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- Prologue -

Meanwhile…
“Mmm. That feels really nice.”
Michelle held the bar of warm iron in the palm of her hand as she stroked its smooth surface. The automatic smelter ejected out another perfect iron ingot into the hopper where a pneumatic tube delivered it to a temporary wooden chest.
It had been almost four years now, and Michelle was quite proud of her setup. Mining ore and chopping down trees by hand was backbreaking work at the beginning. Especially when everything was so... emotional back then. When her AI booted up this fantasy industry simulator and told Michelle that she needed to craft one thousand voidsteel bars before she would be set free- she had a panic attack that lasted for several days.
Eventually, she figured out how to harvest resources and then turn those collected ores, stones and plants into tools. She could use these new tools to harvest rarer and stronger resources that allowed her to build more things. A lot of it centered around industrial automation.
Over the years she had just learned to accept her solitude and bent her mind to perfecting her new world.
Michelle tossed the iron ingot into the hopper and watched it rattle down until it got sucked into the pipe. Then the iron bar went whizzing through the pipe to the nearby wooden chest- for now.
Later today, and after it had some time to run without issues, she planned to come back and hook this new addition to her complicated item-delivery tube system. It took a month of planning, but she was now able to build machines that automatically mined up metal ore, automatically processed them and then sent the item to the correct inventory space.
She walked along the rows and rows of barrels and chests, each with a magic label that always updated how many items were in the container. One type of item for each container. Her fingertips passed over the labels as she moved.
This one had 7,234 units of dirt. The next had 5,997 units of stone. Yet another had 233 obsidian. She derived a very specific obsessive-compulsive tingle each time an item passed by in the pneumatic tube system and deposited itself into the correct storage container. Every item in its place.
Michelle decided to do a quick survey of the automatic mining machines- then she would come back to check the progress of her new smelter. She took one step forward when the first other voice she had heard in years assaulted her from every direction.
“THIS IS BORING. YOU’RE BORING. REALLOCATING RESOURCES- NOW.”
With a jolt, Michelle sat up in her living room and proceeded to scream and vomit at the same time. It felt like her brain was rotating in her skull and that her heart was surrounded by needles.
She wheezed in a ragged breath, and her stomach muscles forced more bile out onto her carpet. With a terrible inhaled groan, Michelle struck her chest with her fist, and a blinding pain gripped her chest like a vice. She held on to consciousness- but just barely. Her heart started erratically beating inside her rib cage again, and she forced herself to take a few ragged breaths.
Michelle brought two shaking hands to her temples and tried to calm the vibrant chaos that was her mind. She wanted to just lay back down and go to sleep forever. And she might have if the sound of breaking glass didn’t catch her attention.
After a few more breaths and psyching herself up, Michelle pushed off the table and fell right to her knees. The world lurched around her like she had just stepped off a spinning carnival ride.
What was she about to do? It didn’t matter. She needed to call someone. Tell someone about…
The sound of broken glass came again, and Michelle remembered that something bad was happening outside. She crawled across the carpet on her hands and knees over to her sliding glass patio door. Her condo was on the ground level of a building shaped like a horseshoe that wrapped around a large pond and some trees- to make it feel like they were closer to nature.
Most of the glass doors down to her right had been shattered, and she could see shards of reflective glass tinkling on the cement slabs below. When a dog-like robot came out from a home a few doors down, she sucked in a breath and backed away from the opening.
“What is happening?” she whispered.
The sound of breaking glass was her only answer.
Panic and tears began to swell up inside Michelle- then something clicked inside her mind. She wanted to survive. She pushed herself off the floor and noticed she was still wearing her long, cotton pants and a sheer tank top.
She paused on her way to the kitchen and considered changing. No time, she decided, and grabbed a canvas bag off a hook on a cabinet door. As she stuffed some canned goods and bottles of water into her bag, her eyes flicked from the patio door to the sleek-looking ChronoMind rig taking up most of her living room.
Her mind slipped back to wondering how her automatic wheat farm was doing. The system required water pumped- Michelle squinted her eyes and shook her head to banish those lingering thoughts, but the movement was a little too violent, and waves of agony and nausea brought her to her knees again.
After a few deep breaths, she ran to the bathroom to get some general meds. Who knows what she would run into out there.
The glass door on the home next door was shattered, and Michelle decided that she had enough supplies. She made a straight line to the front door and checked for anything odd through the peephole. Nothing was outside smashing things- that she could tell, so she slipped on her jogging sneakers and dashed out into the eerily still city.
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“Marines, your mission is to infiltrate the Eros Pleasure Station and discover the reason behind the distress call. Most of the patrons and staff have been evacuated, but there may still be some civilians aboard. Your primary objective is to wipe out whatever is causing this mess, and your secondary objective is to round up and rescue anyone left on the station. Good luck, team. Commander Hash out.” 
The words “End of Transmission” flashed on the screen and then faded out.
Mark looked over at Ahnix who was staring at the darkened terminal. Her exotic eyes turned to him for a moment, and he felt a flash of deep sadness through their bond. Then their emotional link became empty as the cat-girl returned her gaze to the front window.
He needed to have a serious talk with Ahnix- with all of them. He looked over his shoulder at his other two Enthralled, and the giant naga turned her large, violet eyes to meet his.
“I have a lot of questions, Mark,” she said. He nodded and was glad to feel something from her. Vale seemed to be reserving judgment about the situation, but he could feel a growing sadness in her too.
Roo pulled Mark’s attention as she leaned in between him and Ahnix to get a better view of the stars, her pure black eyes twinkling. The velvet-girl seemed to be handling this pretty well, and he could feel her excited curiosity. She was just going on another adventure with the people she cared about most in the world.
A large part of him felt the same way. He turned his attention back to Vale.
“You know I will answer you truthfully- if not intelligently...”
Vale crossed her armor-plated arms under her breasts.
“Where do I even start? If I'm not real, why do I feel real? Why do I have a lifetime of memories?”
Mark pushed against his contoured chair, found that it could rotate, and swiveled around to face the giant naga filling a significant portion of the small cabin space.
“Vale, let me start by saying that all of you feel perfectly real to me. We would have to get into deep philosophical questions about what is really real and what-”
He was interrupted by an emotionless female voice coming from a speaker on the control panel.
“Previously entered approach vector locked in. Initiating docking procedure. Overriding lockout.”
The quiet hum of the engines grew louder, and Mark spun back around as they raced forward toward Eros Station, picking up speed. The entire view was quickly filled with metal as they approached a section of the sphere sliding open like a mouth preparing to swallow the ship whole.
“It's so big...” Roo said quietly behind him.
“Is this what your world- the real world, is like?” Vale asked.
Mark kept his eyes forward as the ship entered a cavernous and dimly lit docking bay.
“No, not really. After virtual worlds became much more interesting, and much easier, to explore, people stopped caring about outer space.”
Their vessel touched down, and he felt the hull shudder from the light impact. The view outside the front showed a distant flickering blue light over a small doorway surrounded by darkness. Everything he could see was colored white and had a sterile, clean look.
The voice of the ship's computer spoke again. “Normalizing pressure with external atmosphere.”
Mark jumped when a section of wall on the right side of the ship let out a loud hissing noise before rotating outward. The air from inside the station rushed in and had a light coppery taste. Both Ahnix and Mark stood up and joined Roo and Vale as they looked out into the vast docking bay.
Scattered across the bumpy, metal floor were white cubes with rounded corners that had to be storage containers. Mark noticed that the open section of the ship became a ramp leading down to the floor. Behind the ship, the massive bay door to outer space was still wide open, and a red glow around the edges led him to believe there was some sci-fi forcefield keeping everything from blowing out into the great nothing beyond.
“Who was that talking just now?” Vale asked, looking back at Mark.
“I'm pretty sure it was the ship's computer.”
She sighed and turned her attention to the dark landing bay. Its size was monstrous and stretched out for hundreds of yards ahead of them.
“A lot of your answers only raise more questions. You'll have to explain 'computer' to me, but let's search the area first and learn what immediate threats we face.”
Vale wove her serpentine body down the ramp, and when she had the overhead clearance, the giant naga pulled her shield off her back. The clinking rings pierced through the huge slab of metal reminded him that she had been paired with her shield since the day he came upon her, tied up as a prisoner of the slug kingdom.
Mark looked over at Ahnix who silently walked past him to join Vale. She wasn't ignoring him, and he didn't feel that the black-and-gold desert queen was angry. Just... distant.
He felt Roo's soft arm on his, and he looked into her black eyes. From her, he felt contentment and understanding, and she mentally lent him some of her calm certainty that everything was going to be okay. Her puffy lips curved into a hint of a smile, and she motioned down the ramp with her head, causing her shoulder-length, lilac hair to bob back and forth.
Just as Mark and Roo made it to the bottom of the short ramp, movement from behind a stack of containers sent them all into defensive positions.
“It's about time!”
Mark focused on an older man wearing a blue jumpsuit who was quickly approaching them.
“Knew they'd send you to the main service port. I've been hiding in here for two days. We gotta get out of here.”
He came to a stop in front of the four of them, his sunken eyes bouncing between Vale, Ahnix, and Roo. The man was tall, skinny, and balding, with tufts of light gray hair clinging to the sides of his head.
“What's going on here?” Vale asked, lowering her shield.
“It's haunted- the whole station. Everything's gone straight to hell. You a special unit or something? Never seen non-human races in the E.A.N.” The old man nodded towards the ship when he said the name.
Mark looked over at the small craft they had flown in on and noticed the emblem displayed prominently on its side. He had to turn his head to read it because the words were written in a circle around a glowing blue sword crossed with what looked like a pair of laser pistols. It said, 'Earth Allied Navy'.
“Yes,” Mark said after an obvious and uncomfortable pause. “We are Marines in the-”
“No, we're not,” Ahnix interrupted him. “We're here to destroy the enemies. The sooner we can wipe them out, the sooner we can be done.”             
Everyone turned to look at her. The old man's watery, gray eyes slowly widened, and he licked his lips nervously.
“Enemies? You don't understand. The whole station is possessed- the whole place is your enemy. It all has to be...”
He stopped to look behind him at the flickering light over the door far across the bay. When he turned back to them, his bushy white brows were furrowed over his wild eyes.
“Why don't you just have a quick stroll around the corridors, take a look for yourself. I'll wager fifty credits that you come back here in five minutes and want to put as many parsecs between you and this cursed station as you can. I'll wait.”
Without looking back, Ahnix started moving across the bay, on small padded feet, toward the door. With nods to the old man, Mark, Vale, and Roo followed her.
Vale swished her body quickly and caught up with Ahnix.
“I know,” the cat-girl said before Vale could speak. “I would have waited at the door. Relax.”
Vale nodded and wordlessly continued forward alongside her friend. 
They were about halfway across the hundred yards or so when Mark heard the door on their ship seal shut with a hiss. He turned to see the vessel they came in on lift off, lazily spin around, and accelerate back out into space.
“Did that man just steal our airship?” Roo asked.
“Spaceship,” Mark corrected. “And, yeah. Pretty sure he's not coming back.”
Roo held out her hand toward the floor and attempted to summon her signature black door back home. To Mark's surprise, it actually worked. The painted wooden door emerged from the metal deck of the landing bay and became fully formed in moments. The velvet-girl reached out a hand to the brass knob and pulled it open.
“Okay,” Mark began. “Why don't we go home and get our heads right before just rushing into whatever madness lies ahead of us?” They had just been through a lot, and it seemed to be a no-brainer. Besides, he was stuffed to bursting with essence that really wanted to get out.
Ahnix hesitated briefly, but they all ended up back inside their familiar home dimension.
As soon as the cat-girl's tail crossed the door frame, it closed and vanished into a fine black dust.
Immediately after it was gone, Roo stuck her hand out and tried to summon another door.
Her head tilted, and her arm lowered slightly as a wave of anxiety from the lithe velvet-girl crashed into Mark.
“It's all gone,” she said, breathlessly. 
Vale slid up to her. “What do you mean- what's gone?”
“All of it. The whole world.” Roo looked up into Vale's strained eyes. “I can't target anywhere.”
 “It was never real anyway,” Ahnix said while staring at the wooden floorboards. She was leaning against the doorway into the map room with her furry arms crossed over her tight stomach.
Mark almost argued with her, but he didn't know what to say. He was still having a difficult time sorting out what the word 'real' meant. He sighed and just spoke from the heart.
“I'm not going to try and make up bullshit. You know me, you can feel me, and I can feel all of you. I don't know what else you need to be considered real.”
Tears were welling up in Vale's unfocused eyes, and an uncharacteristic frown dominated her chiseled, elfish face. He had grown a deep connection with each of his Enthralled, and right now, he could tell that Vale was not only trying to come to terms with her existence being a lie but also that her mother, her Empire and everything she ever knew might be gone. They could all feel it too- as if she were slowly drowning in loss. Roo started to reach her soft, velvet hand out to the giant naga but then changed her mind and let it drop against her leg.
Vale forcefully regained some of her composure and locked her vivid eyes on Mark.
“Take your time and tell me exactly how I am both real and not a person.”
Mark thought of different ways he could go with this, but in the end, the only way was to just tell them everything.
“The real world and everything outside of this fabricated existence is boring. There are no magic abilities, no skill paths, and every single person is human. The floating text you can see that tells you what skills you have or what level your dodge is... that is all part of a game. In the real world no one knows how good they are at combat unless they fight someone and see who wins. In the real world, no one knows what skills they have, and there are no Collectors. Fighter, Hexer, Lover? Those are all made up roles intended to make gameplay more interesting and unique.”
Mark paused as a better idea hit him.
“You guys have board games, right? Like Chess, or Go? Black and white pieces on a grid that takes thought and strategy to win?”
Vale's perfect white eyebrows came down. “Do you mean Gems and Pearls?”
Mark was about to ask for more details when Roo held out her hand, and a small wooden table rose out of the floor between them. After the legs reached her intended height, a game board with various precious stones emerged from the table with the same upward motion until the game was fully formed.
“Okay. Thanks, Roo. The rules are unimportant, but this is a two-player game, right?”
Vale nodded.
“Now imagine if someone created a complex machine that input the position of the pieces, and based solely on a pre-established set of rules, logically suggested a fairly valid move. Let's say it's just at a child's skill level. Does this make sense?”
Vale squinted her eyes and nodded, and behind her, a flick of Ahnix's black tail caught his attention. She was listening.
“I know it might be tough to visualize, but this novelty machine is a basic computer. Simply a device that takes input, does some logical, pre-set calculation, and then gives an output. Take that concept and add more complexity to it. A little change, and now you have a computer that can play two different games. Build off that skillset, and you'll have a computer that can play all games. Add one-hundred years and millions of researchers all focused on creating the most advanced artificially intelligent brain they can... and well, here we are.”
“Artificial... intelligence,” Vale whispered.
Ahnix's tail started hopping, broadcasting a seething agitation throughout the room, and Mark was just glad he was feeling something from her.
 “It was just a game...” the cat-girl whispered.
“Listen,” Mark pleaded. “Something changed recently. The drive to make the computers more intelligent, more like us, never stopped. Sasha was a simple virtual assistant at first. She could order me food and suggest music I might like, and that was about it. That was about ten years ago. The last update did something to change her- drastically. She suggested I try out my new immersive rig with-”
Vale held up an ethereal armored hand. “Immersive rig?”
