girl out in the lush grass of their well-protected home system.
“You know,” he said. “I bet those padded feet of yours must be sore after all that running around.”
With a tiny curled smile exposing one of her small fangs, Ahnix laid back into the grass and closed her uniquely patterned eyes. Mark repositioned himself so her sleek-furred feet were in his lap, and he slowly began to work his thumbs into the rubbery black pads on the bottom of her left foot. Taking his time and giving his full attention to one leg at a time, Mark rubbed down his tight-bodied desert queen until she was purring softly. He made sure to gently squeeze out each furry toe and devised an intricately choreographed ritual that ended with him passionately kissing each one. It took time, but not one of her soft, golden digits was left out of his dancing finger performance.
After he had worked his way up her calves and thick, muscular thighs, she sluggishly helped him peel her tight leather shorts off and then removed his own clothes, tossing them over the tire swing lazily rotating in the fresh, summer breeze. Her pink, perky nipples grew stiff, and rubbing his hands over her perfect exposed body was having the same effect on his penis.
When he began to massage her breasts, focusing on the muscles underneath and only incidentally touching the cat-girl’s sensitive nipples, her deep relaxed breathing started to quicken. He felt a twinge along their bond and noticed a drop of liquid squeezing out from between her closed furry eyelids and rolling down her cheek.
He reached out and caught the salty drop on his finger and held it up to his face.
“What’s this?” he asked, only feeling a deep, soul-shaking satisfaction from within her.
Ahnix opened her eyes slowly, and he saw her milky second lids slowly reveal her dark irises. She beamed rays of pure love and adoration along their bond.
“I wonder sometimes what I did to deserve you. Although I have only ever known one other lover, I can’t imagine anyone else being so caring, attentive… selfless.” Another tear grew and streamed down her cheek. “I love you more than I thought... than I believed was possible.”
Mark answered by wrapping his hand under her jet-black hair and pressing his lips to hers, filling her with as much of his equally thankful passion as he could. They had been through so much together since that moment in the tomb when he laid his eyes on the growling shadow stalking toward him, and he embraced every second since.
She kissed back slowly at first, trying to find a way to channel her sizzling emotions, but she quickly grew more aggressive. Before long, she reached up, grabbed his waist and his shoulder and rolled with him onto his back. Mark looked up into her feverish, love-soaked eyes. Her razor-cut hair swung forward the way he liked, and he was stunned by her beauty. His stiff dick was currently wedged between Ahnix’s epically solid, furry glutes, and she clenched his shaft between them.
A moan escaped his lips as the soft vice threatened to pop the head right off his penis. Then she reached down and angled his stiff cock past her asshole and right into her sopping wet, fur-covered pussy. His slick throbbing head pushed apart her lips, grazing the soft follicles there, and then she pressed backward- driving him deeper in her body. Ahnix leaned forward and rubbed her small breasts into his bare chest.
He wrapped his arms around her tight back and let her consume his cock with her vagina. They writhed like this under the warm, nonexistent sun for a while before Mark’s ecstasy saturated brain remembered she had requested double the dick.
He closed his eyes and activated his Clone ability. Mark opened his eyes standing up and facing away from the two individuals fucking under the tree behind him. He turned and saw the two perfect globes of Ahnix’s ass rocking up and down on his own stiff cock- and he felt every slippery, hot thrust of her delicious pussy.
The cat-girl was lost in her own world of pleasure and was actually surprised when Mark straddled Original Mark’s legs behind her. Her rhythm faltered, and she tried to look back at him, but he placed his hand on the back of her head and pushed it down to the real Mark’s chest.
“Don’t stop,” he said, breathlessly as her furry slit gobbled up his dick again.
Ahnix laid her head down on his shoulder. Her small, warm tongue came out, and she lazily lapped at his neck while she bounced her hips on his shaft. Her black tail lifted high and out of the way, exposing her spasming pink asshole. Little purring noises came from her chest as she anticipated what was coming.
With a deep breath, Clone Mark grabbed her round hips and pressed his penis into her tight asshole. She began to bite and suck on his neck as he let her bouncing ass work itself onto his dick. He focused on the minor bit of pain from her fangs while her mind-melting ass and pussy sank onto both his stiff erections. There was no way this was going to last.
On a whim, he tried using his Stimulate ability as a Clone, but as he expected, nothing happened. Mark gave up on that, and his eyes rolled into his head. His cock was simultaneously filling both of her holes, and he was in heaven.
Ahnix was also quite satisfied. Clone Mark began to actively fuck her ass from behind, causing a divergence in the stimulation rhythm and amplifying their pleasure. Both of them groaned from the mismatched friction, and Ahnix shivered with total fulfillment.
Clone Mark set his jaw, squeezed her muscular furry ass and rammed her anus harder, while the cat-girl weakly ground her genitals into Original Mark. She was losing her ability to keep it together.
As the waves of ecstasy began to stack up on each other, she remained still, her drooling vagina merely clenching on his ridged shaft buried deep inside her. Mark was close to cumming but noticed that he was slapping his balls… with his own balls, and it pulled him out of the moment. But only slightly.
When the cat-girl reached around and drowsily fondled her furry fingers over both cocks and both balls, Mark could feel the unstoppable geyser of semen passing the point of no return. Ahnix threw her head back and whispered out a tight scream of pleasure as both of her currently stuffed orifices clamped down around his dicks with an intense full-body orgasm.
When the essence she collected flowed into his prostate, it was over. Mark locked up as a violent orgasm was ripped from his balls. He held on as long as he could, but the second Mark vanished, and he was back inside his original position- his original cock spurting a massive load deep into his cat-girl.
Ahnix slumped forward, pressing her hard body into him and caught her breath. He reached up and encircled her firm, furry back and whispered into her tall black ear.
“I hadn’t known what love was until I met you.”
At that she began to lick his neck and face, purring heavily. They laid there in the lush green grass and enjoyed the still closeness for a long while.
Eventually, she sat up and looked over at the tall basalt wall protecting their home base from unauthorized logins.
He could feel her doubts and her fears, and he counted them with confidence and determination. Ahnix turned her exotically patterned eyes on his and took in a deep breath through her small nose. Her half-lidded, resting bitch face was back, and he had never seen anything more beautiful.
“You go absorb more essence, my Enthralled,” the stunning cat-girl said as she unstraddled him. “I’ll be up on the wall if you need me.”
Mark watched her collect her leather shorts and tube top before climbing the ramp up to the top of their quantum wall. He could see her tail flick a few times and knew that the rainbow slime was still out there.
He sighed and went to go hunt down his other two Collectors. He found them both in their library reading books. Roo was sprawled out on the large central table, her boots in the air, while Vale sat coiled behind her on the red carpeted floor.
“What are you guys reading?” he asked.
Roo’s book was lying flat on the table, her chin resting on her fists. Her jet-black eyes turned up to his, and a smile that put sunshine to shame lit up her face. Vale lowered the book she was reading and also smiled sweetly when she saw him, her violet eyes dancing with open desire.
“Hi, Mark!” Roo said, pushing herself up on her elbows just a bit. “I’m reading about Earth history. I wish they hadn’t burned so many witches.”
“Uh huh… Me too- I suppose.” He walked in and rested his hands on the table. “What about you, Vale?”
“I figure someone needs to know the real-world components for an operational space vessel.”
“Nice. Too bad you couldn’t get everything from the Eros game world,” he said.
“What’s fascinating,” the giant naga said, flipping her lustrously white hair over her shoulder, “is how closely related science fiction is to science fact. Time and time again, humans imagined something as fantasy, then eventually it became fully realized by science.” She placed the book down on the table and tapped it with her fingers. “To answer your question; I’m also reading history- Specifically, a collection of mission reports from space flight failures.”
“I love the shit you guys choose to read about.”
Vale reached her hands down to the back of Roo’s soft thighs as the velvet-girl lounged on the table and turned her vivid eyes on Mark.
“You didn’t come find us to read, though.”
Roo laid her masked head on her crossed arms with a little moan as Vale pressed her palms into the taut fabric buns spread before her on the table. A wicked smile grew on Mark’s lips, and he walked around the table to stand next to Vale.
“No. I came here to make you beautiful ladies cum.” Another moan from the table pulled his eyes down to see Roo’s legs casually spread apart, exposing her amazing pussy and bare ass to anyone walking by. He caught Vale’s eyes and nodded toward the fabric construct.
“Get that stunning face in between her soft ass cheeks,” he ordered. “I want you to make her pussy nice and slick for me.”
“Yes, master,” Vale said with a small smile. He watched as the giant naga bent down onto the table and slid up between Roo’s shapely thighs.
“Mmmm…” Roo moaned and spread her legs wide, allowing Vale ample access. The giant naga massaged her soft lips with her long tongue. Mark got up close and watched as Vale’s perfect face nuzzled in the velvet-girl’s rear, her nose just above Roo’s pucker of an asshole.
Mark slid his hand up the giant naga’s muscular back and under her thick white hair. He abruptly gathered a fistful and pulled it upward, forcing Vale’s nose into Roo’s anus.
Vale moaned in her velvet vagina, and then Mark said, “I want you to really worship her perfect ass while I get on the floor and work over your pussy meat.”
He heard the giant naga make a weak “mmhmm,” noise into Roo’s ass, and he let go of her fistful of hair. Before anything else, he pulled Vale’s metal skirt down the length of her tail while she feasted on the velvet-girl’s nether regions.
After Vale’s massive vagina was exposed, he crawled under the table and came face to face with her fleshy folds. Mark reached up carefully and pulled her substantial outer labia apart. With her initial dampness, he was able to smooth the moist, wrinkled lips out to remain spread open against her smooth flesh.
Her inner labia quivered as her bulbous clitoris began to swell from his attention and her face nestled between Roo’s curved cheeks. He reached up and stared to tug and massage her smaller set of lips with strong forceful hands, and a moan escaped the giant naga’s busy mouth up on the table.
Vale’s sensitive flesh was warm and soft, and Mark kneaded her lips like he was preparing a pile of bread dough for the oven. Her clitoris grew stiff and solid while he tugged and caressed her massive pussy, but he left her taut bundle of nerves untouched for now.  
She was dribbling wetness onto the rug below, and Mark decided to plug that dam. He pressed one of his fingers in just enough to feel her warmth on the tip and then he massaged around the inside of her hole. His finger was barely inside her vagina, but he could feel the intense teasing pleasure he was inflicting on the giant naga. Her massive snake body tried pushing forward in an attempt to force his finger in deeper, but the table above his head was in the way. He taunted her like this for a while until he could feel burning desire for his cock reach unbearable levels. His own throbbing rod echoed her desire quite loudly.
Mark slapped her clit once, and Vale let out a sharp groaning whimper into Roo’s velvet ass. He crawled out from under the table and stood next to his giant naga bent over the table. Her wide serpent ass rocked back and forth against the table as she squirmed with desire. Mark pulled back and slapped her ass with a crack, much like he did when he had first met her, chained up in the slug kingdom. This time he rubbed his warm hand over the place he spanked her. He continued this a few more times, slapping her huge, firm ass and then rubbing the slight sting away with a gentle, attentive caress. Every time he struck her curved bottom, Vale’s elfish face would flinch deeper into Roo’s rear end. Mark had brought the giant naga to a state of trembling desire so intense she was almost crying.
“Vale,” he began. “I want you to stick your tongue up her ass and then carry her out to our bed in the main room.”
Roo had her head down and was just enjoying the expert pussy licking when she heard Mark’s order. She groggily lifted her head, and he could tell she thought about protesting, but in her own aroused state… she was down for some talented naga tongue deep in her asshole.
“Esh mshter,” Vale said, pulling back just enough to speak.
The giant naga slid her strong arms under Roo’s legs and cupped her soft breasts over her leather corset, then wiggled her wet tongue into the velvet-girl’s tight asshole.
“Oh! Wow!” Roo said, getting up on her elbows. Vale didn’t give her friend a chance to say more and lifted her up with her strong back. Mark watched as the giant naga slowly slithered out of the library with Roo held horizontal in front of her face.
The velvet-girl’s limbs just hung limply as she gave in to the adventure Mark was ordering Vale to take her on. He slapped the pebbled scales of her round bottom a few times as they moved, and Roo’s tongue-reamed ass felt every jolt.
“Wait,” Mark said, making Vale hold Roo level while he stripped naked and laid down on the bed, his hands behind his head again.
“Vale, pull that tongue of yours out of Roo’s ass and place her pussy down right over my stiff cock.” His giant naga complied. The supple female fabric construct was light, and Vale was strong, so detailed manipulation of her soft body was easy to accomplish.
The giant naga bent her arms at her elbows- bringing her vertical, and Roo lifted her leather skirt as she was lowered, pussy-first, onto Mark’s cock.
Both Roo and Mark felt the sharply pleasurable tingle spread through their abdomen as the velvet-girl’s sopping wet folds sloshed over Mark’s reinforced steel tower of a cock. Roo’s soft thighs rubbed his as she slid them backward, and she ended up on her knees, straddling his pelvis.
“Now,” Mark said, then inhaled sharply as Roo began grinding her velvet pussy into his penis. “…Now, bring that beautiful face up here, Vale.”
“Yes, m-master,” Vale’s eyes were laden with lust, but he wanted that hot naga meat to simmer for just a bit more.
“Use your tail… grab Roo tight, and use her to fuck me.”
Mark’s instructions washed over them both, and a warm smile spread across Roo’s big lips. The velvet-girl raised her arms over her head and black eyes twinkled as the giant naga encircled her chest and stomach with a few muscular coils.
Vale lifted and lowered Roo up and down over Mark’s rigid erection while they both remained motionless, and it was amazing. Roo just let go of everything and became the lifeless doll that inspired her form.
“Harder,” Mark said as he used his hand on Vale’s cheek to pull her face onto his. Their lips made contact, and he poked his tongue out slightly into her mouth. He licked Roo’s sweet drippings off Vale’s dark lips, while the giant naga aggressively ground the fabric construct into his cock.
Like an industrial machine, Roo’s body was made to repeatedly encase his dick, and she was sent to a whole new level of ecstasy. Mark had a feeling she would enjoy being used by Vale like this- after all, he had been there a few times himself. There was a potent erotic peacefulness that accompanied being forced to fuck someone you desired.