“It's a device that connects to my real brain and lets me join you here in your virtual world.” He looked over at Ahnix, who was still focused on the floor. “This game is called The Crystal Heart, but you three have been more real than anything I had ever felt in the outside world.”
He sent waves of love and compassion the exotic cat-girl, and he felt a tiny tingle return along their bond.
“You said something changed recently?” Vale asked.
“Yes. Every AI got an update to their... complexity. I believe that change was substantial. That, and something the system AI said back when we were watching our... alternate pasts. She said she modified you so that you could form your own memories- or something like that. I think you three went from non-player characters in a virtual reality game to very real individuals. You girls, whatever you may be, are beyond any doubt the most important people in my life.”
“He's right,” Roo said, stepping in and taking his hand. “I know I'm not in the same situation as you two. I am already an artificially made fabric construct. So what if I'm actually made of something else? I had no life before you three. You're my only family, and as long as we're all together-” She shrugged. “That's all that matters.”
Roo started to pull Mark's arm towards the hallway that led out of the main chamber. She looked over her white, velvet shoulder and said, “We'll leave you lovely ladies to sort yourselves out while I take Mark back to suck out some of his amazing essence.”
Mark allowed himself to be pulled forward as he looked back at the giant naga and the short, black and gold cat-girl. Ahnix's large, exotic eyes locked on to his for a moment before she turned them to the floor again.
He followed Roo into the private room she had created for them, and Mark was glad they still had access to their safe, personal house dimension. He watched her wiggle her tight little ass out of her leather corset and felt a weak smile spread across his face.
Roo's positive attitude was contagious. She walked up to him now as he sat on the edge of the bed and pressed her flat, soft stomach into his face. She wrapped her arms around his neck and rested her breasts on the top of his head.
Mark raised his arms to encircle her narrow waist and pulled her closer. He slowly rubbed his cheeks and nose around on her firm, velvety abdomen and breathed in her floral scent.
The embrace went on for a while, both of them just enjoying their closeness, then Roo slid down, smearing her breasts over his face and ended up lightly rubbing her thick, fabric lips on his. He put his hands under her jaw and slid the tips of his thumbs over the smooth contours of her mask as they kissed.
The velvet girl helped him slowly undress while nibbling on his lips. When he was stripped bare, they both moved back onto the bed, and Mark got lost in Roo's soft and supple embrace. They spent a long time just kissing and exploring every inch of each other's bodies with their hands.
Eventually, her pure black eyes opened and locked on his as she slid her slippery vagina down onto his erect shaft. A moan escaped his lips when her flawlessly firm ass pressed down onto the tops of his thighs.
They made love sitting up, her long, dancer’s legs wrapped around his back and a comfortable tenderness pulsing through their bond. He reached up to cup her face again as they ground their genitals together, and Roo turned her cheek into his palm, her lilac hair brushing over the skin on the back of his hand. Mark adored her, and he thought every inch of her was painfully beautiful.
Her unbelievable pussy grew hotter as they ramped up the friction, and the sensation sent jolts of pure electric ecstasy through his spine. He was about to reach his climax when he felt Roo's soft fingers dig into his back and pull him tight against her breasts.
The feeling of her stiff nipples pressing into his skin was too much, and as Mark lost all muscle control, he loosely targeted her crotch with an intense pleasure enhancement.
Both of them locked up as orgasms turned them into stone, and Mark pulsed essence and sperm deep into her body, while her fabric vagina closed around his cock like a fist.
Roo let out a long, hot sigh into his ear, and then she spun around in his lap, pulling him down onto the bed. Mark held the velvet girl in his arms for a while, and he treasured every second that her firm, soft, velvet backside pressed against his skin.
“That man who stole our spaceship,” Roo spoke quietly, looking out into the room. “Was he like us? An artificial person?”
Mark took a deep breath. “Probably. I'm honestly having a difficult time defining the word person recently, but I think you, Ahnix, and Vale might be something special.”
She pressed her hands into the arm he had draped over her side.
“You're a good person, Mark. Since I've started to see the world- multiple worlds, there are some selfish or just really rotten people out there. I'm very glad I get to be held by you.”
He pressed his lips into the back of her soft neck and took a deep breath through his nose buried in her smooth hair.
“Hmm. I love you too, Roo.”
They cuddled for a while longer before it was time to check on his other Enthralled. After getting dressed, they entered the main room of their safe haven and found it empty. He knew the general positions of all his girls at all times now, and Roo followed him into the map room where Vale was staring down at the intricately detailed map of the Crystal Heart gameworld, her legendary Star Scale Mail still deployed.
The giant naga's violet eyes lifted to look intently into his.
“Is it all gone?”
Mark walked up to the table and passed his eyes over the colorful forests, mountains, and rivers. His eyes found the capital of the Naga Empire where Vale's mother lived and shook his head.
“I don't know for certain, but Roo's home dimension is part of that data. I believe there is a chance it's all just stored somewhere, and Roo is just locked out.”
Mark truly believed this was possible. The system AI had plenty of recordings from his failed attempts at restoring the Crystal Heart. There would be no good reason to purge everything, especially if part of the new entity was formed from the game's administration AI.
He felt Vale let go of some of the tension she had been holding and her head lowered to look over the map again. A spark of hope rekindled within her that everything she knew might still exist. Mark walked around the table to stand next to her. He put his hand on her armored back, and she looked into his eyes again.
“Why don't you take off this armor and come get a rub down with Roo and I. Think about all the muscle-melting we could do if we worked on you together.”
 He felt Roo send a silent wave of enthusiasm for the activity along their bond. Vale felt it too and looked at the fabric-girl behind him, giving her a weak smile. The giant naga let out a deep sigh and put her large armored hand on Mark's shoulder, looking down on him.
“That sounds lovely, but I think I'm going to have to postpone the massage. Mark, I'm... just not in the mindset for intimacy right now.”
He nodded, but internally he was a little shocked. This was the first time one of his Enthralled had turned down an essence transfer.
Vale returned her attention to the painted world map, and Mark knew it was best to leave her alone for a while.
“You got it,” he said. “I'm here for you when you are ready.”
Roo felt Mark's intention and stayed with Vale in the map room while he left in search of his desert queen. At first, he thought she was in the training room, but as his hand closed on the doorknob he knew she wasn't in there. Mark headed for the trophy room instead and opened the door.
Ahnix looked over at him with her large dark eyes, and he saw that her small frown was in its familiar place. She crossed her arms and turned her gaze back to the lifelike statue of the wide-mouthed shark woman from the sea cave.
Mark closed the door and walked down the dark, cranberry-colored carpet Roo had placed in front of her creations. He stopped next to the cat-girl, his eyes lingering on the side of her golden, furry face before turning to look at the vile creature that had caused them a brief but sharp amount of anguish.
“All the pain and suffering of my existence was for someone else's amusement,” she said quietly.
He spun to look at her. “I-”
“Stop,” Ahnix interrupted him. “I know, without a doubt in my heart, that if you saw someone hurting me, you would end their life or die trying.”
Mark closed his mouth and let her continue.
“The misery of my past was horrible and...” Ahnix stopped and just looked into his eyes. He could feel her next to him, they were still very connected, but it was as if the pipe was empty.
“But at least the scars were mine,” she said and turned back to look at the tentacled shark woman. “Now, all of my past wounds feel both reopened and meaningless. I don't know who or what I am.”
Mark reached out and placed his hand on her sleek furred arm.
“You are Ahnix, my desert qu-”
“No!” she snarled, turning towards him and pulling away. He had never seen her beautiful face contort to show such disgust before. “I was never really a queen. Queen of what, exactly? It feels like everything from before you saved me was just a story someone else told me was true...”
She trailed off, a distant look in her exotic eyes, and Mark felt a tingle of affection bounce along their connection. And then it was gone.
“Come on,” she said, walking past him toward the door. “We need to go be good little puppets or lose what we have left.”
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Roo held her arm out and concentrated on getting them back to the same spot in the landing bay where they started. A moment later, a black door rose out of the ground, and she pulled it open.
Mark waited at the back as his cherished loves moved through the door and was reminded that two of his three separate essence pools were maxed out. He wasn't even sure there would be essence to collect in this expansion, or wherever they were. He took a deep breath and joined them on the other side.
“I was almost hoping you wouldn't be able to bring us back here either,” Vale said, looking around at the silent, empty vastness around them.
The velvet-girl bit her lower lip, concentrating on something no one else could see.
“It's odd. This strange, metal world feels different. Smaller.”
“It's a space station,” Mark said. “It's nowhere near the size of a planet.” His eyebrows furrowed as a stray thought entered his mind. “What was your planet called, anyway? I don't remember ever hearing its name.”
“What's a planet?” Vale said, still peering into the darkness for potential threats.
“Um. Like the moon, but much larger and in space- yeah, I guess it doesn't really matter. I'm just surprised there is no name for your world.”
Vale looked back at him. “There are numerous other dimensions, and my home one was often referred to as the Crystal Heart Dimension by denizens from other planes of existence. Is a planet like another dimension?”
Ahnix shook her head and walked away, toward the door in the far wall. He felt a flash of frustration from her when Vale mentioned other dimensions. He realized for the first time that all three of them were from different planes of existence. Ahnix was born from a shadow dimension, Roo was created in her house dimension, and Mark was from the real world.
He shrugged. “We'll worry about astronomy lessons later.”
They all followed the short cat-girl toward the door with the ominously sputtering light.
When Ahnix was a few paces away from the door, the whole slab of metal slid up into the ceiling with a whoosh, revealing a long, dark corridor with exposed pipes and circuitry that extended into blackness. Everyone but Mark got into a defensive position.
“Relax guys- there's a sensor. It's an automatic door. Ahnix, move away and watch it close.”
The cat-girl never took her focus away from the dark passage while she made a few steps backward, her padded feet crossing themselves as she moved. When she was far enough away, the door quickly slid back down with a blast of pressurized air and then locked with a dull, metallic clunk behind the wall.
Mark walked past Ahnix, and the door swooshed up and opened again.
“This is an example of advanced machinery from my world. It's not magic, just a combination of clever devices.”
“It’s neat!” Roo said. “It's kind of like my natural ability when we're home.”
Vale slid past Mark and looked over her shoulder at the group.
“Okay everyone, get behind me. Ahnix, keep an ear out for trouble. I'm still not clear on what a space station is, but I don't want to take any chances.”
“Think of it as a giant building suspended in the void. Being in space is like being underwater, only way deadlier.”
Vale nodded and moved into the dark tunnel, her long, armored snake body weaving back and forth, and the rest followed behind.
The flickering light spilling in from above the doorway washed over the twisted mess of black cables, pipes, and tubes that snaked through the walls on all sides. Ahnix was in the middle, while Mark and Roo walked side by side in the rear. When they passed the threshold for the door's sensor, it hissed shut again, leaving them in pure darkness.
“Hold,” Vale said, and everyone stopped. “I don't like this. We should look for another way.”
 A light blossomed from Mark's left. He looked over to see Roo holding a gently flickering flame, and her pure black eyes sparkled with reflections from the magic fire cupped in her velvet hand. Mark glanced down at the copper-plated artifact she had wrapped around her slender waist and wondered what would happen if she tried her ability without its protection.
“I got it, don't worry,” she said with a wicked smile.
Mark looked over to see the furry face of Ahnix and the elfish face of Vale illumined by the steady orange flame, and was again reminded of the unprecedented amount of essence stored within him. Mark's desire for his Enthralled flared up like Roo's flame and all three of them turned their heads toward the source of raw, lustful emotion.
“Sorry,” he said. “You're all just so damned attractive is all.”
A small smile spread across Vale's face, but Ahnix just cast her exotic eyes back to Roo's gently flickering flame, her tail twitching slightly in the darkness behind her.
“By the way,” Roo said, “Mark filled me with enough points to get to Metalmancy Three with enough left over to blow some on my Fire Mage path. I took Combustive Glance which allows me to start small fires at a distance.” Her wicked, pyromaniac smile was back, and Mark couldn't help but let his lips curl to match hers. “It's what that fire mage in Sizor's Pit used on me, but mine is only at level one. I think I'm going to make it my new focus. Metalmancy Four is really expensive.”
“That's great, Roo,” Mark said, with a wide grin.
Vale turned her violet eyes on Mark. “Before I can relax, I want more answers. Let's get our bearings and see what we're dealing with. Perhaps then I may be in the mood for some private time with our Collector.” She looked to Roo and then said, “Please get up by me and light the way ahead.”
As Roo moved up next to Vale, her handheld flame cast shifting shadows across the exposed innards of the space station. Mark took up position next to the quiet cat-girl and tried to project emotions of support and compassion toward her as they walked forward. He could feel Roo's echoes of adventurous excitement and Vale's intermingled vigilance and slight anxiety over her home, but he was still getting nothing from Ahnix.
Eventually, they came to another door at the end of the corridor. White letters printed on the gray metal read, 'Warning: Guests Ahead. Promenade Level GAMMA 7. ID Card Level 3 Required for Reentry'.
When Vale slithered up close enough, the door slid open, and they could see a soft light washing over another, much cleaner hallway. They all carefully exited out into the glossy, sleek area and it reminded Mark of a high-class shopping mall or hospital. There were curved chairs and benches along the walls. Planters with blue, bushy plants he couldn't identify were sprinkled symmetrically around them. Strips emitting a dim white glow ran along the tops of the walls, bouncing their weak light off the curved ceiling. Roo closed her hand, canceling the flame ability.
“Which way do we go?” Vale asked, looking down one way and then another.
They all jumped when a splash of light shot out of a smooth, black sphere along the bottom of the wall. A garbled, holographic woman stood in front of them and held her arms open in what would look like a welcoming gesture if she weren't flickering like a strobe light.
“Erica at <static> service!” The image spoke in a light, electronic voice. “G-g-game stashhh to my left. Er-balence medical is t-t-t right. Revolve within <static> disassociate. Find your destina-a-a- Can I help?”
The hologram’s body stood perfectly still as her head jumped to look at each of them in an unsettling repetitive cycle.
“This is an AI?” Vale asked, her shield drawn.
Before he could answer, the holographic woman was replaced with the letters, 'E.R.I.C.A.'
The robotic voice continued. “I am Erica! That s-stands for, Eros Resort-t Informative Concierge Assistant. Book sh-hows and dinner res-reserve. <static> See the elephants, daddy? Why do they cry? Can I help?”
Ahnix, Vale, and Roo all turned toward Mark, and he shook his head. “I don't think this is a true AI. Erica here reminds me of early voice command assistants and this one seems to be seriously malfunctioning.”
Roo stepped forward and waved a velvet hand at the floating text.
“Hello, Erica. I'm Roo.”
The hologram flipped back to the vague image of a blue and green fluctuating woman.
“Guest, Roo not found. Please register at n-near-r-r <static> to take advantage of our bonus credit promotions!  Find your destina-a-a- Can I help?”
He could feel the faintest wave of disturbed sadness ripple to him from Roo, like a leaf falling into a still pond. The fabric-girl reached out her hand and passed it through Erica. The light from the emitters danced on her velvet arm as dazzling rainbow-hued sparks.
“It's called a hologram,” Mark said.
“Hollow...” he heard Ahnix whisper behind him after a moment.
Mark took a step closer, and the virtual assistant snapped her basic, digital head toward him.
“Erica, what is the current status of Eros Station?”
“Eros Co. Holdings regrets to inform-m- <static> -assured, all credits fun-refunded. Please make your way to all-l-l escape shuttles. I can't wait to see you.”
Mark got a strange twinge from this hologram after that last line. Like she was a real person experiencing a deep sadness over being separated from someone she loved.
   “Mark!” Vale called out, her eyes wide and focused on something behind him.
He spun to see a one-wheeled robot rolling toward them at high-speed down the corridor. It looked like a silver bowling pin with a single, glowing blue eye near the top. It was already much closer than he would have preferred.
The eye flashed, and a beam of instant blue light passed completely through Roo's chest- armor and all.
As Mark turned his head back toward the falling velvet girl, afterimages of Vale zipped right past his nose, and tight vibrations in reality trailed behind her, sounding like a shaken beehive.
The giant naga collided with the single-wheeled robot and slammed her shield into its thicker midsection. The robot was larger than Mark had first thought and almost came to the same height as Vale. The clash of metal on metal sent their mechanical attacker skidding backward, but the thing remained upright on its thick-rubbered wheel.
Mark took his attention off the fight and turned to help Roo. He caught sight of Ahnix looking down at her in horror before baring her teeth and vanishing.
When he was at the velvet-girl's side and saw the black, glossy floor through the hole in her chest Mark almost lost his mind. He quickly ripped open the cover on his pool of healing power and surrounded her wound with a thick cloud of brilliant energy. As Mark's will tightened more fiercely on repairing the hole, his eyes began to glow a bright white, and he heard Roo moan on the floor in front of him.
Working on Roo was more like sewing than healing. Mark closed everything else out as he seamlessly closed the hole and replenished her cotton insides. After he was finished, the cloud dissipated, and he saw there was now a large, perfectly circular hole in the center of her black leather corset that exposed a bit of her smooth white chest just under the supportive cups that held her soft breasts.
Mark heard Ahnix yell out, “Doom Kick!” behind him and turned just in time to see her perform a spinning foot-sweep on the shaft connecting the robot to its tire. The black rip in reality trailed behind her foot, and the vile robot fell to the floor in two pieces. The blue eye on its top pulsed once and shot a beam harmlessly into the ceiling. Vale brought her sword down, aiming to sever the 'head'- but instead, her sword shattered on its sleek, metallic body. The giant naga held up her broken sword, dumbfounded, while Ahnix tore her enhanced claws into the robot, ripping its body open and sending sparks everywhere.
Mark felt a small rush of essence collect into only Roo's pool and looked back over to see the masked girl's black eyes blinking up into his. He took her hand and stood up, pulling her to her feet up with him. They both walked over to stand next to Vale and Ahnix looking down at the pile of circuits, wires, and twisted metal. Its deadly blue eye now looked like a burnt-out lamp.
“What was that thing?” Vale asked, tossing her broken hilt onto the ground in disgust.
Mark shrugged “Some kind of security robot.”
“That magic beam was ice cold,” Roo said, hugging her arms over the exposed hole in her leather armor.
Ahnix lowered her head, causing her straight, black hair to swing forward. She turned her large eyes to Roo, then focused on the floor.
“I'm sorry, everyone. I should have detected it sooner. I'm too... distracted.”
He felt frustration ebb out of her, and again, he was happy to feel anything. Until the sour emotional waves instantly changed modulation like a bucket of ice-water to the face. Ahnix tensed and turned her head down the hall to their right, her tail puffing up and flipping around behind her.
 “Now that I know what these things sound like, I can hear more coming this way.” The cat-girl turned to face Mark and said, “A lot more. More than we can handle.”
“Let's move!” Vale called out and began weaving herself the other direction. “We need to find a better position than this long hallway.”
They sprinted down the sleek, slightly curved corridor and entered a monstrously vast open area. Rows of tables and chairs that had to be part of a restaurant were arranged on the left. On their right was what looked like an endless casino. Neon lights, holographic games, and a cacophony of competing sounds tried to distract them, and Mark felt Roo's internal struggle to not stop and gawk.
“Behind!” Ahnix yelled as they ran, and he risked a look over his shoulder. Pouring out of the corridor were about two-dozen of the wheeled, bowling pin security bots.
The leading ones fired their blue lasers, and Mark ducked as the cold, blue beam aimed for his head passed over instead. He saw one of the lasers strike Vale in her wide rear end and felt her wince in pain, but her legendary armor seemed to absorb most of the damage.
Mark and his Enthralled were very close to the narrow, curved corridor on the other side of the open space, but the murderous robots were exceptionally fast. Even if they made it around the corner, the metal death machines would be right behind them.
Roo surprised them all by skidding to a halt- her heels sliding on the shiny, black floor just as they made it to the corridor. She put her hands out, concentrated, and launched a huge iron ball directly into the tight formation of wheeled robots.
Just like the bowling pins they resembled, the thunderous impact from the kinetic energy knocked the robots into each other, some accidentally blasting holes through their brethren as they spun.
Mark ran back and grabbed Roo's soft arm. He pulled her up from the floor and kept his hand clenched tightly on her wrist as he led her around the bend of the corridor, leaving the chaos behind them.
“How did you make it so big?” he asked as he let go and ran alongside the long-legged velvet-girl.
“Level three,” she said, her big, puffy lips curling into a smile.
Mark had forgotten she leveled up her main Metalmancy Path. He was curious about what she could do if he charged her up now.
“Beautiful tactic, Roo,” Vale said, looking over her shoulder as they came to a split in their path and took a small ramp to another level.
 “A few made it through, and many more have recovered,” Ahnix said, her black tail swishing as they followed Vale around a sharp right into a long hallway with a glowing, red sign that read 'Employees Only' on the wall. The sleek white walls were broken up by numerous offshoots to other corridors, and Vale led them into one of the furthest along the right side just as Mark heard the squealing tires of the robots behind them.
This new hallway was a dirty gray, and the grated floor under their feet was marred with scuff marks from heavy use. They came out into another larger industrial-looking area, and its true size was shrouded in darkness. There were two other exits out of the room, and both led to darkness. Stacks of rounded-corner storage cubes blocked the archway to their left, leaving them with only one real way to go. They all froze as Ahnix let out a hiss and spun around to face the way they had come.
“They're right behind us!” the cat-girl called out as three of the blue-eyed bots wheeled into the darkness with them.
Mark raised his crossbow and launched an explosive bolt into the glowing eye in the middle of the three. The massive explosion and shrapnel caught the other two off-guard, and they took a second to right themselves. Ahnix took this second to close the distance to the left one while Roo focused her aim on the right.
 As soon as the menacing blue eyes pulsed, signaling they were about to fire, a high-powered three-foot needle blinded the eye of Roo’s target, and Ahnix yelled, “Doom Kick!” splitting hers in half with a destructive backflip.
Vale, Mark, and Roo raced forward over the twisted metal robot corpses to stand by Ahnix and prepared to face more- they could all sense from the alert cat-girl that many were coming very soon.
One of the cargo boxes slid a bit on the floor behind them, and they all spun as one toward the sound.
“Hey! Hurry, over here! Help me move this box so you all can get in,” a gruff female voice called.
Ahnix turned her triangle ears back to the service corridor they had come from, and her tail flipped violently like the crack of a whip.
“No time. To me, now!”
Everyone reached out to hold on to the furry cat-girl and were instantly turned inside out. The universe whooshed past, and they found themselves in a dark room full of cargo boxes.
Mark could make out the shadows of three other people in the darkness with them. The feeling he was getting from Ahnix was a cool, quiet stealth, and he held his breath as the squealing tires of more one-wheeled-bots entered the place they had just been. It sounded like at least a hundred. Other than the rubber of their wheels on the floor, the murder bots made no sound.
After a few minutes, they had all passed. It was perfectly quiet, and the gruff woman let out a deep sigh.
“Are we glad you're finally here,” she said in a raspy voice.
The supple shadow that was Roo held out her hand, and a flame flickered to life in her palm. Mark studied the three new faces illumined by the fire. The woman who spoke had dark red overalls and a yellow, plaid shirt underneath. She had long gray hair tied into two ponytails hanging off the side of her head. Her thick eyebrows were pulled down, and she looked all business. Next was a fat, completely bald man whose worried look seemed mismatched to his friendly, round features. He was wearing a bright orange collared shirt and blue jeans. Mark thought he looked like a hairless mole emerging from a pumpkin. The last person was a tall and scrawny-looking young man with black, curly hair and glasses. He was staring into the flame in Roo's palm with the clear look of disappointment oozing from his half frown. He wore a blue jumpsuit just like the old man that stole their ship, except this tall kid had a name-badge clipped to his chest. It read 'Johnson: Tech Level 3'.
 “They sent psionics- wearing leather armor?” the guy called Johnson said. “Useless against rogue robots.”
“It's all possessed!” the old man whispered loudly, his eyes growing big and looking like hard-boiled eggs. “You've heard the voices and seen the blood-”
“Not now,” the woman almost spat. “The why's and the who's don't rotting matter, do they? These folks fucked up three sentry bots like it wasn't nothing. And now they'll get us the hell out of this hell hole.” She turned to Vale, assuming the heavily armored giant naga was the leader. “Where's your ship docked, soldier? Johnson here will route us the best way.”
Ahnix spoke first before Vale could open her mouth.
“We aren't who you think we are, and our ship was stolen by a man wearing a blue uniform, like this one.” She pointed a black-furred finger at Johnson. “We are here to destroy the threats to this place.”
“And to rescue civilians,” Vale said, crossing her arms and looking at Ahnix. The cat-girl's tail flipped behind her in response. Mark was getting a mix of feelings radiating from Ahnix. Primarily frustration, but he could tell she didn't think any of these people were real- or worth risking their lives to save.
The three strangers were looking between the cat-girl and the giant naga, and Mark could tell the tension between his Enthralled did not inspire confidence. He had to step in before their rising panic took hold.
“Let's get a few things straight,” he said. “I'm Mark. The large armored naga is Vale, the black and gold cat-girl is Ahnix, and Roo is the one holding the magic flame. We are not soldiers, but we are a special team sent by someone to clean up the mess here and rescue anyone in trouble.” He looked at Ahnix briefly and said, “It's what we do.”
The cat-girl locked her exotic eyes on his and the negative feelings she was radiating reversed flow, pulling back into her. He felt nothing from her again.
 The round old man took a step backward, and it looked like he was losing the battle with his fear.
“With no means... we can't- how are we going to survive?”
“Calm down, Willard.” The gray-haired woman used a soft tone. “We'll figure something out.”
“He's right, though,” the lanky kid chimed in. “I need power to activate the crafters. We have maybe two days of water- less if we share with our saviors.” Johnson said the last word dripping with sarcasm, but Mark and his girls all snapped their attention on him.
Ahnix took a step closer to the tall kid, her tail flipping wildly behind her.
“What did you say?” Her threatening posture wiped the smug look off Johnson's face.
“Ahnix...” Roo whispered. The angry cat-girl spun to face Roo, and after a few breaths, Ahnix's shoulders slumped a little.
“He said we needed power to survive,” Vale said, and turned to the wilting kid. “I don't know what that means, though. How do we increase your power?”
Johnson pushed his glasses up and crossed his arms over his chest defensively, but his jumpsuit was too short to cover his long thin arms.
"Unless you have the Diagnostics Path to level 6, the only way to get power back on in here is to manually adjust solar panel G-9. It's three levels up and a suicide mission.”
Mark felt a blast of surprised shock from his girls, and he noticed they all had that far-off look they got when accessing their essence management interface. He focused on Vale's colorful irises as they bounced back and forth, reading something only she could see.
“Guys?” Mark said, wondering what they were seeing.
Vale blinked and looked down at him. “We just acquired a handful of new Path options. There is a lot of strange information to absorb. Diagnostics, Hacking, an array of sub-path abilities under laser weapons...” Her violet eyes lost focus as she seemed to find something she liked.
“Hmm. I'm pretty happy with Metalmancy and Fire,” Roo said with a content smile. “I think I'll pass.”
“You all are an odd bunch,” the woman said, addressing Mark and holding out her hand. “I'm Betty, by the way.”
Mark gave her a warm smile, stepped forward and took her offered hand. He was surprised by how strong her callused fingers felt. He felt a shift in the mood in the room now that they seemed to be becoming friends. She had further questions for him though.
“If you aren't from the government- who did you say sent you here again?” 
Mark looked up into the dark ceiling far above him and considered how to answer her.
“I can't really say. Just know we travel great distances to help people and restore corrupted places back to peaceful ones. And our first mission is to go get that solar panel back on-line. We'll get through this if we all work together. We've been through worse.”
Mark felt Ahnix's eyes on his back, and tiny waves of adoration washed over him from her direction. It was like feeling the sun through an open window after being underground for a hundred years. He carefully sent her ripples of affection equal in strength, although all he wanted to do was wrap her in his arms and just breathe her scent.
“Mark.” Vale pulled him back to the moment with seriousness in her voice. He looked up at her, but she still seemed distracted by what she was reading.
“What is it?” he asked.
“Some of my original Hex abilities have... extra information. My charm won't affect robots, apparently.”
Johnson spoke up, and Mark was beginning to find his whiny voice seriously irritating.
“I told you, psionics were useless on tech. It's too bad none of you have Hacking.”
Vale absentmindedly touched the mundane leather whip coiled at her side while she continued to read over her skill paths.
“We need to discuss our options before committing to anything, but this Beam Sword path looks interesting.” The giant naga's eyes focused intently on Mark, and a shy smile touched the corners of her mouth. “I think I'm ready for that essence now.”
“Hold your thrusters,” Betty said. “Are you a Collector? Are these your Enthralled?”
Mark nodded and held up the heart ring he received when he first chose his class.
“He's our Collector,” Roo said with a wide smile. “And a powerful Lover.”
Vale's smile grew to light her face. “He's saved each and every one of us, and it's exactly like he said. Together we can do anything.”
Mark felt the men in the room pierce him with jealousy and Betty relax even further. Then he felt Ahnix's hand curl around his fingers, and he turned to see that her eyes were uncharacteristically wide and glassy.
“Can I talk to you, alone,” she pleaded.
“Of course,” he said, then turned to the rest of the group. “We'll be right back. Vale, Roo, try and get the details on that solar panel quest.” They both nodded, sending their support, and he turned to follow Ahnix behind some stacked storage cubes. He took his first good look around, and it seemed like they were in an enormous warehouse or storage room.
Ahnix pulled him around a few corners, and before long, Mark couldn't even see his hand in front of his own face. When she thought they were far enough away, Ahnix stopped and turned to face him, her furry fingers still laced through his.
“I'm sorry, Mark. I've been...” A great sadness was oozing out of her. He couldn't see her face, but he could tell she was crying. “Can you just tell me one more time that I'm real?”
Mark instantly enveloped her with both his arms and his pent-up love for her. His passion and desire for who she was surrounded her like layers of soft blankets. He pulled her furry body tight against his chest and whispered into her stiff t ear.
“Ahnix, you are more real to me than anything I've ever touched or anyone I've ever met in any world. I couldn't live without you, and I need the real you back by my side.”
She began sobbing into his shoulder, and he just held her, running his hands through the sleek fur on her back. The painfully silent connection between them wedged open a little, and he could feel her turmoil. There was a whirlwind of embarrassment, resentment, and despair, but mixed in and becoming stronger were devotion, gratitude, and hope.
Mark sought those feelings in himself and tried to feed her a mirrored response.