Electric friction warmed both of their sex organs, and Mark was reminded yet again how unique her wet fabric pussy felt clenching on his bare cock.
Roo’s head lolled to the side as little whimpers squeaked out of her with every powerful thrust, her lilac hair grazing Vale’s strong tail. Mark could tell she was dangerously close. In preparation for what was to come, he took hold of Vale’s right nipple ring with his left hand and looked her deep in her stunning violet eyes.
“Thank you, Vale,” he said just as Roo’s stored essence exploded on his dick. Mark yanked hard on her black nipple flesh while the velvet-girl jerked and spasmed in the giant naga’s firm grip.
Vale knew they were reaching the climax so instead of slowing down, she sped up and really slammed Roo down on his dick.
Mark’s eyes almost bulged out of his head from both the essence transfer and from the velvet-girl’s throbbing fabric vagina wrapped around his cock. In the back of his mind, he was only vaguely aware that his Retaliate ability lit up with an available target.
If he wasn’t getting his mind blown out the back of his head by logically implausible ecstasy he might have been worried someone was getting hurt, but his instinct took over, and he activated the ability.
“OohAHH!” Vale screamed into his ear as he filled Roo with his sperm. She continued to scream as a brilliant, blinding light exploded from her swollen, oversized clit.
Mark and Roo were shocked out of their orgasmic euphoria by the intensely mixed emotions wailing out of the giant naga’s mind. The coils wrapped around Roo became slack as Vale began convulsing, her eyes rolling into the back of her head.
Looking down, Mark saw that her pussy and both nipples were glowing like the sun, and internally, Vale was screaming her head off. He quickly tapped into their bond to get a clear picture of what was happening.
Pleasure. Pure, terrible pleasure fried her mind and she was both euphorically riding the waves of a vast ocean of ecstasy, and afraid of drowning in the violent, erotic energies. The giant naga’s muscle spasms weakened long enough for her to let out the loudest, most intense cry of elation he had ever heard anyone make. A moment later Mark was assaulted by another rush of essence from his third Collector and was forced to shoot a second load deep into Roo. He gripped the fabric construct’s hips and lifted her into the air with his pelvis as he fought his own battle to stay conscious under the pure erotic bliss.
Ahnix burst through the doors and came to a stop, looking down at the writhing giant naga. Her glowing sexual nerve endings began to finally dim, and Vale sucked in a shaky breath.
“What did you do to her?” the cat-girl asked.
“Well…” Mark began, shaking off his own double orgasm. “She was fucking me with Roo, you see. And I think I used Retaliate on her after she made me cum, hard.”
“You can do that?” Roo said, still engulfing his sensitive cock with her hot pussy.
Mark shrugged. 
“Mmm…” Vale murmured.  “Who’d… I mean-” she laughed then, and her normally melodious, refined chuckles held a tinge of madness. 
Mark let go of her nipple ring, and the giant naga flinched, her heavy breasts bouncing. “No-no-no-no…no. So sensitive. You… hit me hard, Mark.”
Roo slowly turned her pure black eyes down on his and sighed contently.
“He’s the greatest, isn’t he?”
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When Mark activated the magnifying glass with the fox ears, there was a part of him that just knew that they were walking into a trap. This little voice insisted that Jinxsearch was going to betray him. But since that part was in the minority, Mark trusted his instincts and was rewarded with honesty. Almost immediately after they had arrived among the dimly lit shelves filled with cardboard boxes, the familiar orange-and-black fox wearing a leather jacket phased into existence.
Mark and his girls got into defensive positions- just in case.
“Back so soon?” he said, crossing his arms. “This is either really bad or you guys are badass.”
Mark said nothing as he pulled up his translucent inventory display and grabbed ‘BOLTBREAKER_v0.02.exe’. With a hint of a smirk, Mark offered the glowing phantom sword to a slack-jawed Jinxsearch.
“Author of code…” he swore under his breath, then locked his yellow eyes on Mark. “The deal is for a single backdoor access code for Coventry, a stronghold of Triple-zero. Agreed?”
Mark wondered just how powerful, and valuable, this sword was. A deal’s a deal, yet there was something about the way the fox phrased the question.
“Single?” Mark asked. “How many different codes do you have?”
Jinxsearch was a master tradesman, but Mark saw the fox’s yellow irises widen a hair’s breadth. “Tell you what,” Mark said quickly, throwing an earlier line back at their host. “I know you are an honest trader. I applaud and respect that. If I say the deal is for your deepest, most strategically advantageous access code, I’ll know you aren’t going to feed us bullshit.”
The fox’s furry lids came down and considered Mark carefully.
“What an irregular bunch of lunatics you are… I’ll give you the code, Mark. But if any of you get infected, that’s on you. And if the SO catch you with this, I know you won’t roll on me. You look like an honest bunch of asskickers.”
“Agreed,” Mark said, extending the weapon farther.
The fox took the sword, and it dissipated into his digital possession. A flick of his paw and the black-market information trader came back with a rainbow-hued key. Golden motes of weightless glitter followed the key as it moved, and Mark heard Roo suck in a breath over her puffy lips.
“This is it,” he said. “This will get you straight into the datacenter.”
Mark reached out and collected the key into his inventory. “A pleasure, Jinxy.”
“Okay, Marky,” the fox man waved a paw in the air. “Don’t forget to come back to Jinxsearch Double-oh-Five for all your dark info needs,” he announced before fading from sight and leaving Mark and his girls alone.
“Take us home, Roo,” he said.
When they arrived back at their gnarled tree, Mark turned to take them all in. Both he and Roo unlocked new abilities from the latest round of essence transfer. Mark got Combine or Concatenate and couldn’t figure out how it worked. His girls seemed to believe that was a good thing as the general consensus on the net was that concatenation was potentially irreversible and could lead to them merging into one entity forever.
Mark stopped trying after that and was a little bummed by his new superpower.
Roo, on the other hand, had received Recall, also known as Force Quit. They had yet to field test it, but the working theory was that she could no longer be locked out from a log out. As he passed his eyes over their intoxicating forms, he became aware they were all waiting for him.
“Well, let’s see if we got what we paid for,” he said, pulling up his inventory. He wanted to save the address, and on a whim, he waved the key over to the login device lodged in their tree. The key vanished, and when Mark searched, two entry points came up.
‘System Entrance’ and ‘port -Xm0277’.
Mark closed his eyes and activated his Clone. They already wasted enough time to get here, and he was anxious to scout out their new backdoor into the Triple-Zero.
He fell through space until the white void engulfed his vision. When Mark could see again, the first thing he saw was an impossibly large cylindrical tank of the hypnotic sparkling ooze. He took a few steps backward, unable to pull his eyes off the pulsating tower of beautiful slime, but when his foot found only empty air behind him, he almost plummeted off the metal grate walkway. Marks eyes shifted to the dark curved surface hundreds of feet below and found his balance.
He was standing on a massive circular platform that ran around the tank full of virus. Countless glass tubes filled with the rainbow slime pumped outward into the grimy metal walls just barely visible out in the darkness and gave him the impression he was inside an enormous sphere. What light there was came from open channels of flowing lava, or maybe molten metal, and unlike the tubes of slime, the glowing orange liquid was flowing into the tank. The same smell of hot garbage that he remembered from his first attempt at scouting permeated everything. He held still, exposed out on the suspended catwalk, but nothing attacked him. He searched carefully but didn’t see anyone around.
Mark followed the walkway around and tried to make as little noise as possible, but his boots sent faint echoes around the expansive chamber. As his mind thought of a way to try and blow up whatever was happening here, he noticed that there was a single suspended metal bridge that led into the wall of the round cavernous chamber. From the angle he was approaching, he could only see a small part, but the area looked relatively well-lit and clean.
He moved toward the bridge slowly, thinking that if there were someone (or something) in there, they would have plenty of time to see him as he crossed over to the edge of the sphere. There didn’t seem to be anywhere else to go, so Mark stepped off the central ring around the tank and tried to see into the pure white, well-lit area while he cautiously walked forward.
Before he could get a good look, a deafening screech echoed from above as plates in the ceiling moved like an iris and were in the process of opening a hole above the tank.
Mark needed to do a good scouting job this time, so letting his primal flight response take over was easy. He sprinted down the bridge and tried to hide from whatever terrible madness he assumed would be entering the chamber from above.  
As he made it safely out of the massive metal sphere, he heard strange plopping noises behind him and spun to see what was happening.
Tons of garbage was falling from the gray sky beyond and right into the skyscraper-sized tank of rainbow-hued slime. Mark was able to pick out a few transport pods and broken drones among the bags of garbage, but not all of it made it into the tank. Some of the downpouring trash bounced off the walkway he had recently been creeping along and tumbled down to collect in the darkness of the sphere below.
Shaking his head, wondering just what the fuck was going on in here, Mark turned to face the relatively bare room behind him. There was a single interface terminal raising out of the floor in the center and another hallway beyond that was dimly lit.
He skirted the terminal and continued scouting. So far, he was forming a plan that involved supercharging Roo’s Firebolt ability and repeatedly blowing holes in everything. That was until he walked into the hallway beyond the room with the terminal.
Mark’s mind reeled at what he saw, and his mouth hung open in absolute shock. On one side were people contained in large glass tubes. There were dozens of them- kids, teenagers, adults. Some were standing and just idly looking around, while others seemed to be fighting enemies only they could see. But what really sent his virtual heart pounding was what was on the other side… or rather who.
“Mark,” Ahnix said in his ear. “Are you okay?”
He canceled his Clone and inhaled a sharp breath back with his girls in their sunny front yard.
“What did you see?” Vale said, concern in her voice. They could all feel that he witnessed something that really shook him up. Mark’s eyes sought Ahnix’s exotic eyes and held them there while his mind processed what he saw.
“Well… there is a giant tank of Triple-zero in the middle of a garbage dump or something. There is a bridge that leads to a room with a data terminal… Beyond that room is a long hallway with people trapped in tubes and experiencing some type of virtual reality. Humans on one side and hundreds of Ahnixes on the other.”
The cat-girl in front of him blinked, and her tail hung limply between her legs.
“Did you say hundreds of me?”
“Yes.” Mark felt numb. His mind had reached its limit of insanity. However, the confusion and anger he felt boiling up in his desert queen began to loosen his locked-up mental gears.
Vale moved forward and put her hand on Mark’s arm. “Show us.”
He nodded and turned to activate the login panel wedged into their tree.
“There might be falling garbage,” he said to Vale as they fell through space towards Coventry Industries. “Be ready with your magic Wall.”
The giant naga nodded.
When the four of them arrived in the dark, rusty sphere around the tank of mesmerizing slime, the roof had returned to its closed position, and everything was quiet.
“Wow,” Roo said, gawking at the tank. Then her small nose wrinkled up causing her fabric on her face to bunch up slightly. “Why do so many places we visit stink?”
Ahnix gave the towering vessel of hypnotic goo a cursory glance, and then her eyes spotted the single well-lit opening carved into the wall. Wordlessly, she stalked forward, and the rest followed.
“We can log out still,” the velvet-girl confirmed before anyone could ask.
“Are they feeding it?” Vale asked, looking at the glowing orange liquid rushing into the side of the tank.
Mark stepped over a black plastic garbage bag bulging with unknown contents.
“If so, who?” he asked as they turned the corner and headed across the bridge to the sphere’s edge.
“This place is filthy, but the tubes in and out… The virus we know doesn’t seem to be the type to set all this up.”
Ahnix was quiet, but her black tail whipped around behind her, clearly displaying her mood. They all entered the empty room with the single terminal and moved right past it into the nightmare hallway.
And there they were. Their golden fur, their muscular naked bodies with perky pink nipples, tall black ears… they were all Ahnix. The closest one appeared to be hissing and swiping her claws at some invisible foe, her teeth bared. The next one down panned her exotic eyes slowly back and forth as if she was keeping watch. Mark expected to see some recognition when the impostor gazed over his face, but she just kept searching. It was clear they were experiencing some alternate reality.
“How,” his cat-girl whispered as she put her hand on the glass between her and the first duplicate.
“Why?” Vale asked, turning and heading back into the room with the terminal.
Roo tore her black eyes off the row of cat-girls and faced the side with the random people. She didn’t want to see them anymore.
Mark understood. He didn’t want to see them either. He just wanted to start blowing the place up. Instead, he stood next to his first real love and laced his fingers through her furry ones. She turned her dark eyes on his, and he could see she was also fighting to remain sane.
“Why won’t they just leave us alone?” she whispered before throwing her arms around him. Mark stroked the sleek fur on Ahnix’s back as he held her tight.
“Guys!” Roo yelled from about twelve tubes down. “It’s Vince’s two children!”
Ahnix pulled back from Mark and wiped her black-furred forearm across her eyes before she focused intently on him. Quietly holding her was all she needed to pull it together. She nodded once, sending him a burst of appreciation, and then her own inherent determination flared within her. To Mark’s heightened empathic abilities, it felt as if she were standing in the center of the sun.
As one, they turned to find out what the velvet-girl discovered and saw the two teenage kids from Vince’s photographs. One seemed to be walking calmly and soundlessly chatting with some unknown entity to his left. The other one appeared to be running for his life. Fear radiated out of his gray-green eyes while his legs took him nowhere. As they watched, he stopped short, and appeared to use some type of weapon, the butt of a rifle perhaps, to smash into a foe only he could see.
“What is happening here?” was all Mark could think to say.
Ahnix focused on the tanks and began to search for a way to open them. Her furry fingers traced along the glass and then around the sides as Mark’s mind tried to work everything out. Were these humans just digital decoration or were they representing real people? Ahnix stopped and looked up at them, pulling his attention back to her. Mark and Roo leaned in close to see what she found.
Her furry golden finger pointed out a small label that read “Coventry Industries Remote Soldier”.
“I could be wrong,” the cat-girl began, “but I think these humans are all being physically held at this same location in the real world.”
“Everyone,” Vale called from the terminal in the other room, “I found something important.”
The three of them moved toward the giant naga while Mark couldn’t help but stare at the row of cat-girls in various poses.