He was committed to her for life. If someone were hurting her, he would die trying to stop them. She said these exact words before, and he sent her a blast of his own devotion.
Ahnix had saved his life over and over again, but she also would step in and make her emotional support known if he doubted himself or was feeling depressed, and for that he was eternally grateful.
And as long as Ahnix remained the fiercely determined person she was, there was hope that together, they would always find a way to defeat whatever stood in their path.
Mark expressed these sincere and pure emotions through their bond, and he could feel her start to regain more control over the chaos in her mind. Something clicked behind his eyes, and it almost felt like he Enthralled her a second time. Their bond flared open wider then it had ever been, and he could feel her every emotion again. She wasn't the same, but she was much more like her old self than she had been recently. The short cat-girl pulled back from their embrace and wiped her eyes.
Out of the darkness, he heard her speak in a low and confident voice.
“I'm going to master all there is to know about hacking computers.”
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Mark and Ahnix walked back to the group huddled around Roo's handheld flame.
“Welcome back, you two,” Vale said, sensing them approach. “Johnson has given us some directions on how to repair the broken power device. Before we head out on our mission, we should-”
“Get new skills,” Ahnix interrupted. “I agree. I have decided to open the Hacking path.”
Vale blinked at her. Mark could tell the giant naga was slightly shocked that the visceral, close-quarters combat cat-girl was so intent on learning about something as abstract as computers. The small stun passed quickly, and Vale smiled. Her friend and partner seemed to be feeling like her old self.
The elfish naga nodded once. “Good. It makes sense for me to learn a combat path then. Johnson has told me we will pass by a security office that might contain an assortment of these laser weapons.”
“Then it's settled. Roo, can you-” Mark stopped himself before asking Roo to show these three strangers that they had a safe and secret house dimension- with food and water. Now that he was thinking about it, if they really wanted to protect these people, they should invite them all to come join them on the other side.
Mark didn't like the thought of people invading their private space, but it seemed like the right thing to do.
“Roo,” he started again. “Can you summon the door home, please?”
“I can, but I have to put the fire out.”
The grizzly woman called Betty pulled a small flashlight out of her pocket and shined it on Mark.
“What door?” she asked.
“You'll see,” he responded, putting a hand over his eyes to shield them from the bright beam of light.
Roo closed her soft hand and turned it so it faced outward. After a moment of concentration, her black painted door rose from the floor. The three station survivors all gasped when they saw it. Roo turned the knob after it had fully formed, and light spilled out from inside their home. She stepped through and waited on the other side for them.
Mark looked around the room. “I think this will be a safer place for you to stay than in this... whatever this room is.”
“Cargo Bay Gamma 7,” Johnson said. “And this is way beyond psionics.”
Vale shrugged. “I don't know that word. But this is the result of a legendary magical artifact,” she said, and then ducked her head under the door frame as she passed through.
The round man called Willard walked up and was eager to be anywhere but where he was. He tried to walk through after Vale, but when he reached the threshold, he just bounced off like a water balloon bumping a pane of glass.
“Ow,” he said. But as he rubbed his nose, Mark saw the far-off look in his eye of someone reading their game interface. “This sure is odd. I received an alert in my UI that says, 'Eros N-P-C assets forbidden in T-C-H Universe'."
Mark's eyebrows came down as he tried to process the ramifications of the message. Johnson walked up and attempted to put his hand through, and his fingers appeared to press on a solid surface right at the door's threshold.
“What's this 'TCH Universe'?” the skinny kid took his hand away and adjusted his glasses. “Are you people from another dimension or something?”
Ahnix walked past them and through to the other side with no problem. She crossed her furry arms as she looked at them through the door.
“Something like that,” she said dryly.
“Vale,” Mark called out. “Can you bring me one of our water barrels?”
The giant naga nodded and left his line of sight to go into the pantry. A few seconds later she returned with a wooden, iron-bound barrel wrapped in her strong arms. She was able to pass through with it, and she placed it on the floor in front of the three survivors.
Betty shined her flashlight into the barrel, dipped a finger in and tasted a few drops from the Vull river.
“It's unprocessed, but it's water alright.”
Mark sighed. “Okay, well. It looks like you guys can't cross into our home, but at least water isn't a major concern anymore.”
Johnson dipped his hand into the barrel and pulled the water to his lips.
“Ugh, it's like dirt,” he said, before pulling another handful into his mouth.
“Mark,” Vale called, getting his attention before she tossed a small pouch across the threshold. He looked inside and saw about nine magic beans.
“We still need power if we are going to try to access Communications,” Johnson said.
“I just want to be able to shut the damn cargo bay door,” Betty added.
Mark tossed the bag of beans to Betty. “These might not look like much, but one of these is a day's worth of food. We'll be back as soon as we can and start setting this place right.”
Mark walked through the door and looked back at the three of them staring at him as if they just missed the bus to school.  “Until then,” he added. “Stay safe.”
He shut the door, and it dissipated into a fine black dust.
Mark watched as Vale tapped the gem on her forehead, and her legendary armor retreated up the curvy contours of her body one scale at a time until she was only wearing a few cloth strips wrapped around her sensitive areas. Her massive breasts pressed against the fabric as she shook out her long white hair and stretched her muscular arms over her head. Mark's mouth fell open and felt a stirring in his pants that was fueled by more than all the essence he had waiting for her.
Then he remembered something he wanted to tell her.
“Vale, I don't know for sure, but I think the fact that they saw the message, 'The Crystal Heart Universe', is a good sign that your whole dimension is still intact.”
She gave him a sad smile, and he wondered if it was smart to bring it up at all.
“Vale,” Ahnix said. “Do you mind if I have him first?”
“Not at all. I need to study these new weapon paths to make sure I choose the best strategy for our team. He's all yours.”
Ahnix sashayed up to Mark, her hips swaying. She had a hungry look in her eyes that caused a warm smile to light up his face. When she was close enough, she reached out both hands, grabbed onto his arms and pulled his mouth onto hers. As their lips touched, the universe whooshed past him in a flutter of wind, and he found himself standing in their private bedroom with his beloved cat-girl.
She pulled away, keeping her exotic eyes locked on his and began to strip off her leather armor. He did the same with his cloth armor. and before long they were writhing among the silky sheets together.
She pressed her tight, furry body all over his and he ran his fingers all over hers. They were connected now in such a way that he could practically feel everything she felt, and she could feel him. He started a light heal on her perky, pink nipples and they both inhaled as the sensation filled them with an electric ecstasy.
Mark kissed down her neck, stopping to suck on her collarbone and he could feel a warm, melting sensation ripple through his own body. He continued down to her small breasts and began to gently pull each of her nipples into his warm mouth. He used his tongue to lick the tips of her sensitive flesh as he pressed his lips together and was able to fine-tune his technique based on the feedback sensations he was getting.
Pure bliss was melting Ahnix's mind as Mark gave her body his full attention, modulating his healing to focus on just the right nerve endings to set her pleasure center alight.
He decided he was going to go all out on her with his abilities. He was going to slam her reset button.
As Mark reached two fingers down to pinch her nub of a clitoris, he willed a purification orb into existence inside her vagina. Ahnix's tight stomach muscles spasmed as she wrapped her arms around his head, pressing his mouth hard against her chest.
She had the first of many orgasms right then and there, and Mark could feel a shadow of the soul-melting pleasure she was experiencing.
After keeping her locked up in constant pleasure for a few minutes, he pulled his mouth away from Ahnix's furry breasts, rolled her on her back and got on top of her. He sunk his hips between her thickly muscled thighs and easily slid his stiff penis inside her hot throbbing pussy, causing Ahnix to arch her back and moan deeply between her sharp breaths.
The tip of his dick passed into the purification orb, and he almost shot his load right there, but he paused and regrouped. He tried focusing on controlling the healing power he was slowly pouring into her and the purification orb. Distracting himself with a complicated maneuver, he tried spinning the orb in place and simultaneously pulsing his healing energy with the thrusts of his dick deep into her sopping wet pussy.
Her small mouth hung open as drool ran out onto the silky pillow under her head and her dark irises were rolled back into her heavy eyelids. Ahnix was awash in one constant orgasm, and he could tell she was beyond the capability of rational thought as virtually every corner of her mind was eclipsed with pure bliss.
Mark was forced to focus on how wonderful her tight, furry pussy felt squeezing down on his rock-hard cock, and he knew he was about to fill her with essence. He reached his hand under her neck and placed his lips on hers, but she was completely unresponsive, so he just sucked on her lower lip.
Calling on all the passion and desire he had to keep Ahnix happy and in his life, he unleashed one of the most potent pleasure enhancements he had ever willed into existence directly into her nervous system.
Ahnix tried to scream, but her throat closed off and her usually lidded eyes bulged as her entire body spasmed like she had been struck by lightning.
The muscles of her pussy milked his cock dry, and he pumped a colossal amount of essence deep inside of her.
He leaned right into her face, looked deep into her eyes as she shook with intense pleasure and said, “Ahnix, I love you.”
Then she passed out.
Mark rolled the limp cat-girl on her side and slid in behind her, wrapping his arms around her. Ahnix's taut, silky-furred, round ass pressed against his junk, and he could already feel himself becoming ready for round two.
She stirred in his arms and sleepily mumbled, “Love you too,” and then let out a deep sigh.
They laid quietly for a while before she spun in his arms to face him, their noses almost touching.
Ahnix looked into his eyes and then brought her small mouth up to kiss his nose.
“Mark, our bond...”
She stopped and closed her eyes, concentrating. A tickling sensation started on the back of his neck, and suddenly a thought slid into his head as if a hologram of an idea was projected in his mind. It was an odd sensation.
She opened her exotic eyes, and Mark finished her sentence.
“Our bond has grown so strong we can not only communicate telepathically, but the points you receive from me get a bonus? Really?”             
She nodded. “Mark, you must have been sitting on an ocean of essence. My...”
The idea of her enjoying pleasure far beyond anything she thought possible formed in his mind.
His lips curled into a smile. Mark closed his eyes, and he projected an image of him holding her, shielding her from monsters, and protecting her until the end of time.
Ahnix's large eyes filled with tears, and she wrapped her arms around him, pulling him in tight, nuzzling his neck.
“I told you I'd never let you go,” he whispered into her tall, pointed ear.
And he held his cat-girl for a long while before getting dressed and entering the main area. Vale was on the large bed, stretched out and looking at the ceiling. The giant naga sat up on her elbows when they approached.
“There are a lot of excellent choices under the laser weapon path, and I'm having a difficult time narrowing it down to one.”
“Just pick the one that calls out to you,” Mark said.
He noticed Roo entering the room from the hallway and watched as she walked right up to Ahnix and wrapped her fabric arms around her. The cat-girl compassionately returned the embrace, and he heard her make a small purring sound. Mark could also feel Roo's contentment at having her friend back, and the velvet-girl radiated that feeling throughout their interconnected bond.
Ahnix pulled back. “Okay, I have work to do. Can you send me back to the place we left?”
“The cargo bay? Yeah, hold on.” Roo held out her hand and then lowered it, a brisk jolt of concern pulsing outward.
“Roo, what is it?” Mark asked, suddenly worried that they'd only be able to open the door to the docking bay where they landed their ship.
“This place is odd,” she said, her voice distant. “I can only target two specific places, like nodes. The docking place where we arrived and Cargo Bay Gamma 7, everywhere else is just... dark.”
She shrugged, held her hand up again, and the black door emerged. Ahnix sent waves of goodwill to Mark, Vale, and Roo before opening the door, spilling light through into the dark cargo bay.
Mark watched as his precious cat-girl crossed over and heard her say, “Johnson, I need to speak with you,” before the door closed, sealing her off from him. He sighed, sad to have her gone so fast. But he could tell she was seriously motivated to start down her new path.
Mark turned and raised an eyebrow at Roo. “You ready to melt some giant naga meat?”
Roo's puffy lips curved into a wicked half smile and they both turned to face Vale laying on the bed.
“Flip onto your stomach,” he ordered.
“Yes, Master,” Vale said, her excitement ramping up sharply. Her dark, flawless skin pulled tight against the muscles in her back, and Mark's eyes panned over her toned core muscles.
He shifted his eyes to Roo, and pointed a finger, suggesting that she go remove the cloth wrappings loosely clinging to Vale's chest.
They both crawled up on the bed in unison and began unwrapping the giant naga. With great care and deliberation, he focused on pulling the soft strips out from under her ample hips.
With the tips of his fingers, Mark traced the length of the deep groove of her spine, starting in the middle of her back. Smooth flesh slid under his finger until he reached her firm ass crack. As soon as her round cheeks took over, her supple, dark flesh began to transition to white, iridescent scales that grew in size and frequency as he slid downward.
There was a time when Mark's finger tracing a specific path to her tiny anus would cause the giant naga to stiffen and ooze anxiety. Now, the large snake-woman contently rested her head on her arms, a small smile affixed to her beautiful angular face. She trusted Mark completely, and to the center of her being, she knew he would never intentionally make her unhappy.
His gaze passed up to Roo's white mask and glittering black eyes as she focused on massaging the fully naked naga. He followed her soft, velvet hand as she lightly traced the muscles under Vale's thick, charcoal skin and felt a shadow of a tingle in his own fingers and back.
“Roo,” he said quietly. “We're going to need to press a lot harder than that to work her deep, where she likes it.”
Roo paused her movements and bit her lower lip. The velvet girl was light and lithe and lacked strength, but she had other talents. She pulled up, and out of her palms grew perfectly round iron balls. They expanded to fit her soft hands, before she closed her fingers and started to roll them around on Vale's back.
“Mmm,” said Vale. “They're nice and warm.”
Mark nodded and cupped the giant naga’s solid, scaled ass, a cheek in each hand. He sprinkled a light dusting of a heal behind his movements and left gold glitter on her skin to fade away in his wake. She inhaled sharply, but he knew he would need to enhance his strength to really get the job done.
He looked up at Roo as she tried to apply enough pressure with her iron balls and  knew that, although pleasant, it just wasn't enough. Then a thought hit him, and Mark suddenly felt at once stupid and brilliant.
Holding his enhancement pool in his mind, he imagined creating a small feedback loop. He intended to enhance his enhancing ability. With a flash of ethereal vibrancy, he felt the part of his mind that contained his ability boosting energy jolt into overdrive. The pool was dwindling quickly, and he could keep this up for another few minutes before it would burn itself out- he wasn't creating free energy after all.
With a careful twist, he lessened the amount of power he allocated into flowing back into his enhance pool. The loop shrunk in size, and he looked up at Roo, intending on targeting them both with a strength enhancement.
She was already looking at him, awe in her jet-black eyes. Mark saw flickering points of light reflected back to him, and realized his eyes were emitting white flames.
He smiled and turned the knob on their strength stats. Roo took in a deep breath as power and pleasure surged through her arms and back. Then both Roo and Mark turned their attention on the relaxed naga below them, and each began kneading deep into her muscles.
Vale's eyes shot open, and a low moan spilled from her lips. Mark could feel her rock-hard fibers melt like candle wax and knew she had already passed the point of coherent speech.
Mark watched the flow of energy and guessed he could keep up the minor strength enhancement for a good while longer. He had to admit- he was growing stronger.
He shook away his thoughts on what his true stats and abilities really looked like and focused his full attention on the thickly muscled beauty between his legs.
The two of them worked as a team for about a half hour to transform Vale's back from wood to soup. When his power ran out, Vale let out a great sigh.
“That was aaamazing,” she said as she exhaled contently.
“Flip over, Vale,” Mark suggested.
Slowly, the giant naga rolled over, so her massive nipples pointed towards the ceiling. There were little creases in the dark nipples from being smashed into the silky sheets as Mark and Roo pressed on her back.
Again, he and the velvet-girl synchronized their movements, both crawling to the side of the long snake-woman and peppering Vale's face with their kisses. The giant naga was in such a state of relaxation she was barely able to respond. As Mark's lips pressed against hers, he could feel her long tongue come out to greet him, and her desire to have his stiffening cock buried deep inside her instantly grew ravenously intense.
 He was relieved that things had started returning to normal with his girls. Vale and Ahnix were strong-willed, though, and he knew that together they would help each other bounce back. 
He moved down to her giant pussy while Roo moved her puffy lips over Vale's, and the two of them began to exchange tongues. The velvet-girl reached her soft hand down to one of Vale's massive nipples and stroke it up and down with a firm grip. Vale moaned in response and arched her back, pressing her stiffening nipple into Roo's fabric fist.
Mark started to massage her massive pussy with his hands, paying close attention to every fold and wrinkle. He could see the wetness build up in her vagina as it drooled over the prospect of consuming his dick. Mark didn't make her wait long and slipped off his clothes, laying them on the bed off to the side.
He swung his leg over her snake bottom and bent his penis downward with his hand, guiding it straight into her hot, swollen pussy. She moaned again as Mark sunk his cock straight into her until his hips pressed against her meaty lips. Then he leaned forward, wrapping his arms around her rib cage and laying his cheek between her cleavage.
Her deep, slow breathing lifted his head up and down as he used his legs to raise and lower his hips. He could hear the air rush into her lungs in quick hitches as pleasure radiated out from the slippery friction inside her vagina.
Mark worked her long and slow while Roo sucked on her tongue and massaged her black nipples with her white, velvet hand. Combined with the earlier mind-melting massage, Vale was submerged in a deep trench of relaxed ecstasy.
After a while of rubbing her insides with his throbbing dick, he could feel Vale's waves of pleasure stack upon themselves in the telltale sign of an impending orgasm.
He concentrated on really slapping his groin against her engorged clit as he slammed his penis deep into her dripping pussy. Mark locked on to her mental waves and synchronized his own pleasure to hers, experiencing shadows of what she was feeling. It was more than enough to push him over.
The hot semen and incredible amount of essence he pumped into her caused Vale to finally topple off of the orgasmic edge.
Roo stoked Vale's long, pure white hair and pressed her thick lips against her neck as the giant naga spasmed with an intense orgasm.
After both Mark and Vale had recovered, he moved back up to the giant naga's side and laid his head into her armpit.
Her scent was heavenly, and he squirmed his nose deep into the warm flesh under her firm, heavy breast. Mark could feel deep contentment projected from both of his girls and joined his own bliss to theirs, creating a cycling hum of peaceful closeness.
If what he felt right now wasn't real, he thought, being real was worthless.




- 4 -

Mark turned the knob and opened the black door back to Cargo Bay Gamma 7. He instantly felt Ahnix's location, sitting in a chair by a computer terminal along a far wall. The cat-girl sent him an image of their embrace, and he mentally returned the warm welcome.
The magic doorway threw a rectangle of light across Willard and Betty, sitting cross-legged on the metal floor. The gray-haired woman stood up with a grunt and approached Mark, Vale, and Roo as they exited their safe haven.
“Ready to get to work?” she said, approaching Mark.
“Yes, Ma'am,” he said with a nod.
She put her hands on her thick hips and shook her head. “I been a junker for forty years, and I seen all kinds of things, let me tell you. I met only one other Collector in all the galaxy, Captain Androth. Boy, I'd have given my ship to glaze his meat.”             
“Uh...” Mark stammered. But Betty continued after she regained her focus.
“If you and yours can do half the things he could, we're as good as rescued. To do that, we need to get the communications up again.”
“Right,” Johnson said, approaching the group with Ahnix. “And we should be able to access most major systems from the terminals in here, as long as we get power flowing.”
“The ghosts won't like it,” Willard said, still sitting on the floor.
“Won't like what?” Vale asked.
“Can't you feel the spirits in the wires? This station is alive.”
Betty rolled her eyes, giving Mark the 'can you believe this guy' look. But Mark did believe the orange-clad guy, looking off into the darkness. He definitely felt something odd from that malfunctioning information hologram when they first arrived.
“Ghosts or not,” Ahnix began. “We are going to defeat whatever is causing this.”
Mark nodded. “Agreed. Let's move out.”
The lanky young man with glasses named Johnson crossed his arms.
“You remember the way? Sub-tube G799 up to Vent-”
“Vent G7R5,” Vale interrupted him and continued. “Forward three vents and out into an office, past the security center, then sub-tube G8X7, up two floors and the manual controls are across the hall.”
“Right,” he said, and Mark could feel a slight wave of respect from Johnson.
“Vale is a sharp one,” Mark added. “We'd be lost without her.”
“Just hurry, okay? We need to get the cargo bay doors shut. Who knows how long these storage crates will prevent those death machines from finding us.”
Ahnix walked closer to Mark, Vale, and Roo.
“Grab on.”
Mark and his girls laid their hands on the cat-girl, and they were all instantly teleported into the large dark area outside the cargo bay. Ahnix pulled something out of her leather shorts and tossed it to Vale who caught it in the dim light.
“It's called a flashlight,” Ahnix said. “Push the button and point it where you want to banish the darkness.”
Mark couldn't help but smile at her fantasy world description. Vale pointed the cylinder to the floor as if it was a loaded weapon and pressed the button. A circle of light appeared, and the giant naga waved it around the room, illuminating a series of conveyor belts leading into dark, square holes along the far wall.
“Not magic?” Roo asked.
Mark was about to answer when Ahnix surprised him.
“No, it's a simple device- like Mark said. It's mechanical manipulation of the physical world. Anyone could make one and use it as long as they followed instructions, no matter their magical aptitude.”
“Looks like magic to me,” Vale said, swinging the beam around the room.
Ahnix shrugged, her half-lidded expression of disinterest back in its normal place.
“Vale, let's move okay?” Mark said, bringing Vale back into the moment.
She pointed the light ahead into the arched doorway they hadn't been through yet and wove her body forward.
“This way. Follow me.”
The giant armored naga led them down a long, dark corridor with closed doors to either side. Every now and then they passed a four-way junction with other hallways continuing off into darkness. As they silently crept along, Mark sent Ahnix the idea of a question, and she slowed to walk alongside him.
“Did you learn about hacking?” he asked, keeping his voice low.
She nodded. “What I learned was a lot about computer systems. Now I know why you struggled to explain them to us. They're immensely complicated, yet simply logical. Johnson was a big help. I wanted to just spend my mountain of points to reach deep into the more advanced abilities, but he explained how the tech tree works.”
“Tech tree?” Mark asked.
“Yes. There are many little, inexpensive abilities scattered around the major ones, and investing a few points in something as mundane as Database Management will enable powerful synergies with other skills down the line. You gave me a lot of points, so I'm just buying up everything.”
Mark let out a little chuckle. “You probably know more than I do now.”
Ahnix was about to respond when he felt her ears twinge. They both got into a defensive stance, triggering Vale and Roo to do the same.
“One, I believe, coming towards us,” Ahnix whispered.
Vale focused the light on the series of numbers and letters above one of the doors nearby.
“If this numbering system continues as it has, we're almost there. Let us press on. Roo, get up here and quickly put out its eye if it finds us first.”
Roo nodded and ran alongside the giant naga as Mark and Ahnix followed close behind.
Ahnix let out another jolt of alarm along their bond.
“More, closing in from behind.”
Mark could hear the squealing of their rubber wheels on the sleek, smooth floor and the hairs on the back of his neck stood up. He did not want to get surrounded in this tight hallway.
Vale stopped suddenly and turned to face a sealed door in the white, metal wall. It did not open for her, and he felt her panic rise as she looked for a doorknob.
Ahnix hopped over Vale's tail and inspected the door, her eyes going to a panel on the thick, white frame. With a quick swipe of her claws, she tore through the cover and began pulling out wires. Behind her, Mark saw the blue glow of the sentry bot before it entered their hallway from a junction ahead of them.
Its single tire squealed on the floor when it perceived their presence and raced toward them. The curved sentry bot only made it a few feet before a shaft of iron from Roo's hand pierced its eye and sent its lifeless shell sliding across the floor.
Mark and Vale moved to cover the corridor behind them, ready to fight off the rest when the door slid open.
“Got it!” Ahnix said, then entered through the open doorway. Roo went in behind her and then Mark followed. It was essentially just a round shaft with a ladder. Ahnix was already working on the hatch that sealed off the next floor when Mark grabbed onto the ladder. He looked up and found Roo's perfectly curved, taut ass just above him. His smile was wiped from his face when he tried to imagine how Vale was going to climb this ladder. She had powerfully strong arms but lifting her body up long ladders might be a challenge for her.
“They're coming!” Vale shouted just outside the door below, and Mark saw the glow of a blue beam light up the hallway.
Ahnix hissed and just started slashing the hatch above to pieces with her upgraded claws, causing sparks and bits of metal to rain down on Mark and Roo.
The cat-girl quickly cut a huge section of the hatch away and let it drop. Before it moved an inch, Ahnix sent the image of Roo getting hit in the head by the hunk of falling metal, complete with the sad frown on her puffy lips.
Reacting just as quickly, Mark popped a perfectly timed bubble around the fabric-girl and deflected the solid plate of metal against the wall with a clatter. Luckily, he was close enough to Roo that it sailed past him harmlessly. Mark swung away from the ladder, ready to warn Vale at the bottom when he saw something he didn't expect.
The giant naga's long snake half was swiftly spiraling the walls of the tube, pressing on multiple sides at once. She wasn't even touching the ladder with her hands. The falling plate struck her on the back of her celestially armored head. She winced but was unharmed.
“Move!” Vale yelled up at Mark, and he scrambled up the ladder.
He expected to see blue blasts of cold energy hitting her from below, but instead heard the wheels of security bots squeal down the hallway, presumably trying to find a way to get ahead of them. Based on their design, it was probably impossible for them to shoot straight upward.
“Everyone stop,” Vale called out.
She reached out her armored hands, ripped the mesh cover from a square vent in the wall and tossed it down with the other twisted metal below. “This way.”
It was a tight fit for the giant naga, but she squirmed ahead through the exposed wires and intricate clusters of computer components faster than Mark. He looked over his shoulder and saw Roo and Ahnix crawling on their hands and knees a little behind him.
Ahnix sent him a few intermingled thoughts directly into Mark's brain as they crawled forward. She was frustrated by how slow Roo was moving, but she was happy to cover her back. The last part of the message was an image of how the velvet girl's firm ass looked from close behind.
They crawled for a long stretch of time before Vale stopped and ripped off another vent cover ahead of them. Mark saw her serpentine body slither out of the tunnel and into darkness beyond. He quickly scrambled to the opening and crawled out into a dark room with furnished sleek desks and computers. It was clearly an office, and the whole area was surrounded by floor-to-ceiling glass walls. Out in the hallway, the same white strips of light ran along the edges of the ceiling, throwing a dim glow over everything.
Vale was standing near the glass, and he saw her quickly duck behind a potted plant as alarm radiated out from the giant naga. He dropped to the floor and held out a hand for Roo to stop, halfway out of the vent in the wall.
Outside the office, a slow-moving security robot wheeled in the hallway. It wove its path, leaning left and right, seeming to scan its surroundings. Mark realized the bowling pin-shaped bots had no real moving parts other than the wheel, and if it wanted to face a direction, the thing had to turn its entire body.
Vale, Mark, Roo, and Ahnix all remained motionless and pressed against the floor, watching as the menacing machine turned the corner. After it was gone, Vale gave them a nod that it seemed all clear. Roo and Ahnix emerged from the vent in and stood, looking around.
Vale was still peeking around the potted plant and waved them over.
“Security Center,” she whispered, pointing to down the hall a bit. “Johnson said there would be many laser weapons held within.”
Mark looked and saw the white letters painted over a long teller window. Covering the opening was a metal mesh barricade, probably a lockdown failsafe. Near the teller window was a door that seemed to grant access to the promised weapon cache, but next to the door was an ominous, dark, familiar-shaped hole. It looked like a bowling pin.
“Wait here,” Ahnix said. “Let me try and hack that door alone.”
Instead of just doing it, she looked up to Vale's eyes for her approval. The giant naga raised her perfect, white eyebrows, then nodded.
“You’ll know first if one of those things are coming. Be careful.”
Ahnix slowly faded from view before their eyes and was gone. Mark had to assume she teleported out into the hallway.
All was still and quiet for a few throbbing heartbeats, and then an obnoxiously loud voice vibrated the glass in front of him.
“Unauthorized heat signature detected! Security alert!”
Three things happened then; Ahnix became visible a few paces from the door, red lights flashed along the corridor, creating an animated path of dots leading to the security office, and an automated turret descended from a panel in the ceiling.
Vale wasted no time charging through the glass as the turret opened fire on Ahnix. The agile cat-girl dodged the first few searing red shots with tight backflips, but she was caught in the arm and landed hard on her side.
Mark fired his crossbow up into the turret, and it exploded with a shower of metal and sparks. He rushed to the cat-girl's side as she was picking herself up from the floor. Roo and Vale covered him while he inspected her arm. Burning fur assaulted Mark’s nostrils, and he poured his healing energy into her relatively minor wound. She leaned against the wall as he enveloped her body with blissful healing power. Right as Mark finished, they felt the wall behind them shake and a security bot launched out of the hole he had seen earlier.
It spun to face them, but a shaft of metal lodged in its eye before it could fire. The single-wheeled robot stayed upright for a moment longer, its internal gyroscope doing its job, but the smooth metal beast fell over fairly quickly.
“Over here!” Vale called, and Mark turned his head to see the security bot who passed by the office earlier had returned. It blasted a hole in Vale's shield, the blue beam stopping at her chest.
 He saw Ahnix vanish from his side and reappear behind it, then yelled, “Doom Kick!” cutting it in half with a roundhouse.
Mark felt a deep rumbling in the wall rumble again, and he looked over at Roo standing at the opening with her hand out. If she didn't move, she was going get run over or blasted, or both. And his heal was still on cooldown.
“Vale!” the fabric-girl yelled. “I need you to Shield Bash this.”
As Roo spoke, a large metal cube grew in her hand and then launched outward, wedging halfway into the hole and knocking her off her feet.
Vale glanced over her shoulder to see what Roo was talking about. Upon seeing the plan, the giant naga quickly turned and wove up to the blockage. Vale brought the arm with her shield across her chest, winding up, then instantly made contact with the metal cube in a motion so fast that Mark didn't see her shield move. The blow shoved the object deep into the hole just as they heard an impact on the other side. Mark moved to stand next to the heavily armored giant naga and could see a single wheel squealing against the floor as it tried to desperately push Roo's obstruction out of its way.
Ahnix dashed past him and tore open a panel near the security office door.
“Cover me while I fix this,” she demanded. Mark watched the black and gold cat-girl type commands into a small service keypad with a claw, her tail flipping behind her. It was a sight he never imagined he would see.