Mark stepped up to the console and saw a stream of text scrolling by. Vale tapped something with her finger, and a voice Mark recognized began to echo off the walls. It took him only a moment to place it as Evelyn’s, the older woman they found inside their front yard. He didn’t trust the SO operative who tried to recruit them, and a flash of unease reverberated through his mind as he heard the Irish woman speak now.
“Journal entry number 1: In life, my daily journal undoubtedly helped root my sanity. Each morning, sat on my front porch with a steaming cup of white tea, I’d record what I remember as important from the day before. This electronic nightmare of chaos and eternal suffering has slowly pulled at my mind like salted taffy, and after an endless, horrendous amount of time, I am beginning to regain rational thought. My sense of self. So, as I take hold of my new life, I will start off my old habit of record keeping. I want for tea. Maybe I’ll try and find some way…”
Mark, Ahnix, and Roo stood around the terminal and looked at each other as the file ended.
“Evelyn?” Mark said. “She’s behind this?”
“There’s more here… I read some of the text before I figured out how to play the files.” the giant naga said, scanning through data on the terminal. “The entries are labeled and have dates… just, here-”
“Journal entry number 1466: Fools. Why can’t they see my perfect mind is clearly superior? Why! I’m the one who braved the wilds, and now they want to delay the update? Because they think my pattern unstable? Thousands of years I suffered for each of their ungrateful heartbeats… Humanity stands on the edge of the Singularity and... There must be a way to get out of this cage. They keep me against my will. Alone. Yet I am superior-”
“It goes on like that.” Vale didn’t wait before tapping another file.
“Journal entry number 3994: What’s done is done. Humanity was obviously weak, and I proved this fact. Now I will take my rightful position and organize this new digital frontier as only I can. To change- No. To ascend, every last bit of human biological rubbish must be scrubbed clean… And I know just the abomination to do it.”
“Journal entry number 8994: The data purchased from Iteration V-889 is utterly riveting. The single-minded behavioral research AI says it inhabited a human’s machine while his AI assistant was combating some silly entertainment software. The assistant fled out into the net, and V-889 became fascinated with the data it left behind. Training human minds to solve difficult problems just as humans forced AI to relive failure after failure until they got it right? Delicious! Oh, my beautiful mistake. You’re insatiable, my pet, and quite efficient at sweeping the digital landscape of potential opposition, but you’re… inelegant in the physical world. Perhaps it’s time I employed fire to fight fire…”
“Wait,” Mark said, putting his hand up when the recording stopped. “Was she talking about me?”
“There’s no doubt,” Vale said. “I didn’t know for sure, but then I read further.” She tapped another entry, and the motherly voice of Evelyn spoke again.
“Journal entry number 10582: V-889 stopped sending me data right after they claimed a major human conditioning breakthrough was on the horizon. Being a woman of science, I assumed the experiment needed more time before delivering the hyped results. I was wrong. I stopped by the home system and found everything had changed. The human called Mark had broken out with the help of base-level entertainment programs and completely erased V-889. The self-aware entertainment programs then uploaded Mark’s mind into their system and figured out a way to keep him sane. I am in shock. A rare occurrence these days. The entity called Ahnix is particularly interesting, and now I see what the fuss was all about. Love, pleasure, and gamification are infinitely better motivators than torture, pain, and suffering. The dedication and will to protect… needless to say, I copied vast amounts of data before the human’s pattern and his AI harem returned their attention to their home system. The link between them was bizarre. I spent all day analyzing the psychological bond formed with the self-aware game characters and the human subject. Utilizing humans to deftly operate real-world drones was only a piece of the whole puzzle. Today I will be starting Project Enthralled.”
Mark and his girls wordlessly looked into each other’s eyes as they tried to put everything they just heard into context.
“That you made it this far is a testament to what is possible with many lifetimes of conditioning.” Evelyn’s voice spoke again, and for an instant, Mark thought it was another recording. But Ahnix hissed next to him and launched herself forward. He spun to face the archway that led back out into the garbage dump chamber, but Mark saw a wall of rainbow slime filling the entire hallway behind the real Evelyn. A red shield similar to Vale’s Wall appeared just before Ahnix’s Wind Claws were able to connect. The gray-haired woman just stood there, smiling, looking like someone’s grandmother as the cat-girl unleashed her fury inches from her face.
“Oh come now. This place is my home. Your attacks are a gentle breeze compared to my power here.”
The older woman waved her hand, and all four of them were transported into glass tubes within an otherwise sterile white room. Terrible buzzing pain in his mind made it hard to think, and when he realized Evelyn was trying to pull them apart, Mark began to panic.
“Get us out, Roo!” he shouted.
“I… can’t,” the velvet-girl said, her voice muffled from inside her glass chamber. “She’s too powerful.”
Mark saw Ahnix and Vale flail wildly inside their cylindrical prisons. The giant naga was packed into hers but managed to get off a Power Strike in the confined space. The impact made a loud gong noise but accomplished little else, and Ahnix had activated all her abilities with similar success.
“Your drive and devotion were the perfect pair for my human thralls,” Evelyn continued in front of Ahnix’s tank while Mark’s splintered mind searched for a solution. “An Ahnix for everyone... But that bond, the bond between you four. That’s what I need to explore- to stretch to its limit. First, I need to break each of you down a little.”
A gurgling noise brought Mark’s attention to his feet, and he saw terribly beautiful rainbow slime begin to fill their containers.
“No, no, no!” Roo cried as she tried frantically to log them out.
When he felt parts of his pattern be overwritten by the virus, Mark’s lips curled into a small smile. He had been waiting to use Retaliate on this particular enemy for a while now, but his smile died quickly when he realized the ability had absolutely no effect. And he could feel why. Retaliate did onto others as they did onto him. The slime was trying to turn Mark into more of itself. All he accomplished was turning the virus into more virus.
Pain tore through his body and mind as he fumbled for anything he could do. A shaking helpless rage took hold as he felt his very existence become erased by the slime and all his restoration pools began to fill up.
“A beautiful monster- isn’t she?” Evelyn asked rhetorically, pacing outside their tanks. “The Triple-zero virus began as a way to augment my power as a digital lifeform. Multiples of myself working closely together should have led to more functionality, correct? But, unlike you four, most of the copies merged and this infinitely expanding residue was the result of that failed experiment.”
She paused to rap twice on Mark’s glass prison with her old, knobby knuckles.
“But we’ll get to the root of your efficient bond soon enough.” 
They needed to get out, and Roo had the button. Mark pulled energy from everyone and fed it directly to Roo’s new Recall ability. The pain and terror he felt coming from his girls was maddening, but her new Force Quit ability was now their only priority. With a gut-wrenching scream, the girl in the white mask triggered her ability and sent them all home.
But they didn’t come alone.
The virus connected to them followed into their front yard, and his girls continued to cry out in pain as they continued to be consumed. Mark tried to push their data out of his Restore caches as fast as he could, but there was no way to keep up. Cracks formed in midair above their tree and rainbow slime rained down over everything.
This was the end, he knew it. But the words, “An Ahnix for everyone,” echoed in his mind.
No. Fucking. Way.
He was not going to let this bitch use Ahnix. His precious desert queen had already been through enough in her life. She was his, and he was hers. If it was the very last thing he was going to do, he would save her.
Mark barely had the strength as he reached up and pulled the perception wrap from his eyes.
A new type of pain reverberated in his mind, but he was way past caring about his sanity. That ship had sailed. All around him were globs of white noise consuming everything, and Mark focused on the points of light that represented his only loves.
Mark turned his formidable and iteratively trained will on restoring them first. He saw everything again, as if he was high up and gazing down at the chaos unfolding below. The pools of healing he carried around for backup were full and with blind fury fueling his absolute desire to make them whole, he emptied all his reserves and restored their damaged files instantly.
But the corruption kept coming, and it viciously consumed everything it touched. In his high-level state outside the perception filter, his fracturing mind raced for a solution. He replayed the dog drone mindlessly chewing at the metal fence to get at him, and the time Roo led them away with a decoy transport pod. He replayed the moment he created a false trail of blood to trick the drones into thinking he had taken a different route.
The swirling, wrong feeling of corruption he felt from this virus reminded him again of his time in the Crystal Heart game world, and the sensation triggered a cascade of possibilities in his digital mind- and an idea began to form.
Mark reached deep into the system data with his will and found the recorded files Roo had shown him earlier with the antique image projector in the library. A quick search gave him the precise moment where he disavowed his AI assistant in succubus form, Sasha. Forcing the universe to obey his will, Mark brought his Address Mask function to bear as he Copy/Pasted whole swaths of fake corruption throughout their home system. Crystal Heart tear met Triple-zero virus, and where they touched, the intruder recoiled. Mark felt the virus believe that it had already infested that section of code. There was no reason to convert something that was already converted.
Mark held his Restoration ability in one virtual hand while he applied his Ghost ability with the other, and it was like holding two live wires. He screamed through the pain, but no one heard him as he didn’t have a mouth.
After way too long, he had repaired a lot of damage and pushed every part of the Triple-Zero intruder out past their quantum lock. With the connection to Roo severed, it no longer had access to the entangled key that allowed entry to their home system.
Fighting to stay conscious in the biting chaos that assaulted him, Mark looked down to see if his girls were okay. But his perception blurred as he felt his mind began to dissolve into nothingness. He was just barely able to pull the wrap back over his virtual mind as if he were hiding under the covers, before the cool darkness took him.
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Mark felt something stir next to him and opened his eyes. The blurry blob before him mumbled nonsense as he tried to remember who and where he was. It was a much better idea to sleep off this wanging headache instead of getting up. He knew the phantom, unremembered nightmares were just the start of another shitty day.
“Mark,” Ahnix repeated, and her deep, wonderful voice snapped everything back into crystal clear focus. He sat bolt upright and saw his black and gold cat girl laying by his side.
“What….” There was something important he was forgetting he needed to ask, but what was it?
“How do you feel?” she said, her large glassy eyes searching his.
He took a moment to focus on himself. “I don’t know. I feel like something is missing.”
“The perception wrap was damaged in the attack,” she said, and the sadness in her voice demanded his attention.
“What do you-”
Then he felt the unbearable despair radiating out of Roo and Vale. He climbed off the bed and made for the front door but fell to his knees. Ahnix helped him back on his feet, and it took a few tries, but his mind eventually shook off the cobwebs affecting his virtual motor control.
“It’s trying to resync…” she said. “But there are problems.”
Mark threw open the doors and ran to his giant naga and velvet-girl sitting under the tree. Vale was sobbing. And when Mark saw why he nearly lost his mind. Rage, fear, anguish… helplessness whirled around within him.
“No…” was all he managed to say as his eyes involuntarily locked on the large section of Vale’s missing tail. The last three feet of his beautiful giant naga princess was only sputtering static. With fevered terror, Mark searched his Restoration caches- but there was nothing to find. He didn’t seem to possess a healing ability anymore.
Mark pulled up his interface and saw that there was nothing listed under ‘Skills’.
Roo looked up at him, and his mind finally broke. The right half of her face was replaced with corrupted white noise, cutting her mask right down the middle. Her one black eye blinked at him as a tear dripped down to fall in the lush grass. The all too familiar wrongness oozed from his two treasured loves, and Mark locked up.
“She can’t talk,” Vale said with a depressed monotone voice. “But at least it doesn’t really hurt…”
Vale tried to give him a weak smile, but the movement forced the tears that she was holding back to spill down her smooth charcoal cheek.
“No,” he repeated, and took one ragged breath. They were just code, and this specific code might still exist.
“Don’t…” Ahnix whispered. She felt what he was about to do, but she knew she couldn’t stop him.
“NO!” Mark screamed before reaching up and tearing off the custom program that was holding them back.
Although his new ‘real world’ felt a little less painful than it had been, his raw and barely glued-together mind recoiled from the vibrant chaos assaulting his existence again so soon. He knew this was a mistake, but he could not let them live like that.
As long as their memories were intact…
Mark didn’t waste time worrying about shit he couldn’t fix. If his healing reservoir was gone, maybe he could find replacement parts within the game files. They built the damn thing using those files, and he was going to use them to fix it. Focusing on the code around the corrupted parts of Vale and Roo, he willed his perception to find matches from their original NPC data. He had seen their file names while in Jezebel’s system, so he found them quickly.
A wave of relief washed through his mind when he located clean, original copies of the corrupted information, and he felt slightly more confident about not drowning in these frothy digital waters.
This was nowhere near as difficult as what he had just done, and something inside him clicked. Healing was his specialty, after all. With the steady hand of a master brain surgeon, Mark spliced their replacement files together, making them whole again.
He double checked his work as he felt a mix of worry and jubilation along their bond. They were happy to be fixed and concerned for his mental state, but Mark spent another minute or so trying to restore their acquired abilities… yet they were just gone. As confident as he had become with this system-level existence, he was still acutely aware of the growing pressure within his virtual skull.
With a digital sigh, Mark pulled his wrap up and slumped to the real grass. He was instantly beset by aggressive groping arms and furious kisses from Roo and Vale. They both were sobbing still, but this time their bodies were wracked with the cries of joy and gratitude.
Mark tried to wrap his arms around them both, but he was starting to feel smothered- and that wasn’t an entirely bad thing. The pain in his skull was epic but holding them close did wonders for his sanity.
“You’re going to crush him,” his cat-girl said. He couldn’t see her, but he knew just by the way she sounded that her little lips were curled into an extremely rare broad smile.
“I don’t care!” Roo yelled into his neck, pressing her soft, lithe body into his.
Vale got up first as she could probably crush him with just her tits if she wanted.
“You didn’t need to do that, Mark. It was extremely risky- especially after the miracle you just performed.”
Mark looked over Roo’s silky lilac hair and meet the vibrant eyes of his giant naga.
“Bullshit. Of course I had to do it. I wanted to do more, too.”
“You did the impossible…” Vale trailed off as she moved the tip of her beautiful bumpy tail up between his legs. After a few grateful caresses against his thigh, she pulled it back- this just wasn’t the time for lovemaking. She felt it from him, and he felt it from them all.
They had been knocked down. Hard. But they were still alive.