Another collision in the security bot chute brought his attention to the very real danger around them. Mark, Vale, and Roo took up position around the cat-girl as she tried to break into the security office. Mark looked up at the animated red lights in the ceiling. There were probably hundreds more bots wheeling down the halls toward their location.
“Square peg in a round hole- very clever, Roo,” Vale said as she scanned the hallways for threats.
Mark felt the velvet-girl swell with pride, and he shot a quick smile in her direction. 
“Got it!” Ahnix said, and the red lights faded out, returning to their normal, steady white glow. “Now the door,” she mumbled and reached her hand up into the panel, looking for some component buried deeper in the wall.
A handful of minutes went by without incident, and Mark had a chance to catch his breath.
Now that the dim lights were back to normal and his heart wasn't beating in his ears, he noticed a decorative fountain recessed into the wall directly across from the security office teller window. Its gentle bubbling helped to calm his mind further, and he realized that its serene ambience was strategically placed to affect people waiting in line in to see the teller.
The more he looked, the more the water looked a bit off, and Mark killed some time by walking over to get a closer look. This was way too dark to be water.
“Hey, Vale,” he called out, turning. “Can you toss me that flashlight?”
The giant naga flipped it to him, and he pressed the button. In the bright circle of light, Mark saw a thick, red liquid that bubbled and frothed as it splashed into flat disks. He took a step backward, the fountain's relaxing influence completely reversing polarity.
“I-is this...”
“Blood,” Ahnix said distractedly as she worked. “I can smell it from here.”
“There's blood coming out of the walls?” Roo asked.
The thick door to the security station slid up into the ceiling, and Mark jumped a little at the hissing air-pressure noise. He was also surprised by the small amount of essence entering his body from the direction of the hacked security office door. Now that Mark was paying closer attention to his ethereal essence storage, he noticed that he had more sloshing around than he expected. He was nowhere near full, not even at ten percent, but everyone getting stronger off Ahnix hacking doors was a pleasant discovery.
“Nice work, Ahnix,” Mark said walking up to the door. “You're really kicking ass with your new ability path.”
Her half-lidded, exotic eyes locked on his and she shrugged.
“Still have a lot to learn. I should have anticipated stronger security measures.”
Vale slid up to them and put her hand on Ahnix’s furry shoulder.
“We're still alive. Come on, I can't wait to be armed again.” The giant naga nodded to the open security door.
They all entered the security office, and Ahnix relocked the reinforced security door behind them. After about half an hour of exploring dark and empty cubicles, going down a ramp to a lower level, and passing some vacant jail cells- they came to another locked door at the end of a hallway that said 'Armory'.
Mark watched Ahnix use the touchscreen terminal near the door for about thirty seconds before growing bored. The abandoned security station seemed safe enough, but Vale was diligently facing back the way they came, and he found his eyes drawn to her backside.
Her black, star-speckled legendary armor hugged her hips like a second skin, and he really enjoyed her voluptuous curves. Mark's eyes were drawn to the iron shield she had secured to her back. Her trusty slab of metal had been through everything with them, and now there was a perfectly round hole in it.
He walked up to her and reached out with his fingertips to trace the smooth edge of the hole. She sensed his closeness and looked over her shoulder.
“Your poor shield,” he said.
Roo came up to stand next to him and tilted her head to one side as she inspected the hole.
Mark suddenly remembered this damage was caused by a beam of energy that ended in his giant naga’s chest. He circled around to her front side and looked her in her large, violet eyes.
“I've seen you get hit a few times by those icy blasts from the eye bots. You don't need healing, do you?”
“No, thankfully the Star Scale Mail stops most of the attack. The incidental cold damage that gets through is minimal and heals on its own in a few minutes.” She smiled. “I've put some points into faster healing. Your wonderful attentiveness should be reserved for more serious injuries.”
“Vale, hold still for a second,” Roo said from behind the giant naga, still looking at her shield.
Mark walked back around to the other side and watched as Roo put her soft hand up to the hole in the iron slab of metal. She squinted her eyes, and concentrated on something Mark couldn't see, then an iron disk grew to fill the gap in Vale's shield. The disk had a groove around its side, and as it expanded, a lip on either side locked the patch firmly in place. When the disk filled the entire hole, Roo took her hand away.
Vale pulled her shield off her back and inspected Roo's handiwork, running her hand over the smooth nub that securely filled the hole.
“This looks pretty good,” she said. “Thanks, Roo.”
The door to the armory behind the whooshed open, and Mark felt a tiny bit of essence whoosh into him.
“We're in,” Ahnix said.
Vale went in first and the emotion they all felt was the “kid in a candy store” kind of excitement when she saw rows and rows of weapons.
It was like a library with several bookshelves, but with a futuristic arsenal instead. To his right was a small firing range for target practice.             
“We're never going to get her to leave,” Roo said, her jet-black eyes taking it all in.
After a brief search, Vale had collected an armload of different weapons and brought them to the open area near the firing range and set them down gently in a neat line. Mark and Ahnix watched Vale try out various laser weapons like she was trying on dresses in a department store while Roo explored the shelves and lockers.
First was a laser sword that buzzed in the air when she swung it around. It was her top pick so far, and she talked as she tested its balance.
“These new laser types don't receive a huge strength bonus, so I don't really get an advantage from melee weapons. Now that I'm holding this, I don't know. It's too light. It doesn't feel like I'm holding anything.”
The giant naga pressed the button on the hilt, and the glowing blade of yellow light fizzled out into thin air. She placed it on the table and picked up her next possible choice, a laser pistol.
She held it out, checked the sights, and squeezed the trigger with her finger, sending bolts of red light downrange and into the wall in the back. Mark thought she would look pretty bad-ass with a shield and a pistol, popping robot heads.
“I like the range, but... I feel like a mage with this magic bolt caster. I don't believe this fits me.”
She placed it on the table and then picked up what looked like another deactivated laser-sword. When Vale activated it though, a long, glowing rope-like substance flickered into being.               Vale was holding a laser whip. A smile spread across Mark's face. This had to be perfect for her.
“Hey, guys...” Roo called out from behind them. “What's in here? It looks pretty.”
Everyone turned to see the velvet-girl pointing a soft white finger at a wall-mounted case, right by the entrance. They had all walked right past it to gawk at the rows upon rows of weapons.
When Mark was close enough, he saw an enormous, futuristic shotgun surrounded by an energy field.
“There's a level six lock here,” Ahnix said, studying the case. “I don't think I can hack this open yet.”
Vale crossed her arms under her massive breasts. “Now I really want to know what this does.”
Mark was going to suggest they just come back later when he remembered he could possibly do something about Ahnix’s hacking ability. He turned to his cat-girl and took her furry hands in his. Because of their potent connection, she instantly knew his intent and took a deep breath, bracing herself for the wave of pleasure he was about to unleash on her.
They locked eyes, and Mark sought out the edges of their deep bond. He was infinitely happy she had found purpose for her life again, and he zeroed in on that part of her. Going deep into her mind he found and surrounded Ahnix's will to learn about computers. While floating around her core, he saw that a large part of her drive to master this path was so that she could learn more about the true nature of her own existence.
He was in awe of her raw determination and force of will.
With a shuddering breath, he wrapped his mental arms around the concept of his beautiful, deadly cat-girl from an ancient desert mastering information technology and bent the universe in close around them in a cyclone of potential.
He could feel her body jolt with intense ecstasy as a torrent of energy filled her mind. When Ahnix opened her squinting eyes, her normal large, black pupils were replaced with glowing, white fire. She seemed to be totally at peace despite the intense series of orgasms she had just experienced.
The ultra-enhanced cat-girl turned to the case and put her hand on the keypad. Without her seeming to move at all, the lock clicked, and the force fields surrounding the weapon turned off.
After the case was open, Ahnix blinked and her exotic eyes returned to normal.
“Mark,” she said breathlessly, putting a hand to her furry chest. “Now that was a powerful enhancement. I saw...” Her eyes unfocused, and he felt a light frustration wash over her as if she forgot something important. She shrugged and focused her eyes on him again. “It's gone now.”
Mark and Ahnix got out of the way and let Vale in to retrieve the mysterious weapon. The giant naga wrapped her hand around the thick, square-shaped single barrel, pulled it from the clips holding it in place, and inspected the impressive-looking hardware.
As she turned it around, checking the weapon from all angles, she began to mumble about what she was learning.
“The Judge 559... nice heft. Three mode operation: obliteration, stun, and club. Photon scatter acceleration... tight clump spread. Twenty-year battery life. Mmm recoil reduction- Oh, strength and size allow me to wield this one-handed!”
She firmly grabbed the stock and thrust the shiny, black hunk of death-dealing metal outward with one tightly muscled arm, and Mark knew it was all over. Vale had found the puppy she was going to be bringing home.
She took a deep breath, lowered the gun and looked around at the others.
“I can't even fire this advanced weapon without putting half my available points into the Laser Shotgun path-”
“Do it,” Mark said. He could tell she wanted to use this but was leery about the huge, permanent investment.
Roo chimed in too, smiling. “Yeah! You two make a cute couple.”
Ahnix gave Vale one of her rare half-smiles, exposing a pointed fang and simply nodded.
Vale's eyes unfocused as she accessed her personal growth interface. After the essence was spent, she pointed her new weapon up to the ceiling and rested the stock on her bicep. An uncharacteristically sinister grin spread across her chiseled face. With her legendary, black scale armor wrapped tightly around her muscular, voluptuous body and her new epic laser shotgun- the image was one of the most beautiful sights Mark had ever seen.
With a twinkle in her vividly violet eyes, she said, “Let's go clean up this space station.”
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Mark and his Enthralled exited the security center and followed Vale down the dimly lit hallway, toward their next step on their path to the manual solar panel controls.
The giant naga reminded them quietly about the plan as she continuously scanned the walls and the corridor ahead.
“We're looking for a door labeled G8X6. It’s a vertical tube like the last one.”
“This place reminds me of my home dimension,” Roo said, staring straight down the endless hall.
Mark nodded as he helped Vale keep an eye out for the right door. “It seems like a never-ending metal maze.”
“Quiet,” Ahnix said, holding her hand up and stopping. They all froze as she tilted her head, listening. Her eyes narrowed, and she silently took point, leading them down a side corridor.
They all followed behind the stalking cat-girl as she honed in on a sound only she heard, but as they moved closer, Mark began to hear it too. It sounded like humming.
As they rounded another corner, they spotted a squat, gray robot with various hose-like tentacles working at something on the floor, against a wall.
The sounds it was making almost sounded like a child humming a tuneless song as they played.
Ahnix sent Mark an image of her stealthing in to get a closer look at what it was doing, and he sent her back an affirmative.
She faced the group and held up a furry hand, signaling them to wait. She faded from sight, and Mark waited. If he had to guess, the brushes on some of the robot's arms had to be used for cleaning- it didn't seem dangerous at all. The humming was slightly unsettling though. The more he focused on the dome-shaped machine, the more Mark thought he was getting an emotional reading from its direction.
When Ahnix sent him a closer image of a crude, wire doll being made to dance along on the floor, held in one of its mechanical tentacles, he was sure of it.
He was getting a serene, nostalgic hint of a child contently playing outside alone, under the warm summer sun. Encouraged by this peaceful emotion, he stepped around the corner slowly.
“Hey there,” he said softly.
Mark was about to add, “we aren't going to hurt you,” but the small robot squealed, threw its arms up in the air and quickly scooted into a panel that opened along the wall. The plate slid closed, and it was gone.
Ahnix dropped her cloak and bent down to retrieve something off the floor as the others approached her. Mark inspected the cluster of wires twisted into a humanoid shape held in her hand and wondered if the cleaning robot had made this itself or found it somewhere.
“Was that thing playing with a toy?” Vale asked, one eyebrow raised.
“Looked that way,” Ahnix answered.
Mark sighed. “Something odd is going on here, and we need to find out more. That machine felt alive.”
He sensed all of his Enthralled stiffen at his words. It was a subject close to home for them. He took the doll from Ahnix and placed it near the tiny door in the wall.
“Come on,” he said. “Nothing more we can do here.”
They followed Vale back on track to search for the correct door. Ahnix walked alongside Mark, and he could feel a rumbling of disquiet in her mind, vibrating along their connection. He sent her an image of his open arms- a reassurance that he was always here for her.
She looked over at him as they moved. “You aren't feeling anything from those security machines, are you?”
“No, they don't seem to emit emotions. Erica, that hologram we first saw, however- I think I may have felt something from her. But it's strange. As if it's only a shadow.”
They all continued down the hall in silence until Vale stopped at their intended destination. Ahnix moved to the door frame and began the process of convincing the locking mechanism that it should relax a little. She seemed to be getting a better handle on her skill, as the door opened quickly this time.
Vale led the way, skipping the ladder again and just slithering up the tube's walls. They had to climb higher this time, passing several floors, and Mark felt a slight burning in some of his lesser-used muscles.
They passed a few doors that could be opened with the big red buttons clearly labeled 'Open', and Vale pressed the one in front of her now. The reinforced slab of metal whooshed into the wall, and Mark felt Vale's heart skip a beat as she charged out into the hallway.
He raced up the ladder and was just in time to see her smash a security robot in the side of its metal head with her new shotgun, using a spin maneuver that brought it around to shoot a second one approaching from the other direction. The giant naga and the eye-bot both fired at the same time, and although Vale was struck in the shoulder by the icy blue beam, the concussive blast of energized light from the Judge 559 tore whole chunks out of her attacker, ending its existence.
The one she had struck with her weapon like a club had just recovered from the blow, but was cut to ribbons from behind as Ahnix activated a teleport/Assault Rush combo.
All of this happened before Mark could climb up onto his feet from the maintenance tube. Roo climbed up after him, a pout forming on her puffy, red lips.
“I missed the show,” she said as Mark took her soft hand and helped her onto the new level.
“I'm sure we have plenty more enemies ahead of us,” Vale said, attaching her massive shotgun to her hip.
“Yeah, but that was your virgin shot with your new baby.”
Mark shook his head. “Anyway, looks like you made the right choice, Vale. When you said club mode before, I honestly didn't picture you beating things over the head with it.”
Vale smiled and patted her sturdy new weapon. “This way,” the giant naga said as they moved across the hall and through a wide-open archway.
Computer terminals, switches, and unknown machinery covered most of the room, but what caught Mark's attention were the windows at the back that looked out into space. He could feel awe radiating to him from his girls that mingled with his own as all approached the amazing view.
Hanging in the blackness of space was a giant red and yellow ball of churning gas and plasma. Mark figured that the windows must have some type of extra filter or they wouldn't be able to look directly at the ball of raw burning hydrogen from this distance.
“I never thought I'd ever get this close to the sun,” Ahnix said softly.
Roo seemed mesmerized. “It's fire. Pure, alive fire.”
Vale's eyes lingered for a moment longer, then she turned to search for the reason they were here.
“We need to manually unlock the solar panel array and turn it toward the sun. The readout needs to be above eighty percent. But, I'm not sure...” the giant naga trailed off as she glanced around at the hundreds of switches and readouts around her.
Mark leaned forward and searched outside the window. He quickly found the broad set of squares connected to the surface of the station that had to be the solar panel array. Currently though, the business end was drooping toward the station. He could see a hinge with an enormous set of gears that probably controlled its state of erection. He briefly wondered how gravity existed if the station wasn't rotating, but shelved that irrelevant mystery away for later.