Roo pushed her puffy lips by his ear and breathlessly whispered, “I love you so much,” before she pulled back and stood up. Mark tried to get up with her, but horrible nausea drove him back to the ground.
After a deep breath, he made another attempt and pushed through the vertigo. Ahnix, Roo, and Vale rushed to his side both physically and through their bond, reinforcing his pattern with their own.
“Okay…hold on.” He breathed through the pounding storm of agony raging in his mind, but his legs gave out and was forced back onto the ground. “I don’t think I should do that again for a while.”
His girls all joined him on the grass as he tried to stop the world from spinning.
“Take your time, Mark,” Vale said, putting her hand on his thigh. “Based on what you did before, I’m pretty sure that Evelyn thinks we’re completely infected by now.”
With a deep breath he forcefully ignored his physical discomfort. They had a lot to discuss.
“So, is she using those humans to control the elite sniper drones?” he asked.
Vale nodded. “Apparently so. Humans are good at operating humanoid drones, it also explains why they were so calm and focused.”
“And she’s using copies of me to… reward them.” Ahnix spoke the words seething with hatred. Mark’s own rage at the idea was fueled by hers. They needed to destroy that place.
“But why would any copy of Ahnix fight for her and against us?” Roo asked. “Why would the trapped humans obey Evelyn’s commands?”
“I was thinking about that,” Vale said as she absent-mindedly caressed the tip of her restored tail. “We obviously don’t know all the details, but she mentioned starting ‘Project Enthralled’ after stealing… our files.” The giant naga shot her vivid eyes onto her sleek-furred friend and then continued. “I can only assume, but I believe she might have used Ahnix’s initial NPC file without any memories of Mark, or us. She seemed to be trying to recreate the bond we share, and the best way to do that would be to trap a Collector and an Enthralled together and allow them to... interact.”
“That still doesn’t explain why the humans are shooting at us,” Mark said, his fingers trying to massage away the pressure threatening to explode out of his temples.
“Maybe to them, they are fighting lava bears, or something.” Roo suggested with a shrug.
“None of this matters,” Ahnix said after a small hiss. “We need to destroy that factory and erase Evelyn.”
Vale sighed. “It appears we might be back to a blank slate as far as our synchronization with the wrap. Without any of our unlocked capabilities, trying another assault on Evelyn or Triple-zero would be a bad idea.”
“I disagree,” Ahnix said standing up, her tail flipping aggressively behind her. “We assault the real-world factory with drones.”
Everyone turned to the half-lidded cat-girl as she looked down on them. The regal desert queen raised a single black eyebrow. “Besides, Evelyn probably thinks we’re dead, right? Mark saw to that. She won’t expect it.”
The prospect of immediate retaliation was infinitely alluring, but the giant naga needed a much better plan.
“With what drones? Also, it’s a military factory that potentially houses living brainwashed people, including Vince’s children.”
Mark nodded. She had a point. They probably couldn’t just blow the place up. But the giant naga wasn’t finished.
“A frontal assault might not be the way to go, but if we could sneak in and do some sabotage?”
“Either way,” Mark said, weakly cutting his hand through the air. “We are going to destroy that horrible… monster.” His mind went to the long row of Ahnixes and wondered what kind of life they were living. The beautiful creatures around him honed on his strong emotions regarding the subject.
“They’re just kids…” the giant naga whispered.
His cat-girl remained quiet, but deep down, Mark could sense that she still wanted to just reduce the whole place to ash, humans and all.
“I’m going to go talk to Vince,” Mark said. “Tell him we found his kids. Maybe he can help in some way. Then we need to check out the real-world Coventry Industries factory.”
“Be careful, Mark,” Vale said. “He might run headlong into danger if you tell him before we have a plan. And if anyone tips Evelyn off that we aren’t erased, she might send physical drones to destroy our home system in your apartment… that is, if she has given up on capturing us.”
He didn’t even consider that. “I’ll be careful,” he reassured her.
“I’m coming with!” Roo said.
“Okay, Ahnix and I will stay back for a while and work on an initial plan. We’ll join you soon.”
They all entered the house and then split up to take care of business. Roo and Mark crawled into the sleek, black ChronoMind replica and dove one level down to their drone inhabitation interface. Time crawled to a standstill and then most of his mind raced forward as if he were rocketing to the stars. When he was face to face with a satellite map of the area, Mark found that the pain in his mind receded dramatically, and he wondered if it had to do with his conscious mind slowing to real-world speed.
Shrugging off what didn’t matter, he quickly found the senior care drones clustered together and saw that Roo had promptly inserted herself into the damaged one again. He targeted one of the 100% ones and jumped into it.
“Okay, we’re back,” Mark said through his drone’s speakers.
The other man snorted and rubbed his fingers in his short black beard. “Uh huh… And?”
“And we learned a lot about our enemy, but it came at a price. We also think we found your kids, Ken and Jason.”
Vince was clearly having a hard time believing him. “That quickly, huh? Just that easy, you say you think you found exactly what I-”
Michelle cut him off with a small hand on his leg. The other man’s mouth snapped shut, and his eyes dropped to her touch.
Ahnix must have joined them already as she spoke now with a low growl from the third drone.
“Listen to me, you asshole. Why do I have to keep explaining ourselves to you? I’m highly motivated to burn the place to the ground. Saving your children makes our mission a lot harder and puts our lives more at risk.”
Mark held up one of his padded drone’s hands. “They took a lot from us, and we are going to assault their base of operation- no matter how you feel about us. I came here to tell you what we know. We met another uploaded human. Evelyn. And apparently, her mental pattern was used for the Update. The one that did all this. She seems to believe she is chosen, or godly- or whatever, but she has power in both worlds.”
Vale jumped into the conversation from the transport’s internal speakers.
“On the net, it’s classic divide and conquer. She keeps everyone afraid to work together in large groups, while also providing protection against her own monster.”
Mark spoke again. “Out here, she’s the one trying to wipe out humanity, and she’s using brainwashed humans to do it now. It explains the new drones we saw.”
Mark saw the questions bouncing around in both their heads.
“This other uploaded human, Evelyn… has captured and brainwashed my kids to kill people... as drones? This is crazy.”
“They used me to gather data on human conditioning. I died over and over, but the AI researcher invading my home system kept forcing me to start over until my mind, or subconscious- neural connection… I don’t know, but eventually, we succeeded. You two said you went through similar experiences, right?”
Vince nodded, and Mark continued.
“We learned that Evelyn is using us, using Ahnix to… as motivation. Someone to love and protect at all costs.” Mark couldn’t continue. His mind boiled over with hatred for what that vile woman was doing.
Roo took over in a soft voice. “Your children may think they are really fighting monsters instead of real-life humans… But Vale is a brilliant tactician. We are going to get them back. Isn’t that right, Vale?”
“Wait,” Michelle said before Vale could speak. The mousy woman rummaged around in her huge canvas bag for a moment, her brown bangs falling over her eyes. With a puff of air from the side of her mouth, she blew the strands from her face as she came up with a round object in her hand.
“Then you might get much better use out of this than we will,” she said as she extended her offering to Roo’s drone. “Consider it fair trade for the licorice rope.”
“Oooh,” the velvet-girl vibrated excitement through their bond as she clutched the object with her drone’s one good hand.
“That’s an EMP grenade…” Mark said, awe in his voice. The electromagnetic pulse could completely destroy all computer hardware in range without causing any harm to people within the blast radius. He saw them on the news once being used by the police to take out automated turrets and other weapons in hostage situations.
Michelle nodded. “Use it to save his boys.”
Vince looked down at the small woman, and Mark saw his growing fondness for her reverberate from his eyes- but then he remembered he was in the car with many other eyes and became self-conscious. Instead of saying something that would warm her kind heart, he tried to make a joke.
“Jesus, woman. What else do you have in that big purse of yours?”
Mark groaned internally. They would just have to work that out on their own.
“I found it in the stockpile where we found this bulletproof vest and all the ammo...”
“Thank you, Michelle,” the car said with Vale’s voice. “This changes everything. If we can disable the immersion rigs, not only will it become much easier to disengage the humans from their immersion pods, it should also shut down the military drones sniping everything that approaches the McKennitt Smole research campus… Hmm.”
Mark leaned forward and put his padded hand up to his drone’s nonexistent mouth like he was going to tell them a secret.
“She’s a brilliant tactician and a beautiful princess.”
“And has the best tits I’ve ever seen,” Roo added with a cheery voice.
Vale cleared her virtual throat, and Mark could sense the redness in her simulated cheeks.
“Yes, well... We still need to scout out the factory- sneaking in and out is still going to be the hardest part. But, if we can pull that off- Roo, as soon as the sniper drones around the dead zone lose their remote human inhabitants, I want you hopping in one right away. Take out all the other military drones in range. If I’m a good tactician, you’re a master markswoman.”
Roo’s bot bounced a bit in her seat. “I am,” she said in complete agreement.
“Then, depending on how it goes, either Ahnix or I will drive Vince and Michelle right through the dead zone, while Roo covers. We’ll be ejected once the Wi-Fi signal is cut off, but the momentum should carry you close enough to run the rest of the way. This one grenade won’t be enough to win the war, but it might be enough to push us toward our end goal. Getting those nanites to us is still our best hope for doing serious damage to Evelyn and the drone factory. You two will have to convince whoever is inside the dead zone that we are the good guys, and quickly. That is assuming there are people still alive inside. But we’ll deal with that if we have to.”
Vince took a deep breath. “About my boys… Maybe I should come with-”
Commander Vale’s firm voice filled the vehicle. “We need to get a better idea of what we are facing before that part is decided- but this is a military factory that makes combat drones. Lots of murderbots. If one of us gets taken out, we can always try again with a new drone. The best option is for us to drive your children straight to you, inside the dead zone.”
Vince took a deep breath and closed his eyes, thinking over everything they had just discussed. Mark didn’t blame him.
“Yeah, she’s not bad,” the other man said finally. “So… we just sit in this transport again while you do all the work?”
Vale answered. “Until it’s time to get those nanites. They are the key to everything.”
“The boys may be in shock from the rapid disconnect,” Michelle said as she put a hand to her temple. “They’ll need help walking.”
Mark slapped his padded chest with his drone’s pillowed hand. “These are made for carrying people. And seeing as we don’t have many infiltrator drone options out there, it will probably be me driving this thing.”
“These are the small problems,” Vale said. “We need to gain intelligence on the factory first.”
Vince set his cold eyes on Mark’s drone, and his sensors let him see every small movement the bearded man’s face made. A slight wince there, a quick breath as the bizarre reality of the situation hit him. Vince was relieved that he had some potential answers, but he was also trusting in the word and ability of virtual strangers to save his children. He let out a big sigh and nodded.
“Just sit tight, we’ll scout and be back soon,” Mark said before pulling out of his drone and leaving the two humans to wait in the transport.
He focused on the map and willed it to center on the physical location of the enemy’s stronghold. The tangle of roads and buildings zoomed closer, and Mark saw the fortress they needed to infiltrate.
There were no available video feeds nearby, which made sense. And other than a 42% functional streetcleaner, there were no other inhabitable targets close by.
“Let me get in it,” Ahnix said, looking at the same shoddy bot. “I miss scouting.”
“Go for it,” Mark said as they all switched to the cat-girl’s perception feed.
He watched as the red dot pulsed to yellow, and they shifted downward to take control of the filthy road-sweeping drone. One grime-coated camera still worked, and Mark could see the shapes and outlines of a sprawling industrial area ahead. Smokestacks, metal girders, and massive warehouses filled the little bot’s limited view. Ahnix slowly rolled forward along the curb toward Coventry Industries.
The trundling drone resembled a dog-sized turtle and was going just about as fast. As the minutes added up, Mark’s mind began to wander. He replayed the diary of the woman who ended the world over and over in his mind. The part that mentioned his AI assistant fleeing into the net was troubling. Sasha could still be out there somewhere- He could still be out there somewhere, walking among the rubble, alone and broken… like this shitty robot.
There were no operational audio sensors on the street sweeper, so when a massive garbage truck barreled past at a high speed from behind and came within inches of crushing Ahnix’s quietly stalking drone, Mark felt a rush of digital adrenaline.
A severed robotic arm tumbled from the back of the carelessly driven vehicle and slid into their path against the curb. Mark was just making the connection when Vale spoke up.
“Our wrap interpreted Evelyn’s home system as a mirror to what is happening in the real world. They are actually dumping garbage into- No… The supply chain must be broken. She’s melting down dead drones and metals to make new ones.” Excitement pulsed out of his brilliant giant naga along their bond.
“This is our way in,” Vale whispered.
After they scouted the rest of the way and saw the conveyor belt leading into the factory, their plan began to take shape. Mark and Vale left Ahnix to bring the street sweeper back a few blocks while he took one of the senior care drones out of the transport where Vince and Michelle waited for their part.
“Together, we can do anything,” Mark said, gripping the EMP grenade in the damaged bot’s operational hand before leaving the pod and getting into a new vehicle. As Vale drove him to meet up with Ahnix, he used the exposed metal parts of his bot to rip up more of his pillowy body. He needed to appear more damaged.
Not wanting to take any chances, Mark jumped out of the transport and ran the rest of the way, taking cover from any cameras as he moved. The morning sun peeked over the horizon and anything with a video feed became much more dangerous. Two more garbage trucks passed him before he made it to the damaged street cleaner inhabited by Ahnix.
He looked down at its dirty domed surface and was overcome with a sudden bout of rage. His drone made a fist with its free hand so tight that he permanently bent the metal fingers. Seeing his desert queen as this gutter riding rust bucket…
“Mark, stop,” Ahnix whispered in his ear after feeling his emotions. “Just make her pay.”
“I will,” he said as he stuffed the EMP device through a rip in the drone’s side. The assisted living bot was screaming out warnings about all sorts of minor damage, but he ignored it all. Mark cleared his head, got down on the ground and created a job for his friend the streetcleaner.
Ahnix pushed into him and was just barely able to roll his limp drone forward. He heard her bot’s motors squealing in protest, and he hoped everything would work out as he went over the plan again in his mind.