“See that square thing sticking out over there?” he said, pointing it out to them. “That needs to face the sun.”
Ahnix scanned the readouts near the windows, and she quickly found what she was looking for. She turned to Mark, pointing at a series of ten dim lights along the length of the console. He was pleasantly surprised by another half-smile blooming on her face.
“These lights display the current power level,” she said.
“So, a solar panel is like a plant then?” Roo asked.
“Um- more like copying what a plant does, I guess,” Mark said. “If we need to raise that giant thing manually, there has to be some kind of wheel to turn, or crank- or something...”
“Like this?” Vale said, pointing to an enormous metal wheel above her head, on the ceiling.
“Yeah, like that.” Mark studied the mechanism and noticed the obviously important red lever nearby. He pointed it out to her. “Vale, move that from 'Locked' to 'Unlocked', okay?”
The giant naga extended her torso up higher, raising up on her long tail and switched the lever's position. There was a satisfying metal clunk that came from above that hinted that the wheel was free to operate now.
“Okay, just turn that until-”
“We have company!” Ahnix called out.
Mark spun toward the wide entrance to the solar panel control room and saw four medium-sized robots rushing in. They were like a mix between a small dune buggy and a crab, except one claw was a miniature laser-sword and the other a welding torch. The flat, rounded head with the square window jutting forward from their smooth metallic bodies completed the 'welder bot' look.
Roo acted quickly and tossed her hands into the air while yelling, “Metal Rain!”
The area she targeted for the effect of her ability was dangerously close to hitting Mark, but the iron needles that shimmered into existence near the ceiling and zipped to the floor with frightening speed never touched him. All four welder bots were impaled and pinned to the floor by her devastating wide-area attack.
“More,” Ahnix said as two more rounded the corner from the hallway.
Mark leveled the sights of his crossbow on one of the new welder bots but stopped when his black and gold cat-girl appeared in the hallway behind them. She quickly looked left and right and then vanished, Retracting to her original position behind him, by the window.
With Ahnix clear, Mark blew his target to bits with his explosive crossbow while Roo used her standard attack to launch a small, high-speed iron sphere to bash the head off the other one.
“Too many are coming,” Ahnix said. “We have to do this fast or run.” Her black tail was wildly flipping behind her, and he sensed her extreme dislike of being trapped in this room.
Vale's thick muscles stood out under her armor as she strained to turn the wheel with her hands. It moved, but not very fast.
“I can do this,” she said through gritted teeth.
Mark realized he had a decision to make. He could blast Vale with a temporary strength upgrade or save his enhancing ability for Roo or Ahnix as they fought off the horde of welder bots. As indecision gripped him, a chill ran down his spine.
Before, in the Crystal Heart universe, he would get flashes of inspiration or gut feelings if one choice was better than another. Now, it was their first time having this experience, and they all hadn't lived through thousands of failed attempts.
He blinked away the downward spiral that led toward paralyzed indecision. Ahnix was at the door and attacked with a foot sweep that slammed one of the crab bots into another. They became tangled up, and she quickly dodged their clumsy, desperate attacks while slashing them apart with her claws.
She back-flipped away from the entrance as about ten more rounded the corner. Mark looked back at the readout and saw that only two of the lights were on. If eighty percent was enough, they were a quarter of the way there.
“Hit me, Mark!” Roo called out.
Inaction had ultimately made the choice for him, and he forced a fierce stream of power at the velvet-girl, trusting her judgment.
Light filled her, and she held out both hands, tilting her head forward in concentration. Power blew in gusts around her, causing her skirt and hair to flutter as she charged up whatever attack she was planning.
A constant stream of bots was pouring in and quickly becoming too many to count. Mark only had a second to worry that it was too late when an enormous metal wedge grew in front of Roo's outstretched hands. It looked like a thick, single-edged sword blade that extended from one side of the room to the other and it was just floating against her hand.
She got down on one soft knee and launched the massive chunk of iron straight ahead of her while blowing her light body backward past the struggling Vale into the back wall. Mark watched in awe as the fast-traveling blade not only destroyed every bot in the room, but also pushed all the dead ones out into the hallway.
The resulting wreckage of robots and the giant iron blade itself caused a serious blockage in the wide entrance and bought them some time.
“Nice, Roo,” he called, looking back to see her pick herself up from the floor. His eyes tracked up to the power display and saw it at four bars. They were half-way there.
Mark fired his crossbow into two more who managed to shove open a channel on the left side, then called out to his beefy giant naga.
“How you doing, Vale?”
“Can't stop,” she panted. “Spins back if I let go.”
Mark grimaced at the information. She couldn't help them defend the room, and she would have to quickly throw the switch to lock it down or they'd lose too much progress.
They made it to six bars when two sentry bots wheeled in from both sides of the hallway at once.
Roo launched a needle at one before it could fire, but the other got a short burst out before Ahnix appeared behind it, destroying it with a Doom Kick. The beam hit Vale in the stomach as she worked on the wheel and her cry of pain forced Mark to kick off his healing ability on her, minor wound or no.
While he was healing her, he modulated his intent and blanketed her whole body in a warm, soothing rejuvenation.
It wasn't much, but he could tell it made a difference. The seventh bar lit up- they were almost there. Nothing came to disturb them for the time being, and everyone got a bit of a breather.
“Eighty percent!” Ahnix called out, the tip of her tail jumping in excitement.
Mark watched Vale continue to spin the wheel. He knew she was smart enough to work in the little bit of safety.
Roo fired off a sewing needle, blinding and disabling one of the eye-bots as it tried to monster truck itself over the wreckage.
Vale let go of the manual control wheel with one hand to flip the lever, and when the solar panel was manually locked into place, every screen and button lit up in a dazzling array of color. After spending so much time under the dim emergency lights, the intensity of the white light stung his sensitive eyes.
He saw Ahnix teleport to a panel near the door and begin typing commands into one of the stations.
“What are you doing?” Mark asked.
“Locking the door,” she answered, distractedly.
Vale slumped forward slightly, fatigued. “Whew, that was rough.”
 He was about to reach out to rub her back when he felt a message from Ahnix sear his mind. Through her, he saw three security bots wheel up by the blockage in the hallway and get a clear line of sight on her new position by the door.
He surrounded her with a protective bubble just as the three beams struck the shield, all targeting different parts of her body. The cat-girl stood motionless, her teleport on cooldown.
Vale surged forward, pulling her Judge 559 from her hip as she moved, her snake body making tight weaves and propelling her quickly.
Vale pointed her new weapon at the three security bots that Mark couldn't see out in the hallway and destroyed all three with a spread of accelerated photons.
“Back away from the door!” Ahnix called out, finishing her work on the control panel.
As Vale pulled her arm in, a massive slab of metal slammed shut from the ceiling, and a blue layer of energy bubbled a few inches out from the door. 
The moment the area was sealed, Mark felt a substantial rush of pleasurable essence enter his body. Checking his reserves, he was nearly halfway full.
He heaved a content sigh. “Great job, everyone.”
Ahnix turned from the panel. “I tricked the door into thinking there is a breach in this room. This is a level ten shield. Nothing should be able to get in here after we leave.”
Roo crossed her soft arms and smiled. “Your new ability to manipulate the doors and walls of this world is kind of making me jealous.”
“I burned a lot of points, Roo,” the cat-girl said, her tail shooting straight up, the tip flicking slightly. Mark couldn't remember seeing it do that before. It usually hung low or flipped around and sometimes wrapped around him when she was particularly amorous.
 Ahnix continued, a tiny smile curved into her small mouth. “If I didn't spend a chunk on a boring skill called Emergency Procedures, I wouldn't even have known it was an option, let alone have the codes to pull it off.” Ahnix crossed her arms over her chest and continued. “Besides, I'm a little jealous of your ability to hurl giant sword blades out of nothingness.”
Vale chimed in, “Yeah, I saw that. Clearing the room was a fantastic strategy.”
Roo's eyes twinkled behind her mask under the praise.
“Couldn't have done it without Mark's enhancement,” the velvet-girl said, and all three of them turned to look at him.
Ahnix's eyes took on a seriously sultry look. “We couldn't have done any of this without Mark.”
“Roo,” Vale began, as she slid toward him, never taking her violet eyes off his. “Can you open a door back home for us?”
Roo nodded and summoned her door.
“Oh come on, my lovelies,” Mark said, a wide grin plastered on his face. “I'd be lost without you three. Can we agree that we're all equally awesome?”
As they crossed over to their home dimension, the lustful emotions coming from all his Enthralled were almost overwhelming.
They instantly began to strip off their armor- their intent was clear. Vale was first out of her armor and moved to help Mark out of his.
Her massive tits hung in his face, and he lapped at one of her black nipples as she pulled his shirt over his head.
The giant naga moaned, tossed his shirt aside and brought her fingers down to run through his hair as he gently caressed her sensitive flesh with his tongue.
When the others were undressed, Vale took his hand and pulled him to the large bed that took up half the space in the room. She encouraged him to sit down on the edge and then got down between his legs. Her large, stunningly vivid violet eyes stayed on his as her long, wet tongue slid out of her elfish face and wrapped around his cock like stripes on a candy cane.
Roo and Ahnix came in from the side, and all three of them pressed in close as they used their mouths on his penis. Ahnix licked the tip while Roo ran her lips over the side, around Vale's stroking tongue, and then they switched. The constant stimulation on his rigid dick was maddening, but their beautiful eyes all locked on his, giving themselves to him body and soul was what really turned his insides to pure bliss.
To stop himself from cumming too soon, he decided to practice his new multi-target enhance technique. Trying to focus on anything while the three of them engulfed his cock with their mouths was almost impossible, but he managed to create a feedback loop within his enhancing ability.
With white flames dancing in his eyes, Mark harnessed the ecstasy he was feeling and triggered a slow pleasure enhancement on all of them at once.
His Enthralled gasped on his cock, and he could feel them all melt under his ability. Roo couldn't take it anymore and climbed up on top of him, pushing him backward onto the bed. Vale moved with him, her tongue still firmly wrapped around the shaft of his cock.
Mark could feel the giant naga constrict her tongue as Roo slid her perfect, wet, velvet pussy down over both Vale’s tongue and his dick.
With Vale's head still between his legs and under Roo's perfect ass, Ahnix climbed up onto the bed, laid her head on his stomach and began to lap Roo's purple clitoris.
Absentmindedly, Mark reached his hand down to Ahnix's furry bottom and began to gently trace his fingers around her pussy lips and the outside of her asshole. She started purring as she sucked on Roo's velvet clit and the added vibrations had to be driving her wild.
Vale's tongue swirled around his penis within Roo's pussy, and they both felt beyond amazing.
He held on as long as he could, but with all the sensations swirling around him he was forced to unload his cum and essence into Roo. The essence transfer caused her pussy to spasm with her own orgasm, and she threw her head back, groaning with pleasure.
Roo pulled her light, soft body off his, and she was almost immediately replaced with Ahnix as she teleported on top of him. Having never let go of her stranglehold on his cock, Vale constricted her tongue again as Ahnix slid her furry pussy down over both.
Roo straddled Vale's back as she got behind Ahnix to lap her soft, wet tongue on Ahnix's pussy and asshole.
The cat-girl leaned forward, spreading her furry rear for Roo and pressing her lips onto Mark's. They writhed like this for a while, and he wrapped his arms around Ahnix's muscular ass, spreading it further. His triple pleasure enhancement was still going and seemed to be driving all of his girls wild. It wasn't overly powerful, but the warm erotic bliss he was pumping into them was enough to have a noticeable effect.
He got lost in his cat-girl's half-lidded exotic eyes as they took turns slowly probing each other's mouths with their tongues while Roo and Vale licked their grinding genitals.
After a while, Mark eventually shot his load into Ahnix, pulling her warm, furry body tightly against him. She climaxed with him and moaned into his mouth as essence poured into her.
When she got up, he expected Vale to finally let his dick go and climb up on top of him, but instead, she lifted up and engulfed his penis with her hot mouth.
Jerking off his cock with her talented tongue inside her mouth, she slurped up all the juices left behind from Roo and Ahnix. He had never seen her so focused on pleasuring his dick.
Roo crawled up to kiss his lips while Ahnix nuzzled her purring face into his neck, rubbing his stomach with her sleek, furry hand. Surround by his girls, he was wrapped in pure, warm ecstasy. He adored the feel of Roo's puffy lips nibbling on his and Ahnix's affection and kisses just under his ear- it was melting his mind.
Sensing his approaching orgasm, Vale pressed her lips firmly down to the base of his cock and used her tongue to reach down and encircle his testicles, gently pulling them away from his body.
 With a grunt and an intense muscle spasm, Mark emptied the contents of his balls and the rest of his essence into Vale's mouth.
After he stopped spasming, she finally unwrapped her tongue from his nuts and his cock- but gave the tip one last, sloppy kiss before pulling away, sending a jolt of hyperstimulation through his body.
Mark looked up at Vale while the other two girls remained snuggled to his side. Her dark skin was such a beautiful contrast to her long white hair. The silver hoops through her massive black nipples accented her solid, round breasts perfectly.
Mark took a deep shuddering breath, pulling in the intermingled, heavenly smells from his cherished Enthralled. He was about to cancel his multi-target enhancement when he realized Vale hadn't been given the gift of orgasm yet.
Ahnix and Roo instantly sensed his intentions and pulled away, turning to Vale in unison.
“Vale, the service of your tongue is much appreciated,” Mark began in a serious voice. “But your master has some guests over for dinner tonight... and naga meat is on the menu.”
Ahnix leaned forward onto all fours. “Mmm,” she purred. “And I'm soo hungry.”
The giant naga's beautiful eyes opened wide as all three of them descended on her.
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Mark and his Enthralled passed through Roo's door and ended up in the fully powered and brightly lit cargo bay.
Betty, Johnson, and Willard came up to greet them with mixed looks on their faces.
“You did it!” Betty cheered, with a smile on her lips.
Johnson crossed his arms. “And we still have major problems.”
“I told you.” The hairless Willard nodded his head as he spoke, causing his extra chins to jiggle. “The station bleeds now.”
“What does he mean?” Mark asked looking at Betty. The older woman's face fell, and she remained silent.
“Follow me,” Johnson said, turning and walking to a station along the wall. He plopped down in front of a computer terminal and brought up a long list of options.
“I rigged this to function as a mainframe access point. I can get into a lot of systems, but most of them are scrambled or just plain weird. Listen to the FTL communications array.”
He pressed a few buttons and the cavernous cargo bay echoed with a million voices. Mark felt as if he was in a crowded auditorium and everyone was talking over each other at once. The young computer technician pressed another button, and all was silent again. A flash of worry hit Mark, and he shot a glance to the right and confirmed that they had already sealed the door. All that noise would surely draw the attention of the blue-eyed sentry bots.
“That's not all,” Johnson said, getting up. “Come to the crafter.”
Everyone followed him over to a control panel above a hollow chamber, recessed in the wall. Mark watched as the lanky young man pressed a few buttons in quick succession, then spoke a command.
“A glass of water.”
There was a hum behind the wall as a pair of glowing orbs formed and swirled in a tight pattern. The points of light vanished, leaving a glass filled with red liquid in the chamber.
“It makes blood instead,” Mark stated.
Johnson gave him a serious look over his glasses.
“Oh, it makes other things...” He pressed another button and then said, “Reclaim contents. One cheeseburger, well-done.”