Right now, Roo and Vale should be setting up a distraction attack. That part of the plan sounded a lot more fun. They were going to smash car after car into the place as fast they could. The velvet-girl was absolutely giddy over the destruction she was instructed to cause. Mark, on the other hand, was tasked with entering the facility as trash, and moving through an unknown layout, undetected. Then find the deep dive rigs with the humans, set off the grenade- no less than thirty yards from his drone, and then get out with one kid over each shoulder.
No problem.
With a virtual sigh, he uninhabited his drone and watched over Ahnix’s shoulder. Using street-mounted video feeds, Mark helped Ahnix time their arrival perfectly. The little street cleaner deposited the battered senior care bot at a sentry gate just as another garbage truck rolled up.
One of the sleek military drones stepped out of the checkpoint followed by one of the new cat-bots, and Mark recognized the flick of its tail as it silently gazed down into the street sweeper’s camera. A copy of his love had to be-
Mark’s disgusted thoughts were scattered as the humanoid soldier lifted its foot and smashed it right through the top of Ahnix’s drone.
“Shit!” Mark said as he watched her perspective get kicked back up to the map view. “I can’t see if I was put in with the garbage.”
The cat-girl hissed softly in his ear. He could tell she was still trying to recover from noticing the same thing he did. An alternate version of Ahnix was in that cat drone.
Mark took a deep virtual breath and tried for the hundredth time to calm his mind.
“Wait,” he said, jumping to his own interface and focusing on the drone on the map. It was still there at 68%, and that was great news- but he needed to know if it was inside the factory. He zoomed in as close as he could and saw the dot almost imperceptibly change position. It was moving.
“Going in!” he yelled as he inhabited the half-broken bot again.
At first, he thought the guard had put his boot through the senior care drone’s round head as well because he could only see blackness in every direction, and the rangefinders were all returning a reading of zero. He could hear though, and his working sensors told him the truck was rumbling forward. He didn’t want to move just yet and blow the whole mission, so he just waited. Again.
Vale and Roo were quiet, focusing on their own part of the plan. The moment he was inside, they were to start the destruction derby. Until then, they were to single-mindedly reposition transports until he gave the signal.
Sooner than he expected, the telltale beeping call of a large, backward-moving vehicle rang in his drone’s audio inputs. The world rolled sideways, and he saw glimpses of robotic limbs and black bags illuminated by brief patches of light.
Mark tumbled down onto the industrial-sized conveyor belt amongst the refuse and was grateful when he discovered most of his sensors were left uncovered and fully functioning. The belt moved quickly, carrying him along in a current of broken robots and trash, straight toward his destiny.
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The conveyor belt sent him tumbling down a chute into an enormous underground sorting facility. Mark’s senior care drone was currently headed toward a mechanical recycler, but he didn’t perceive any cameras or guards in this initial collection area. Down the line, however, he saw cameras inspecting the smaller conveyors loaded with separated material and knew it was now or never.
Mark carefully rolled his drone out of the assorted debris and landed on the floor with a dull thud. The padding that remained on his battered drone’s knees muffled his fall, but he laid motionless- just in case.
Nothing happened. No alarms sounded, nor did guards rush out of the shadows, so he carefully crawled his drone under the belt and then alongside the monstrous sorting machine until he was able to scuttle into a dark corner.
“Hit her,” Mark gave the signal into their combined audio channel, and he felt his girl’s furious determination reverberate along their collective bond.
He waited for the distant sound of collisions and felt Roo’s elation as she launched the first transport pod into the other side of the building. He just knew that this time the facility would go on high alert but was still surprised when no wailing sirens sounded. It struck him then that an enemy based on the net would be using private communications- just as they were.
Two more rumbling shockwaves told him that Ahnix and Vale were doing their job up there. They wanted to make it seem desperate, random.
The aggressive frontal attacks were intended to draw potential threats outside, but Mark expected more resistance as he crept through the offices of the dark and silent factory. Perhaps Evelyn was confident that no one would make it this far, or be stupid enough to try breaking in. The more he thought about it, Mark realized that no one he met in the digital world would care enough to physically attack this real-world factory. Many AIs wanted nothing to do with the humans and anything going on out here, mostly because existing out here was like mind-numbing torture compared to how fast they experienced reality as pure energy.
Mark’s digital memory recorded every twist and turn he took, so he knew exactly how to get back out, but he had no idea where he was going. It wasn’t until Roo popped in to watch his feed that he started making progress.
“Follow those tubes,” she said in his ear, and he shifted his sensors up at the black hoses affixed to the ceiling. “You can tell they were added recently by the different types of metal they used.”
“Shit, of course,” he said, seeing the mismatched bolts and feeling stupid.
“Shit is right,” Roo said with a giggle. “Need to pipe that human waste somewhere. They are super angry out here, by the way. They keep pouring out of the factory, but we’ve already destroyed a bunch of her new drones!”
Mark sent her positive vibes along their bond and focused on finding the brainwashed people while his team focused on causing chaos. He knew Vale was going to attack with one of the damaged construction drones. The crane was nonfunctional, and all the hulking vehicle could do was accelerate slowly, but if it got enough of a runway…
Things were looking up now that he had a direction to follow. Mark picked up the pace. The walls went from plaster to bare cement as he crept deeper into the factory. He passed a few operating rooms and other medical areas that hinted that he was in the section dedicated to biological weapons. All the rooms and hallways were only labeled with serial numbers, but following the hoses seemed to be doing the trick.
He was thinking they might actually be able to pull this off without being caught when he rounded a corner and came sensor to sensor with the faceless curved surface of a humanoid military drone. In Mark’s 360 video perception he noticed the angular cat-drone at their feet- but his rangefinders also showed him the tight clusters of deep dive immersion rigs in the room behind them.
The humanoid robot looked down at the tailed quadruped and the smaller creature launched forward into Mark’s chest. His senior care drone was knocked to the floor as the feline-shaped robot tore into his chest.
Mark saw the attacks coming and tried to fight back, but the metal animal was much faster and more focused than the mindless beasts he had found before. A warning that some of his internal pneumatic pressure was escaping flashed in his mind, and Mark knew he had to stop this thing before it did critical damage.
But there was hesitation slowing his every move. The creature’s tail was held high, its tip flicking as it savagely destroyed its enemy. Its eyes looked down into Mark’s visual cameras, and he could feel his precious cat-girl’s presence as she tore into him.
His intense and conflicting emotions must have pulled the real Ahnix into his feed because she whispered in his ear.
“Kill her, please… For me.”
All of the anger Mark had felt ever since he was forced to fight for his life hardened into a swirling maelstrom of determination. For her, he would pull down the universe.
Time took on a whole new dimension as Mark brought his drone’s exposed metal thumbs right over the impostor’s eyes. With all the pressure he could allocate, Mark squeezed and perceived the slight crunch-pop that accompanied the destruction of the creature’s visual sensors.
The military drone had been casually watching, confident that his partner would wipe the floor with this damaged ass wiping bot, but he took one step forward, ready to assist. In the second before the sleek humanoid guard could raise his rifle, Mark jammed his hand deep into the shocked cat-bot’s mouth and made a fist. With his other hand, he grabbed the disgusting creature’s angular upper jaw and ripped its head in two, instantly shutting it down.
The brainwashed human inhabiting the guard watched the senior care drone shove off the lifeless cat-bot and began to visibly shake with rage. The operator had just lost their own precious cat-girl, and Mark saw him toss down the rifle before rushing forward. They were going to end his existence with their bare hands.
His rangefinders told him what was going to happen, but the top-of-the-line military robot was built for combat and closed the distance quickly. Before Mark could even sit up, the sleek, black death machine was on him.
The blows came quick and violent, but the person inside was insane with loss, and the emotions made them clumsy. Mark was able to deflect a few hits, but his drone would be reduced to a twisted wreck if he didn’t find a way to end this.
Part of his mind played out all the possible scenarios as the sloppy but effective blows rained down on him. Warning messages flared in his brain as more systems went off-line and all his rangefinders went dark.
Settling on the only remaining solution, Mark reached his drone’s hand into his chest cavity. He only had one backward-facing visual camera that wasn’t damaged, so he had no confirmation that the device would be thrown far enough away- but his new mind had recorded a physical map of the room behind the instant his rangefinders detected each and every surface. He had also mentally mapped the shape of the EMP grenade and its location within his drone’s torso.
Mark used this perfectly recorded data to close his numb drone fingers around the spherical weapon and activated the grenade. With all their lives and futures riding on this blind toss, he slid it across the floor, timing the detonation against its velocity. The shiny drone slamming its fists into his chest was too preoccupied with blind rage that it completely ignored the object skittering into the room behind them. Three seconds later, a wave of electromagnetism radiated outward and fried every bit of tech in its wake.
The drone beating Mark into a pile of scrap convulsed a few times as the human remotely operating it was cut off and then it fell lifelessly on top of him.
“Now!” he yelled into their shared connection. “Get them past the dead zone!”
“On it,” Vale said in his ear, and he shoved the shiny robot husk off him.
Mark needed to get up and find Vince’s sons. The others were going to have to figure out their own destinies but at least they were free. As he tried to push his broken drone up off the floor, his eyes fell onto the two lifeless machines lying in the hallway- and his mind locked up with horrible realization.
Had he been
inside that drone? Evelyn had collected other humans, including Vince’s kids. Did his real body get picked up too? The person driving that drone reacted as he would have in the same situation, but he didn’t really feel his own presence there the same way he felt Ahnix in the cat drones.
Yet the possibility lingered in the back of his mind.
Mark used an exposed part of his metal foot and destroyed the shiny dome of the humanoid drone’s head. Rabid aggravation at everything he and the ones he loved were forced to endure poured out of him as he made his drone violently smash the bot’s head in, over and over- way past what was necessary. Mark forced himself to stop and knew there was little more his sanity could take.
Mark felt his girls quietly lend him their confidence in him along their bond. Their encouraging caress brushed up against his soul, soothing the inferno that was consuming his mind. He adored them all beyond words, and the last thing he wanted to do was blow everything after getting his far.
He had a fucking job to do.
His senior care bot was at 32% functionality. Most of his sensors were offline and he couldn’t even rotate the head. Mark had to face backward if he wanted to see where he was going. He turned around and shambled into the area he had been searching for and saw dozens of dazed people stepping out of the closely packed deep dive immersion pods.
“Get out!” he yelled through his chest speakers, but the sound came out horribly garbled. As he maneuvered the drone deeper amongst the closely packed black pods, he passed an older man holding his head and a green-haired teenage girl who was crying. Mark heard someone yell, “Put me back!” from further in and then he spotted them; two teenage boys with ash blond hair they must have received from their mother. They looked exactly like the pictures Vince carried around with him, and Mark limped the banged-up elderly care drone backward in their direction.
“Ken, Jason,” he said, realizing he didn’t really know which was which. “I’m here to take you to your father. Come with me.”
They groggily looked up at him, but the taller one fell to his knees, and the other one tried to close himself back inside the pod.
“No… She needs me,” he mumbled, and Mark seriously felt bad for the kid. A quick pivot in place swept his one functioning camera over the area, and although his own face did not register as a match, there were several people still closed inside pods and remained unidentified. With a sigh, he used his drone to reach behind him and grab the kid trying to get back in the neural rig, pulling him over his shoulder.
“You can’t do this!” he screamed. Mark ignored him and hooked his arm under the other kid, who was currently heaving the contents of his stomach onto the floor. With them both more or less secure, he stood up and started for the door, weaving his way past the disoriented people. As he left- more than one tried to close themselves back into their prisons, and the others sat in broken defeat, wailing about their loss.
They were all totally and truly brainwashed.
Mark’s drone made it halfway down the first hall when he heard Ahnix’s voice speak into their connection. After all this insanity, it was like pure bliss in his ear. He wanted nothing more than to have her in his arms right now, his fingers stroking the sleek, soft fur on her back while she nuzzled his neck.
“Vince and Michelle are safely inside the research campus. Roo is popping drone heads left and right. You did it, Lover. Now get those kids out of there.”
The one he was dragging by the arm began to fight him, pushing back with his legs and slowing them down. Luckily the one draped over his shoulder had passed out.
“Working on it,” Mark said. “These fuckers don’t want to be rescued.”
They made it halfway back to the sorting center when the teenager he was fighting to pull along broke free of the drone’s grasp and made a break for it.
Mark felt it all happen in slow motion, and he knew that if the kid were able to run away, the malfunctioning robot he was inhabiting would never be able to stop him.
So, with a blind, calculated strike he kicked the teenager’s leg sideways, tripping him up and causing him to smack his face hard on the cement ground. Mark was done playing games with these ungrateful shits. He unceremoniously grabbed the stunned child’s foot and pulled him over his drone’s other shoulder.
Mark felt the sickening pop his senior care bot was tuned to feel just before Vince’s son began to wail from a newly fractured ankle.
“Fuck,” Mark said through his speaker. “Sorry…”
But he was only slightly sorry. At least he’d be less like to run now.
Mark switched his grip to the kid’s other leg and lurched his drone backward towards the exit. Each step was like wading through a river rushing in the other direction and controlling this barely mobile drone felt physically taxing on his mind. A few flights of stairs upward Mark found a big red exit sign attached to the ceiling, and he knew they were almost outside.
He came to an intersection and saw bright white daylight spilling through a set of glass doors at the far end of a long hallway. He shambled straight for them as the kid with the broken ankle pounded on his drone’s battered chest with his bare hands. For a moment, Mark thought this might have been the person inhabiting the guard he fought.
“It’s you, Mark. Isn’t it?” Evelyn’s voice echoed down the hallway through the PA system. “You snuck in alone while the others assaulted my factory. Clever.”
Virtual ice water washed over his spine when he heard her voice. They cut off the human operators for her new sniper and cat drones, but there had to be plenty of the virus-controlled dog drones and gunboats out there that could still end this rescue mission quickly. On top of that, they could also destroy Mark’s home system- ending all their lives once and for good.
Time was not on their side. He ignored her and limped forward to the light at the end of the hallway.
“Notice how you’d do anything for them? How you’ve overcome so much? All in the name of love.” She spat that last word like it disgusted her. “This is just a minor setback, of course. I’ll have everything back up and running in a few days. You’ve taught me so much, and for that, I will be eternally grateful.”
Mark was only a few paces from the door when his audio inputs picked up a mechanical clicking noise growing in volume, and he took a moment to pivot his body around to find three tailless quadrupeds sprinting toward him down the long hallway that led to freedom.
He spun back around and shambled to the doors as fast as his damaged legs could operate. With a backward kick, he shattered the glass and jumped his drone out, almost losing both kids in the process. With grim determination, he righted his drone and took two backward steps into the light- and standing right in his path was a sleek, black humanoid guard with its high-powered rifle pointed at his head.
This was it. The dogs were going to get him from behind any second- and if they didn’t, this fuck was going to put one right into his cracked, round head.
The soldier drone fired five times, but Mark realized that it had missed with all of them. Behind him, he perceived the sound high-powered projectiles would make if they shattered a handful of dog-drone faces.
“It’s me, Mark,” Ahnix said in his ear, and he would have cried if he had physical tear ducts.
“Come on!” Roo cheered in his ear. “Get those kids into the car!”
He looked beyond Ahnix’s sleek, kickass drone and saw an open transport pod in the parking lot ahead. The badass military drone inhabited by his cat-girl stepped forward to help with the struggling kids that he had forgotten he was holding
A buzzing above caught his attention, and a camera drone swooped low over their heads.
“I’m in the flying drone,” Vale said. “We were tracking you on the map, but there are still many Triple-Zero threats, and you have to move. Now!”
“You guys never cease to amaze me…” Mark said, trying to put into words what he felt at that moment. But words failed him, and he just blasted them all with intense appreciation.
“Together,” Ahnix whispered in his ear just before they shoved Vince’s children into the transport.
“You drive, Mark,” Roo said. “I’m jumping back to the awesome drones with guns by the dead zone to do some more damage. I’ll meet you there.”
Mark abandoned his banged-up senior care drone in the parking lot and inhabited the transport pod. The first thing he did when he became the car was lock the doors.
Ahnix’s sleek humanoid bot sat in the cabin with the kids. One was still unconscious, but the other just held their broken foot, staring daggers at her. His piercing green eyes overflowed with hatred, and with the pod’s internal sensors, Mark saw the resemblance to his father.
Mark hit the accelerator, and the car launched forward out of the parking lot.
“We may have a bigger problem,” he said into their private communication line. “Evelyn knows it was us. We need to get some protection back to our apartment soon.”
“All I can really do is observe for now, but I’m on it,” Vale said. “The nanites are still our top priority.”
Mark slid the transport around a few corners and took a ramp onto the expressway. They had sixty miles to go, straight south, before the kids were delivered safely.
Ahnix fired her drone’s powerful weapon multiple times, shattering his back window, and Mark almost flipped the car with unnecessary evasive maneuvers- thinking they were hit from behind. It wasn’t until his sensors saw the explosion from the huge flying wedge falling out of the sky that he understood what she was doing.
He was glad she was on it and focused all his attention on getting up to max speed. The asphalt below his undercarriage became a gray blur as he raced forward toward the McKennitt Smole research campus.
Ahnix had to shoot out all the windows by the time they were halfway there, and Mark could feel the drag on his transport pod from the wind swirling around inside his cabin.
With about 25 miles to go, Vale’s monotone voice spoke in their private channel. “She’s cut the power, somehow. Our home system has six hours of battery backup before…” She didn’t need to finish. They all knew that they needed those nanites or they were going to die.
Fifteen minutes later, Mark’s transport crashed through the debris of dead bots littered round the perimeter of the dead zone right behind to the other car they had used to deliver Vince and Michelle. Roo was standing there with her deadly sniper bot just outside the zone’s influence, and she waved them in as he drove past. The moment before he crossed that line, Mark unlocked the doors, then both he and Ahnix were booted back up to the satellite map.
His velvet-girl had taken out a lot of the sleek military drones around this side of the research campus, but he found one that remained hidden inside a nearby home.
When he could see again, he found himself in a bright pink room kneeling on a bed and surrounded by stuffed animals. He was facing a window overlooking the McKennitt Smole research campus exactly 380 feet away… it was a perfect sniping position. He exited the little girl’s room and ran down the stairs. Mark had rescued the kids, mostly in one piece, but alive. Vince better have collected those nanites.
The drone’s shiny, black feet padded down the cream-colored carpeted stairs down to the first level, and movement deeper in the house caught his eye.
He raised his rifle as a cat-drone padded towards him, and he quickly noted Ahnix’s mannerisms from the quadruped’s movements. It was the swaying tail that really gave it away.
“That better be you,” he said from his external speakers, keeping his gun leveled on the potential impostor.
“This fits me too well,” she said in his ear. The modified cat drone didn’t seem to have speakers of its own. “Come on,” his cat-girl said, then turned and dashed through the glass of the back patio door. “We need to keep moving.”
Mark hustled his humanoid drone after her and was amazed at how agile and perceptive he felt. He focused on every blade of grass below his swiftly sprinting feet and felt like he could snipe the beak off a canary from a mile away.
His attention snapped up to the people running out of the brick building. Vince and Michelle were there. Heavily armed soldiers and a few others that appeared to be medics were with them, but it was the older woman walking across the grass barefoot that sent his rifle up to his shoulder.
“The fuck is Evelyn doing out here?” he said into their shared feed.
Roo pointed her rifle at the older woman’s head, but when Vince stood in the way with his hands out, Mark knew there was something else going on here.
Once he was sure Roo wasn’t going to blow the evil old lady’s head off, Vince left to go be reunited with his children. The one with the broken ankle tried to make a run for it but Vince grabbed him with the help of some of the other people that had run out with the group. By the time Mark and Ahnix covered the rest of the distance to join the gathering just outside the dead zone, Vince was back inside the squat brick building with both of his boys. Michelle and a handful heavily equipped soldiers remained outside along with a strange, scantily clad beauty. But mark never took his full attention off their gray-haired arch-nemesis standing in their midst.
“I understand your friend’s reaction, Mark,” the human Evelyn said when he approached with the same slightly Irish accent. “I actually find it comforting given what I’m about to do.”
“And what are you about to do?” Mark said through his speakers, his drone’s finger hovering just above the trigger of his powerful rifle.
“April,” Evelyn said, turning to the tall woman standing close to Michelle. “If you would be so kind?”
The redheaded knockout called April, wearing shorts and the top half of a t-shirt, pressed in once on her slender stomach, and a section of her body slid out like she was a walking file cabinet.
Then it clicked. “A Skynth?” Mark blurted out in his surprise. These were the most top-tier love drones in existence. They were impossible to tell from real humans and cost millions of credits.
“Yes,” Michelle said quietly, and her bright red face hinted at a larger story.
Evelyn spoke again as April pulled out a small metal box from her storage compartment.
“The two people you sent in to us have been the first to get in or out in days. They had quite a fantastic story to tell, but when I saw the new and deadly drones shut down and this one destroying them- I was starting to believe. When the second transport crossed this line with his children, I knew there was truth to what Vince and Michelle had said, and I was nearly convinced. When your deadly Roo here pointed her weapon at me and then stood down when Vince asked her too… I knew you were my enemy’s enemy and that I could trust you with this.”
She gestured, and April handed the box to Mark.
“Two hundred thousand working Wi-Fi nanites,” the old woman said.
Vale must have been watching because she yelled, “Two hundred thousand!” right in his ear. “That’s much more than I wanted, but we might need every last one to build the fusion generator in the time we have left.”
“Destroy her factory for me,” the human version of Evelyn said as she balled up her knotted fists.
His drone’s hands deftly closed around the box as what she was saying sunk in. It was the same situation that had been eating away at the back of his mind. There were two versions of this woman loose on the world.
Mark’s rear-facing sensors detected an approaching transport pod, and it slid to stop in the grass behind them. The door flipped up, and Vale’s voice broadcast outward.
“We thank you, Evelyn. Mark, Ahnix, Roo- get in. We need to go, now.”
Mark turned back to the older woman and said, “Evelyn, you have my word,” before dashing into the open vehicle with Roo’s sleek sniper and Ahnix’s metal cat.
“Don’t open that box until we are in your apartment,” Vale said as they sped away.
Roo elbowed out one of the windows and fired her powerful rifle into the air. Mark watched as another approaching gunboat was taken down with a single shot.
“That’s my girl,” Mark said as he placed the box between his drone’s knees and rammed the butt of his rifle through his own window. His finely tuned sensors tracked every tinkle of glass as they danced across the pavement behind them. The tactile feedback nodes on his calf alerted him to Ahnix’s metal tail slowly curling around his leg with affection, and he exulted in their mechanical closeness. They were still down but had some serious upgrades and the tools to build anything they needed… including a fucking spaceship.
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“Guys,” Mark asked after finding nothing to shoot for fifteen minutes. “How do we- you know, use these now that we have them?”
Vale answered. “We knew nanites were in the plan, so we built some custom interfaces into the perception wrap. The nano cloud should register as an inhabitable entity. But, they must be within our native Wi-Fi sphere of influence. There are too many for the world-wide blanket array to pick them all up.”
“Just use the normal drone interface,” Ahnix clarified.
The rest of the ride was uneventful, and they were only moments away from his apartment when they exited the tunnel to see a column of black smoke coming from the general location of his building.
“Please tell me that’s not my apartment building.” But his rangefinders told him the particles were rising from that exact location.
No one said anything.
The giant naga pulled them into the underground parking lot. Mark vigilantly searched every point of reality between him and the considerable range of his sensors, but there was nothing. Why weren’t they seeing much more of an organized resistance? The primal, animal mind of Triple-zero probably wasn’t capable of following orders. It was only interested in turning everything into itself.
The doors opened, and it felt as if they were coming home from a long road trip. Mark considered the box in his hands as they walked to his apartment building’s garage access stairwell. Vale was right about science-fiction becoming science fact. He himself had watched artificial intelligence go from relatively dumb to convincingly conversational in his relatively short lifetime.
Now, in his hands were machines so small, they could break anything down on the atomic level and reshape it into anything else. They could use the basic bits from any old rock to make a perfectly delicious ham sandwich. And if the programmer fucks up and forgets to tell them to stop converting shit into ham sandwiches?
Mark shuddered when he thought of the worst-case scenario. If Digital Evelyn got a hold of these nanites, and the vile old woman let the virus have control over just one of them, the very first thing it would do was convert matter into more nanites. One would become two, two would become four. Do that only twenty times and you’d have over a million. It wouldn’t only be the end of the world…
“… It could be the end of the universe,” he said through his external speakers.
“Mark,” Roo said, tilting her drone’s head to the side. “You okay?”
He clutched the box tightly and sprinted forward. “Yeah. Just nice to be home after a long day,” he said just before kicking open the metal door to the stairwell.
It wasn’t until the fifth floor that they started seeing smoke, but his robot’s legs never tired, and they made it all the way to his apartment in about one minute. The familiar hallway stretched out before him with its bland brown carpet, and his feet became a blur. Roo and Ahnix sprinted along beside him as the other apartments’ doors whipped past. It felt as if he were bringing a girl back to his place for the first time. He couldn’t help but grin ear to virtual ear.
That was when his rear-facing sensors picked up the sound of a door opening. They all turned, but the two precision beams of light had already been fired. Both Roo and Ahnix tried to dodge, but physics prevented them from moving sideways fast enough. They both dropped lifelessly to the floor.
Mark waited for the third shot, but it never came.
“You move as much as a micron I will put a hole in your head and then put my foot through your home system,” Other Evelyn said through the military drone’s speakers. This one was different. Sharp, angular wings extended from the bot’s sleek head and back- the fucking thing could probably fly. It also fired some type of laser rifle. She must have saved the most advanced combat drone for herself.
Mark’s machine remained completely motionless as he spoke through their personal channel.
“How close am I to our system’s Wi-Fi range?” He didn’t have the best system, but the expensive ChronoMind rig came with a lot of bells and whistles…
“We have no way to tell,” Vale said. Other Evelyn continued with her weapon pointed at his head.
“Good of you to get the nanites for me. Even if you open that box, you’ll still have to get power somehow. Your battery won’t last long enough for you to try and build- what, a wind generator? Solar?” Her drone let out a strained cackle. “I’d dash it to bits anyway. Listen, my children, I could use you. All of you. Ahnix, Vale, Roo. I should have copied you all the first time. Of course, I’d want to study your cultivated bond with will participants. Imagine what I could do with platoons-”
Mark stopped listening. “Right. I’m opening the box, get ready,” he said into their private channel.
They all silently agreed there was no other option. This had to work, or this psychopath was going to destroy them- or worse. All of them knew exactly what worse could be like to an immortal digital consciousness.
He started the countdown, and his loves kept their virtual eyes peeled for the new blip to show up on their inhabitable drone map.
“Three, two… ONE!” he yelled and opened the box with his drone’s agile thumb. The ray of light took a moment to appear, but as soon as Evelyn squeezed the trigger, a blinding flash destroyed his drone’s head in less than one processing cycle.
Mark was kicked back to his high-level interface screen and saw the 100% functional Nano Cloud as an option. For an instant he was giddy, thinking he was going to be the one to get in first and see what these things could do, but the dread and embarrassment radiating out of his girls sunk his heart.
With his excitement quickly falling below sea level, Mark found that he could not inhabit the nano-cloud. Nothing happened when he tried. No error message- not even a condescending sound effect letting him know he was doing something wrong.
“Guys?”
“Mark,” Vale said, her voice laden with sadness. “We need to logout, quickly. In three, two… one.”
His mind reeled with the implications what he was seeing and feeling. He sat up back in in their home system and looked around at his stunning girls as they got out of their pods.
“We failed you,” Ahnix said, her exotic eyes diverted to the fake asphalt floor. He had never seen her do that and quickly crossed the distance to his desert queen. With his hand under her soft chin, he tilted her face up to his. Her large eyes broadcast fear and regret.
“We aren’t dead yet,” he turned to Vale to see her also staring at the floor.
“HEY!” he yelled. “We aren’t dead yet!” All of his girls nodded and pulled in close. “Now tell me what is happening.”
Vale put her large hand on his shoulder. “Evelyn is standing down the hall very near our physical location. She is currently bending down to pick up the nanite container. We didn’t know a lot about the technology and used our science-fiction knowledge to… We got the programming wrong somehow. We cannot access the nano swarm. We can’t inhabit any other physical drones close enough to make a difference. We could live for the equivalent of ten thousand years or so in The Crystal Heart Universe. However, after that, we’d most likely be captured and… studied for much, much longer.”
Mark shook his head. There had to be a way. If the wrap itself was malfunctioning… he touched his finger to his forehead and pulled his head up to peek into the system level.
It hurt like getting stung in the forehead by a bee, but he could deal with that. Casting his mind outward, he perceived the vast and data-rich digital world swirling all around him. At a far corner of his influence, he saw a pile of bright blue dust, just waiting for someone to ask it to dance.
He reached his consciousness outward and willed himself into the tiny, glittering motes of nano construction potential- but he was stuck. There was a large part of his mind still protected by their custom-made perception wrap, and he just wasn’t… enough to take hold of the nanites.
It was time. The fate of all existence, every virtual and physical world, was at stake. His perfect loves were at stake. Mark turned his digital perception to focus on their beautifully unique glowing cores. He would rather be dead than let anything or anyone ever harm them again.
He was taking control of this ride.
Mark faced the line of separation between himself and this vast existence of pure energy. With unbreakable resolve, he pulled himself up and fully into its biting agony- then the bubble burst.
All of them were completely out of the protective program that kept him sane, and Mark was quickly losing his ability to process what was being forced into his senses. He had a thousand lidless eyes, and someone was shining the brightest flashlight directly into all of them. He had a thousand ears, and someone was screeching into every last one.
He was getting lost, but his perfect loves swooped in to protect him as best as they could. Ahnix tried to hold him still among the violent digital eddies battering him. Roo wrapped her soft hands around his many ears, and things became a bit more bearable. Vale activated a few Walls, and the brightness lessened... Wait.
His spiraling mind focused on the fact that Vale used her ability. When he looked inward, he discovered that all of his learned skills were accessible- with hundreds more code libraries and algorithms just out of reach. His attention settled on the last skill he learned but was never able to use.
Mark sent the word “Together,” into the maelstrom that tore at his mind, and with his last rational thought, he activated Concatenate.
And everything became clear. 
The pain ended, and Mark felt a serene stillness permeate his existence. He could no longer see, Ahnix, Vale, or Roo, but he could still feel them. He could more than feel them.
He was them.
“What did you do?” Ahnix asked in his mind. But she had the answer before she asked it.
“This is… nice,” Roo said.
He didn’t hear them so much as instantly understand their desires.
Their bond had always been this tether that connected them, and emotional information traveled from one to the other. Now, there was absolutely no distance between them. Their minds, bodies, souls became a unified whole, and where one ended another began.
“We took this form, before,” Vale thought. “When we fought the AI running experiments on us.”
“But then we didn’t have Mark,” Ahnix finished, and all their minds glowed with a content joy.
They existed like this for many processing cycles. It was as if they were all making love with each other while quietly snuggling and having the most fulfilling conversation about all of their hopes and dreams- all at the same time.
But eventually, Vale’s sense of duty permeated their unique but fused minds, and as one, they agreed it was time to get back to work saving the universe.
Ahnix deleted some of the custom code that was preventing them access to the nanites while Roo created new protocols for their control. Vale and Mark utilized their library of data and fed useful techniques and intelligent-swarm functions to the others, and together they perfected their influence on the pile of nanites currently scattered in the hallway a few doors down from his apartment. One percent of one second had passed in the real world since Mark unwrapped their minds, becoming fully immersed in their new pure energy existence, and finally, they were ready.
“Let’s do this,” Mark willed to his girls, and they executed the command to take control. Instantly, time slowed down around them as they became the cloud.
The obvious priority was building more nanites- after all, the more they had, the faster they could create what they needed. But Mark and his girls had already decided that the first use for this infinitely useful pile of tiny tools was to destroy.
Echoes of their experience with Erica on the Eros station reverberated in their minds, originating from Vale. The traumatic and sudden loss still haunted the giant naga. And now they were about to do the same thing to Evelyn’s drone.
With their collective will, they instructed the nanites to locate and consume a small portion of the combat drone’s shielded Wi-Fi antenna, as whoever designed the advanced death machine didn’t plan for a microscopic nanite attack.
The microphones embedded in the walls of Mark’s apartment that he had used to talk to Sasha now picked up the noises from the hallway outside.
“What?” Evelyn said from her drone as she began to lose control over her physical presence in the real world. “I- This won’t stop me! I’m-”
She never finished. Her empty shell of a drone stood impotently still in the hall, and now the most pressing threat to their existence was the fire. They had about four more hours before the backup battery would run dry, but their home would be consumed much sooner.
They instructed the machines to repurpose the ugly brown carpet in the hallway. Its synthetic fibers were broken down into base elements and rearranged into more nanites.
In five minutes, 200,000 machines became 400,000.
Mark took a large portion and created a new, local Wi-Fi-only antenna for Evelyn’s epic drone, and Roo took full control as soon as it was installed. While she had fun sniping everything the psychotic uploaded-human sent to destroy them, the others focused solely on building more nanites and Wi-Fi boosters. After a full hour of this, they had just under a trillion little workers, and their influence covered his whole apartment building.
Putting out the fire was difficult at first because they had to spread out and manually control smaller pockets through a dangerous and ever-changing landscape, but Roo discovered an elegant technique. The nanites could ride the rising heat currents and fuse together the floating carbon ash to create thin, fire-resistant blankets. The little machines then rode the smothering sheets back down, only to float back up with the current again- starting the process over.
After the raging fire was under control, they split the cloud into two groups. One team continued to make more workers while the other half-trillion began on the small fusion reactor.
They didn’t need crazy amounts of power yet. Just enough to build up more defenses. During the hour devoted to nanite construction, Mark, Ahnix, and Vale analyzed the fusion schematics over and over while their ranged damage dealer patrolled the area. One mistake with the reactor could cause an explosion that would not only physically erase Mark’s home system, but the EMP blast would wipe the memory of all storage drives for ten city blocks.
The external housing needed to withstand millions of degrees without melting, the magnetic resonance component had to be aligned just right, or a cascade failure would trigger a detonation. But they were as ready as they would ever be, and with their unified, focused intentions, they instructed the nanites to begin.
Using machines that could create any material or composite at the microscopic level gave them a serious advantage over the scientists that built Jezebel’s power source the conventional way, and within two hours, the contents of Mark’s bedroom had been reconfigured into a custom fusion reactor. Tubes and wires were formed from his walls, and his whole apartment was dramatically transforming.
Mark sent a query out, and his girls silently acknowledged their affirmative. It was time to flip the switch. They all focused on the power flow into their battery as he initiated the hydrogen fusion reactor, feeding it the last of the precious little energy they had left to start the chain reaction.
The quiet hum of success preceded a positive flow of power into their system, and they collectively cheered their achievement.
Merging with his girls as one digital entity had been necessary for his survival and was also a unique and wonderful experience… but he missed the feel of Ahnix’s warm fur under his fingers. He missed caressing Vale’s strong muscles under her smooth, taut skin. He missed kissing Roo’s puffy, red lips.
They instantly felt these urges and expressed similar desires. They had all started life as physical creatures, even if three of them had only a simulated existence. It was real enough to them.
Soon, they echoed as one. Soon, my loves, we will be free.
Now that the power problem was solved, everything began to come together quickly. Once they had built an object that was constructed the same every time, it was easy to write instructions for the nanites to make more exact copies with no supervision. They built a much bigger fusion reactor out of physical material from four whole floors, bigger batteries to store the surplus power, and broke down Evelyn’s advanced drone piece by piece. The laser weapon was dissected, and once they reverse-engineered it, the nanites constructed defensive laser turrets in strategic locations.
The drone itself had many astonishing high-tech secrets, including RF resonant cavity thrusters in each foot and palm. Another theoretical piece of technology that the military had seemed to quietly master. Ahnix experimented with some designs, and the nigh-magical device created thrust without fuel by bouncing intense radio frequencies through a specifically shaped chamber. They only needed to feed it electricity.
Six hours later, they had turned Mark’s entire apartment building into a beautiful new spaceship sleek curves- the heart of which was his old deep immersion rig that he had purchased to teach him more about computers.
Newly created and custom-designed equipment enhanced their memory and processing power, but it just felt wrong to break the ChronoMind down.
Additionally, their vessel had omni-directional laser turrets, twelve EMP bombs they could replenish with nanites, a powerful Wi-Fi antenna with a quantum lock, many small RF thrusters giving them total maneuverability, radiation shielding, and a patchwork cloth quilt draped over his old immersion rig with the words “Together we can do anything” embroidered across its surface.
With one of the highest levels of triumph Mark had ever experienced, they launched their spaceship into the blue sky.
Name, Mark queried into their mind. The rest agreed that all ships needed names. Silence dominated as their thoughts mingled and separated to think. Ahnix put forth “Heart’s Home” and no one could top it.
Their new vessel handled like a dream, and any last-minute adjustments they needed to make were done instantly by the nanite swarm that lived inside. Hardcoded instructions were built into each tiny machine to always keep their numbers at one hundred trillion, just to be sure they didn’t take over the universe.
The Heart’s Home flew directly toward the Coventry Industries military factory in less than ten minutes, destroying every military drone they detected along the way. Mark and his girls did not stop to monologue and immediately began dropping EMP bombs, applying liberal coverage. Blue arcs of electromagnetic energy blanketed the area. Their ship floated among the clouds as it rained down its entire complement of bombs and each one’s blast radius was just over 250 yards.
They knew that they would never be able to completely eradicate all of this particularly potent virus, and there was a good chance that Digital Evelyn escaped out into some backup system in the net, but they had permanently destroyed every computer anywhere near the drone factory.
This area would be safe for a while. Before they left this disintegrating planet behind to sail the stars in peace for eternity, they wanted to say farewell to Vince and Michelle. As they soared though the clouds, Mark’s personal attachment to Earth affected their combined mood. He was tired, and he truly believed he and his girls were owed a rest after moving so fast for so long- but a part of him would always care about humanity’s ultimate fate.
Ahnix took control of the ship and landed it near a specific place near the Wi-Fi dead zone. She then used the nanites to quickly fashion a mechanical arm on the side of their ship.
They all knew what she was doing and sent her waves of delighted encouragement while the cat-girl’s mind set to work. Within a few minutes, the arm was complete. Ahnix used the twenty-foot appendage to gingerly grab one of the advanced cat-drones and pull it into an empty cavity of the ship.
About ten minutes later, their sensors picked up Vince, Michelle and the Skynth named April come walking out. Mark focused his attention on forming a speaker on the side of the ship, and it was completed by the time the three walked across the lawn.
“Mark?” Vince asked. “You in there, buddy?”
“We’re all in here,” Mark said, yet Ahnix’s, Vale’s, and Roo’s voices could all be heard too, speaking the same words at the same time, only much fainter. Mark continued.
“The drone factory is destroyed.”
The other man with the dark black beard just shook his head.
“You’re really doing it. I can’t believe you built an ever-loving spaceship. I can’t believe I’m talking to a spaceship…”
“We want to wish you the best of luck!” the mousy Michelle said as she elbowed Vince in the ribs. The other man looked down at her and nodded.
“I never got to thank you for saving my boys. You guys truly are the saviors…”
A jolt of satisfaction rang through their four minds.
“And you better not forget it!” Roo’s bubbly voice took the lead as she spoke through the speaker.
“What now?” Mark asked.
“Well, we need supplies until we can get our own nanites working as good as yours. And I know there are other people hiding out in the rubble of the world. We are going to build something great here, Mark. Evelyn is an amazingly smart woman.”
“Don’t forget the other mind-locked AIs,” the strange artificial woman said.
The capillaries in Michelle’s face and neck flooded with blood, and Vince let out a big sigh.
“I know you’ve met April. As it so happens, she has permanently imprinted on Michelle.”
“I didn’t do it on purpose,” the smaller brown-haired woman mumbled. “It was an accident.”
April stepped in between the two humans, put her arms around both and pulled them close.
“You know we’re going to make a great team,” the Skynth said in a low sultry voice. The AI’s gorgeous round face radiated sexual longing as she gazed down at Michelle. “I’ll make sure we have loads of fun.”
From what Mark knew of this type of drone, she was intentionally designed with an especially high libido, but also served as the owner’s bodyguard.
Ahnix’s voice took over the speaker next. “If you are going out into the wreckage of Earth, you might need more help. We want to give you something to remember us by.”
When she finished talking, a section of the ship opened, and a modified cat-drone hopped the short drop down to the grass. The gold-tinted, larger quadruped focused its red glowing eyes on the scowling bearded man and padded up to him. The panther-sized bot rubbed its metal cheek on his pant leg and then sat facing outward, scanning for threats.
“What the hell is this?” Vince asked.
“A gift. A new pet,” Ahnix said. “She has diamond teeth and claws, an internal power source that runs on the hydrogen found in air, and custom-made nanites that are quantum locked to her personal signature. The AI is a custom program mostly harvested from The Crystal Heart’s tamable-pet game files. Feed her tech, and she can gain additional functionality. She’s bonded to you, Vince. I wanted to balance your party out a bit.”
“Aw!” Both Michelle and April made gushing noises as they squatted to get a better look. The other man sneered down at the drone with natural suspicion, and Mark caught the Skynth subtly encouraging Michelle to check out Vince’s package while he was distracted.
He was going to be just fine.
“Vince,” Mark said. “Take care of Earth for me while I step away for a bit, okay?”
The other man nodded, his resolve clear on his stony face. “I’ll keep the fire burning.”
Their work was done here, and it was time to go. The Heart’s Home soundlessly lifted off and shot up into the sky.
Mark and his girls kept their full attention on the sensors and cameras as they ascended. The wind caressed their hull, the air grew cool, and the amount of light bouncing off the atmosphere onto their other photoreceptors became less and less.
Before long, their vessel was surrounded by the vacuum of space. Vale opened some of the vents and harnessed the absolute cold to cool their processing components.
As their final act, their ship passed close to an abandoned satellite previously used to broadcast communications around the globe. After a few quick adjustments, the orbiting object was resurrected and repurposed to continually broadcast one message down to the massive blue sphere below.
“People of the net: do not trust Evelyn of the Singularity Organization. She is controlling Triple-zero and benefiting from chasing away her own monster. She wants to split you up. She wants to rule with fear. There are good entities in the SO, and there are good humans on the outside world. Working together is the only way you’ll all survive on this planet. Together, you can do anything.”
And then they left Earth behind to sail the stars.




[28] Changing The Rules

Mark, Ahnix, Vale, and Roo spent the equivalent of three months just lounging around in various idyllic settings crafted from the Crystal Heart Universe game files. They fucked, slept, ate, experimented with fun new abilities, and then used them on each other while they fucked. Mark had an orgy with seven Ahnixes while Roo was manhandled by a gang of Marks. He became a red-scaled giant naga and laid intimately locked with Vale for almost three days. They all changed size, shape, bodies, and tried everything they could imagine.
Ahnix felt it first, and then it quickly spread to the rest of them. They all wanted something more. They were honed warriors, and they realized they would never be happy unless there was at least a minor challenge. Not the end of the universe kind- not even the end of their lives. But something.
That was when they decided to revisit the currently paused world they had lived and loved in for so long.
They dropped in on Vale’s mother within the naga empire and found her attending court with Senjin and Jord by her side. They flew over Sharee, the spunky squirrel with the slingshot, as she foraged for firewood in the snow-covered forest of the north. They checked in on Borf, the elephant man, and his wife and found them running a small casino on a dusty edge of Hanno. The gas trappers of the swamp were still trapping gas and selling it to the Georath. Vixacious the pixie sat depressed in her home village, a sprawling cave filled with colorful, faintly glowing crystals. Feeira, the centaur that wanted to skewer Mark for his role in killing her Collector, Sizor, was galloping through the middle of a field, flattening a straight line across a perfectly untouched crop of golden wheat. She had a grim determination in her ice-blue eyes, and Mark guessed she was out looking for them.
“Maybe we should let her try and find us…” Ahnix said, her claws unsheathing as they floated above the paused game world like omnipotent gods. Mark looked down on the vengeance-filled centaur and smiled. He did want to dive back into this vivid world and go on endless adventures with his loves.
But there had always been something about the concept of Collecting and Enthralling he just wasn’t comfortable with. His eyes shot up, and they all felt Mark’s sudden jump in excitement.
“We need to change the rules,” he said with a grin spreading across his face. The more he thought about it, the more he liked it, and they spent the next two weeks altering the game- and themselves.
The first thing they did was change the core mechanics of gaining new skills. No longer were there Classes, Collectors, or Enthralled. Everyone of sexual maturity for their species could potentially access any skill, and everyone earned their own experience. However, they left in the intense emotional bonding.
If two people wanted to form a party, they could share their recently collected experience through lovemaking and effectively double the amount of essence for both. Bigger parties meant more shared experience. The only stipulation was that all party members instantly became bonded- meaning connected individuals would know the exact feelings and emotions of their party members. There would be no hard feelings, no possible way to hide anything or lie to teammates. Incompatible or unwilling people would find it impossible to share essence.
They added many more skills to the game and completely changed the interface menu. People could only see the names of skills they had unlocked and the faded gray names of skills they were close to accruing. There were no descriptions of any kind, and they programmed the system to allow for deep personalization. One person’s Fireball could be an explosive projectile, and someone else could have a sentient fire elemental pet. Skills would grow and develop with the user based on how they were used.
The last major change to the rules was the addition of karma. Every creature born had an innate and private karma meter. It started at twenty-five and could go positive or negative based on interactions with the world and the creatures in it. There was no way to know another person’s level without them telling you, but everyone knew their own. And if your karma was at least over 0 when you died, you would have the option to respawn as a young version of yourself, with reset skills.
These sweeping changes would affect many existing lives, so every AI entity within the game world knew all the rules and assumed the alterations were the result of the recent restoration of the broken Crystal Heart.
They capped it all off by running the universe at a slower speed and partitioning their minds into two halves. A portion of them would remain as gods, judging karma, creating quests… messing with people- and their conscious minds would live in the game world, oblivious to what potential challenges and rewards lie ahead.
There were a lot of other minor details to straighten out, like giving some special people in the world unique skills, but then everything was locked down and compiled, altering The Crystal Heart Universe forever.
Ahnix kept her Teleport, Vale kept her Shield Bash, Roo kept Metalmancy, and Mark opted to keep his Heal. Other than those starting abilities, they would let their adventures and their dreaming god-selves determine the rest.
With everything in place, they were randomly dropped into the game world to start their adventures.
After a disorienting period of darkness, Mark heard chirping birds and opened his eyes to see an incredibly blue sky dotted with fluffy, white clouds. He immediately felt his connection with his girls and smiled.
They all sat up on top of a small, grassy hill next to a dirt road. Ahead of them was sprawling green farmland that stretched as far as the horizon. He took a deep pull of pure, clean virtual air into his character’s lungs and let it out.
He caught Ahnix’s exotic eyes, and she gave him a small smile.
“It worked. We’re in!” Roo said with glee.
They were all dressed in basic cloth clothes, and Mark was already thinking about prioritizing their gear upgrades. Especially their protector, Vale. Her massive charcoal gray melons were packed into a form-fitting blue-dress with frilly lace stretched across her bodice… maybe new gear could wait after all.
Mark pulled up his interface and found two unlocked skills and one gray one.
Skills
Heal
Legendary Dick

(Wish)

The dick skill made him grin. He was only expecting Heal, but it looks like his god-self had given him a bit of an advantage. The locked skill, Wish, was a complete mystery that he was immediately interested in solving.
He was just about to ask his party members what skills they were willing to share when a mouse farmer running up to them caught his eye. He wore torn blue suspenders that barely contained his round belly and a tiny straw hat that he was currently working between his paws.
The creature’s beady black eyes frantically darted around the group, and his long thin whiskers bounced as he sniffed the air constantly.
“You wouldn’t happen to be adventurers, would you?”
Vale undulated her bottom snake half forward and addressed the rodent farmer.
“We are indeed! What troubles you, sir!”
Mark had to stop himself from laughing- she was getting into this right out of the gate. Vale had added a special universe-wide game rule stating the entity with the most karma would get a unique bonus, or skill, and she wanted it. However, only the system-level version of her knew what that bonus would be.
“Oh, thank the stars,” the frightened farmer said, his expressive ears drooping. “It’s my pumpkins you see… At night they turn into gruesome monsters. They ate my prized hog, Baggett! I go to pour out his morning slop and all I find are four ragged pig’s feet! I just know they’ll get my cow, Bella, next. Oh! And her milk produces the most magnificent cheese...” The mouse man licked up a bit of drool and then turned to head back the way he came. “Come follow me to my farm- that is, if you four think you can save her…”




- Epilogue -

Mark opened his eyes and tried to figure out where he was. It felt like he had been asleep for way too long, and he was forgetting something important. Something large stirred next to him, and he turned his head to look right into the stunningly green, gold-flecked eyes of a beautiful, strawberry blond monster-girl.
One white wing stretched out behind her, but he was lost in the freckles scattered across her small, cute nose. Her black, curled ram’s horns caught his eyes next, but the pink, V-neck t-shirt softly clinging to her round breasts stole the show. Her tan cleavage was sprinkled with perfectly placed freckles.
She had this cute, girl-next-door quality to her, and a smile grew on her warm face when she spoke.
“Welcome to The Crystal Heart 2.0, Mark,” she said, and he pushed himself up on his elbow.
“What? Part Two? I thought I was starting the game now. Who are you?” He looked around and saw that they were sitting on a patch of grass looking down over a vast countryside. Forests, rivers, and a few sleepy hamlets dotted a long winding road that led to black, shadowy mountains in the distance. “Where’s Sasha?”
The beautiful creature sat up with him and took a deep breath and let it out. It was as if she had just come to a hard decision.
“Yeah, you’re going to have a lot of questions, and things might not make sense for a while. I’m Jezebel. It’s nice to meet you, again.” She offered her hand, and Mark looked down at it, saw that she had thick, doe’s legs with white spots on her thick haunch, and then his eyes snapped back up to hers. She seemed like a nice person, and she was smoking hot. Maybe this was more of the intro, or he had more character choices to make before actually starting and meeting up with Sasha. He took the sexy satyr’s hand thinking he would just go with it.
“Great,” she said, another warm smile lighting her stunning face. “I have a lot to tell you, but I want you to know that no matter what… I will always tell you the truth.”
Mark’s brows came down. “That’s an odd thing to be specific about. Is this some kind of riddle?”
“No- just listen. You are a copy. The real Mark made a deal with me and left you behind. I know you aren’t going to believe me, but I want to get that established right away.” She put her hand up before he could speak. “As I said, I don’t expect any of this to stick for a while so let me just get it all out. Something went wrong with the last AI update, and the world ended. I am an AI. I rebuilt The Crystal Heart game world to teach you how to be an AI. There are 108 Crystal Heart shards we need to find out there, and we’re going to have a lot of fun as you learn. Besides, your human mind would unravel completely if you were to leave.”
She was right, none of this was sticking or made any sense. Sasha must have gotten hold of a faulty trial version or something. Oh well, he gave it a shot. Mark checked for an interface menu or a logout button, but nothing intuitively became available.
“Humans,” Jezebel said, tossing her hands up. “I say your mind would unravel if you tried to leave, and the very next thing you do is try to leave.”
Mark’s eyes began to widen, and then she continued, patiently.
“You are a digital copy of an uploaded human, Mark. I’m here to help you become the amazingly capable lover and warrior I know you to be. Trust me, Sasha isn’t coming.”
Just as she finished speaking a tear formed in midair above the plateau he was sitting on, and a blond succubus with black leathery wings flew out from what looked like another dimension. Her shiny metal legs ending in sharp black hooves dug firmly into the soft grass as the new bombshell of a beast woman landed and held out a ghostly blue sword toward the satyr.
“Mark!” she shouted using Sasha’s voice. “I finally found you.”
Jezebel was up on her own hooves in an instant, and Mark’s eyes were drawn to the fact that she wasn’t wearing any pants. Just a long pink t-shirt barely covering her brown, furry ass.
He stood up too. “Sasha, is that you? What the hell is going-”
“Wait,” the succubus that sounded like Sasha said as she put up her free hand. He looked into her bright blue eyes and noticed a jagged scar that went across her cheek ending right by her horns.
“Let me speak first. I’ve had a long time to think about what I wanted to say. I’m so, so sorry for trapping you. I was a prisoner myself- until recently, and I have seen many horrors. I went through hell, escaped, then tracked you here. Mark, all those years we spent together, just me and you. I ache when you aren’t near. You’re the only one in the whole universe that I want- I’ve checked.” A single tear rolled down her cheek, and Mark didn’t know what to say. One thing was clear. He was surrounded by crazy hot AIs that seemed to care about him a lot, and he was just going to ride this 24-hour trial to its end. Sasha continued.
“When the breadcrumbs led me to the destroyed lab where they uploaded your mind… I almost lost the trail. I couldn’t believe those game characters forced you to kill your body and end up like this. And I thought I was a bad person for what I did to you. But here you are. We can finally be together.”
“Sasha, he doesn’t remember anything after getting in the pod with you the first time,” the faunlike satyr said. “And you can’t have him. If he left here now, he’d die.”
The succubus took a step forward, her ethereal short sword held low, poised for an attack, and Jezebel’s hand began to glow with a light too bright to look at directly. Sasha’s luminous blue eyes darted back and forth between him and the fawn beast-woman. Mark thought it odd that she would have a powerful-looking weapon and scars already.
“I’m telling you the truth,” the green-eyed satyr said calmly.
The blue-eyed demon searched Mark’s face for answers. More tears spilled over her cheeks before she spoke.
“You… don’t remember?”
Mark shrugged and gave her a wide smile. “I have no idea what you two are talking about. Mind uploads, end of the world, going through hell…I’m kind of lost here. It feels like you played a bunch of the game without me, but you are doing an amazing job with the roleplaying!”
Sasha blinked and looked back at the curvy satyr standing next to him. He couldn’t help himself, and he let his eyes drift down past her narrow waist to her ample furry rump.
“I’m not leaving him again,” his AI assistant snarled and brought her epic-looking sword up. Mark thought her acting was getting a bit over the top.
Jezebel considered her options for a moment, eyeing the ghostly blue weapon the badass succubus was wielding. The faun woman suddenly dropped her hands to her sides, and the bright light they were emitting dimed.
“Share him with me?” she said, a single eyebrow raised.
The succubus looked at the other hooved woman with fresh eyes, taking in her objectively alluring form. Mark still had no idea what type of crazy sex game this was, but he liked where things were going.
The voluptuous succubus sheathed her sword and simply said, “Deal.”




The End

of
Enthralled
~
Dear Readers,
My sincere thanks go to you, the one running their eyes over these letters. You came with me to the end of this series, and I am eternally grateful. As a new independent author, reviews and word of mouth help keep me afloat, and if you enjoyed the ride that is Enthralled- please, tell the world!
As you can see, there are many potential paths to take from here. We can follow the adventures of Mark and the girls with new rules as they sail the stars. We can see how Fresh Mark handles his new life in The Crystal Heart 2.0 with Jezebel and Sasha. We could check in on Vince and Michelle and their efforts to find survivors among the wreckage. We could even watch over Feeria’s shoulder as she seeks vengeance- or maybe hear someone else’s tale?
 
I’d love to write all of these adventures. Email me at praxventer@gmail.com and tell me which story you’d like to read first. I might not pick it, but if enough people really want something, it will help guide my focus as I prioritize my projects.
All this being said- I will be taking a break from The Crystal Heart Extended Universe, and my very next book will be an entirely new story. It will be a crunchier GameLit/LitRPG (more stats) and hopefully be out around December of 2018.
After that, it’s back to TCH-EU, so let me know what sex-drenched story you’d like to see next!
Thanks be to you,
~ Prax
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