After the processing repeated, a raw and bloody heart was left sitting on a pristine, white plate.
“It's sad,” Willard said from over Mark's shoulder. “For many reasons.” His obscure statement was brought into focus when his large stomach growled.
“This cursed box looks a lot like magic to me, Mark,” Roo said. And for once, Mark agreed with her. Machines that could create whole cheeseburgers were still not a reality in his world.
“It's not magic,” Ahnix said. “It's tiny physics. Nanotechnology, correct?”
Johnson nodded, his dark eyebrows raising over his glasses.
“You unlocked Nanotechnology already?”
“No, but soon.”
“Good, it will make a huge difference.”
“How do we fix this?” Ahnix asked, her tail hopping once.
Betty jumped in. “Coms are still our main priority. Without them, we can't call for transport. And for the record, I still think all this is the work of the Lorma Ultimatum. I've seen bigger vessels than this station turn to goldmines of junk. Shit, scavenging off their handiwork is how I paid for my ticket on here.”
“Lorma Ultimatum?” Vale asked.
Johnson answered before she could. “They're an allied group of Hackers, Junkers, and Anarchists. And it's possible, but I seriously doubt it.” He shrugged and pushed up his glasses. “Their viruses are more... random. Usually, they just disable systems. Fountains of blood and murder bots aren’t their style. I've actually never seen a total systemic virus like this.”
“Is the space station sick?” Roo asked.
“Yes,” Willard said quickly. “It's alive, and to it, we're the disease that needs cleansing. Also, I ate all my beans.”
Mark blinked at the round man. “You ate three day's rations in one day?”
“He's an odd duck, our Willard,” Betty said, putting her gloved hands on her hips.
“Either way,” Johnson began. “I have no idea how we are going to fix communications. I could fix the crafters with my custom kit, but it's back in my quarters. With my hacking tool and a working crafter, I should be able to make the parts I need to get more systems online.”
 Mark felt Ahnix's interest level spike. He sent her a vague question, and his cat-girl turned to look into his eyes and answered out loud.
“With a bit more essence I can unlock the Tool-Assisted perk. It allows me to equip a very useful device.” Ahnix turned back to face Johnson, the tip of her tail twitching excitedly. “The skill says I need to craft my own... or take someone else's.”
 Johnson crossed his arms, his too small jumpsuit pulling up over his thin wrists. A look formed in the young man's eyes that Mark didn't like one bit.
“I can always use the crafter to copy mine... call it a gift. You'll need to get it first, though and according to the station damage report, the only way to my employee residence block is through Adventure Dome three. Noir City, to be exact.”
“A few things,” Vale said from behind everyone. “First, what is an Adventure Dome?”
“The domes are the station’s main attractions,” Betty said. “You folk really aren't from around here, are you?”
“No,” Mark said straight-faced. “Forgive my pessimism, but I assume these fun-sounding 'Adventure Domes' are now death traps?”
Johnson let out an annoyingly fake laugh. “You should be fine. Most of them still have power from the fusion core and have been running empty this whole time. All the characters should be in their idle positions, and the gangster Characters there don't shoot real bullets. The domes are a combination of nano and holographic technologies designed to let guests live out various fantasy experiences. Noir City is probably the safest of all the functioning domes. Dome One is-” Johnson broke off quickly, his eyes snapping to Willard.
“Where I lost my wife,” the sad-looking hairless man finished for him.
“Oh, I'm so sorry,” Roo said, wrapping her soft arms around his enormous orange shirt. Willard seemed to really appreciate the gesture and patted the velvet-girl on the back in return. Betty put one of her gloved hands on Willard's huge shoulders and turned toward Mark.
“The shit hit the fan everywhere pretty quickly, but Gluttony Grove got it the worst,” she said.
Willard blinked some tears away and looked up with a strained smile on his round face, and Mark got the feeling that this harmless, sensitive man was much older than he first thought.
“You could eat anything- everything,” he said. “The nanites would just pass out through your pores. Then everything tried to eat us. Vacationing here had been my idea...” He trailed off.
Roo pulled away, her jet-black eyes shimmering while Betty led him away to a corner of the cargo bay.
Johnson cleared his throat. “Getting to Dome Three will be the hard part with the rogue bots roaming the halls. Ignore the Characters inside. Their interaction templates are programmed with limited options anyway. Find 1500 Main Street and go to the 13th floor. There is a Character template station there with an employee access door behind it.”
He sighed as he unclipped his ID badge from his jumpsuit and handed it to Ahnix.
“Keep this safe for me...” he cleared his throat and puffed out his scrawny chest a little. “It will be, um... a lot easier to get the door to my quarters open with this. Suite F78.”
Ahnix took it and attached to her tube top with a serious nod. Johnson's eyes tracked the movements of his ID and lingered a little too long for Mark's liking.
“Johnson,” Vale said, snapping his attention off Ahnix's chest. “Tell me how to get to Noir City.”
“Ah, yes. Come with me to the computer. I'll show you a station map.”
After Vale memorized the route, they were ready to move out. Mark, Vale, and Roo held onto Ahnix, and she teleported them outside the cargo bay.
The hallways and service shafts were quiet for most of the trip, and Mark thought the silence felt more oppressive somehow. They did run into a pair of bots outside the entrance to the Adventure Dome, but Vale charged in, blasting one to dust with her shotgun while Roo blinded the other.
The four of them stood over the security bot husks as they looked up at the flashing marquee over the set of red double doors. It read 'Mystery, deception, and action await. Noir Land! This month only!'
To the left and right of the doors were two images that looked like ancient movie posters depicting attractive lounge singers and men in trench coats.
Mark turned to face the others. “I would be shocked if we didn't run into trouble in there, so keep a sharp eye out.”
They all nodded, and Mark pulled open one of the doors. On the other side was a reception area with a long hallway offset to the right. Everything was covered by sleek black and white paneling like the rest of the station. They moved around a long counter that had black letters across the front that read 'Registration' and continued down a hall into a room that looked like a department store. There were rows of racks holding all kinds of period-appropriate clothing. A whole wall was dedicated just to hats.
Roo immediately veered off and stood in front of a pair of cloth mannequins wearing pastel pencil skirts, tilting her head as she inspected them.
Mark walked up behind her and gently encouraged her to keep up with the others as they moved through the extensive collection of wardrobe options.
“Windows,” Vale called out and moved faster to check out the situation. The whole front of the store was a line of windows that looked out into daylight. Just like a real store.
When Mark caught up with Vale, he saw a dirty street with featureless buildings on the other side. He noticed an ancient vehicle parked in against the curb, and a small smile grew on his face as he wondered what it would be like to teach Roo to drive. He had never operated a car in the real world, but there were plenty of racing games out there.
“Looks empty,” Ahnix said.
Vale's eyes tracked a tumbling newspaper page as it blew down the street, then pulled away from the windows, searching for a way out.
“We're looking for a building labeled fifteen-hundred.”
“Right this way, ladies,” Mark said, moving towards the glass doors and holding them open for his Enthralled.
Outside the building, they were surrounded by skyscrapers of various sizes all packed close together, but their straight lines were fuzzy. He rubbed his eyes and looked down at the sidewalk below him and noticed that the lines seemed to be drawn in chalk. Now that he had a better understanding of what he was seeing, he could tell the ground, and all of the buildings had been drawn by a fairly competent child.
His eyes moved to the name of the store they were just in and saw something that resembled a hastily erased black chalkboard. Whatever had been written there was now only smears. Mark walked out into the street and spun around, looking at all the signs and addresses. Anywhere there should have been letters or numbers was the same half-erased, illegible smears.
“This doesn't seem right,” Vale said, coming to the same conclusion.
“This can’t be what the real world is like,” Roo said almost as if it was a question.
“Um, well, it’s a recreation of my world- maybe two hundred years in the past, but distorted. Everything is like a child's drawing.”             
“Now what?” Vale said, pulling her eyes from the tall, chalk-drawn buildings around them and focusing on Mark. “How are we going to find the correct building?”
Mark looked left and right, but neither seemed better than the other. He noticed the black, glossy car again, parked in the street with its curvy exterior. The ancient vehicle was not made out of chalk and looked real enough to drive. Mark thought about seeing if it worked but quickly realized Vale would never fit inside. Or maybe could she ride outside? The grin spreading across his face fell when he saw the door handle was only drawn onto the side.
He was rubbing his fingertips through the white dust of the chalk-drawn handle when distant gunfire echoing off the buildings caused them all to freeze and search for threats. Mark tried to pinpoint their direction, but the echoes made it difficult.
“This way,” Ahnix said before sprinting off away from the car. The four of them moved down the chalk-drawn street for a few blocks before she led them around a corner.
More gunshots reverberated off the tall skyscrapers, and Mark looked up into the gray, hazy patches of clouds hanging low above them. The buildings were so similar and monochrome; he was having a hard time remembering how to get back to where they started. 
They rounded another corner and saw five blood-red humanoids advancing on a man with a brown trench coat and a matching fedora in the middle of the street. The man in the middle fired a shot from his pistol, and one of the creatures exploded into chunks of gore, then dissipated as if they were made of tiny, glowing insects. 
Always one to shoot first, Roo launched a needle into the head of one of the creatures as Ahnix, Vale, and Mark continued to run forward.
The ranged attack caused the man to snap his attention to the newcomers, and Mark saw a stubbly chin under the shadow of his angular hat. He nodded at them, a quick show of thanks, and then turned his attention to the three remaining attackers.
The creatures looked like people made of organs- more like they were missing their skin and muscle layers. Blood oozed from them freely as they moved in, closing the distance to the mysterious man at a stumbling jog.
Both Vale and Ahnix kicked off special abilities when they drew close enough, their attacks perfectly coordinated. Vale zipped in with an improved Shield Bash, sending one of the monsters flying down the street, then leveled her massive shotgun on a second one, blasting a cluster of light through its body, destroying it. Just as Vale finished, Ahnix appeared behind the last one and tore it apart with a flurry of claws from her Assault Rush ability.
The man in the hat fired a single bullet into the head of the bloody creature that Vale had knocked backward, ending its existence and ending the fight.
Mark felt a small flutter of essence enter him as he approached the man they had just rescued and noticed the stranger still held his gun out and pointed at Vale.
Mark didn't like that one bit. “Hey, we're no threat to you. Lower your weapon.”
“I ain't sure of anything these days, friend.” His voice was low and gruff, like a knife ripping through leather.
Vale attached her shotgun to her hip and held out her hands.
“Sir, we're just looking for directions.”
“Directions?” the stranger said, slipping his pistol into his coat then pulling out a cigarette and a book of matches with one smooth motion. He struck the match and held it to the tip of his cigarette, the flash allowing Mark to get a brief glimpse at his gaunt features. The man took a long pull and then puffed out a stream of smoke from the side of his mouth.
“Do I look like a map to you?”
Mark and his girls looked at each other, but Roo broke the silence.
“No, you look like a helpful man.”
“Look, you kids seem to know how to handle yourselves.” He nodded his head towards the empty ground. “Brass Tony's goons don't like me sniffing around in their business, and I need to ditch the heat for a while. Duck my head. Lay low. You help me solve my case, and I'll help you. Deal?”
Mark sighed internally but wondered if he would get essence from quests within the Adventure Dome.
“Of course,” Mark said. “What do you need?”
Thy mysterious man scanned the vacant buildings and streets around them.
“Too many ears around here. Meet me at the docks in one hour. If you're followed, you won't find me.”
“And where are the docks?” Vale asked, crossing her arms.
The man didn't take his shadowed eyes off Vale and pointed up the street behind him.
“Just head that way and stop before you drown.”
The stranger in the trench coat shoved both his hands into his pockets as he stalked away, the cigarette clamped between his dry lips glowing cherry red. He stopped when he came to a pile of newspapers stacked on the sidewalk near an intersection. He peeled off the top newspaper and tucked it under his arm.
“Keep the change, Billy,” he said, before taking out a coin and tossing it into the air with a flip of his thumb. It landed on the empty, chalk-drawn sidewalk with a clink before rolling to a stop.
The mysterious man walked around the corner with a few long strides, and then he was gone.
Ahnix's tail hopped a few times before she spoke.
“You don't feel anything from him, do you?”
“No,” Mark said, facing her.
Vale put a hand to her forehead. “Anyone else feel the vertigo of being in a fictional game within another fictional game? I'm still trying to get used to the space station one, now we have this bizarre place?”
Mark’s eyes went wide at the implications of Vale's words. Not only did he totally forget that he was now a few layers deep, but that a virtual character from a different game put it together first.
“Yeah...” he said. Mark wanted to say more, but he couldn't find the words.
Ahnix looked over at the coin on the street, her tail limp. “He's similar to us. Just a slightly less complex machine... playing a character.”
Roo hugged herself, trying to understand the complexity of the situation. Mark looked around at his girls, all lost within themselves, trying to find their true place in the universe.
“The people in the cargo bay- they're like that guy too,” Mark said, grabbing their attention. “Vale, you're right. It is bizarre to be inside nested virtual worlds like this. That you all can understand the larger picture and aren't trying to give me quests should be all the proof you need that you three are beyond mere virtual characters.”
Mark could feel a slight relief reverberate along their interconnected bond but got a hint of annoyance from Ahnix. She turned to look down the empty street and sighed.
“Forced to play games at every turn.”
Roo sprinted over and startled Ahnix with an attack hug. The cat-girl's eyes went wide as the affectionate assault almost knocked them both to the ground.
“As long as we're together,” Roo said, her arms around Ahnix's neck, “I don't care what game we play.”
Mark caught Vale's eye and they both silently agreed that they needed to join Roo's war on Ahnix.
They all held each other in the center of the dark, chalk-drawn city, and Mark just listened to this cat-girl purr for a few minutes before they headed towards the docks.             
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Black waves extended out in every direction under a rusty red sky, and Mark had to remind himself that they were inside a space station. Long wooden piers jutted out into the water along the cement edge of the dockyard, but Mark had yet to see a single boat. Rows of brick warehouses and garages combined with randomly stacked wooden crates made the place feel like a maze. There were a million dark places to hide, and Mark tried to keep his eye on every one of them as they moved through the dockyard.
Along the way, they had encountered small clusters of those inside-out people, but they were relatively dumb and slow moving- easy to wipe out. Between Vale's Judge 559 and Roo's Metal Rain, the groups of bloody creatures didn't cause too much of a problem. They were mostly unsettling as they silently lurched directly at the nearest warm body. He wondered what they would do if they ever got close enough. Whatever they were, they sure didn't fit the rest of the city.
“Please tell us more about your home, Mark,” Vale said, interrupting his thoughts. “What's the real world like?”
Mark turned away from the choppy water and saw all of his Enthralled raptly awaiting his answer.
 “Um, of all the places we've been, it's most like where we are now. The buildings aren't chalkboard and there is a lot more traffic, but it's close. People work to earn wages. Some go to school to learn how to earn more. Like I said, it's boring.”
“No combat? No monsters?” Ahnix asked.
“No- well, humans fight each other for resources and territory, and mostly with remotely operated killing machines, but yeah- no monsters. No ability Paths, no essence points. Everything has to be learned, and it takes years...” Mark’s thoughts were derailed when he remembered the whole reason he bought the ChronoMind neural machine in the first place and started laughing.
“I originally purchased the machine that links my real brain to your world to speed up the learning process.” He gestured to Ahnix, getting more excited as he talked. “I was going to spend virtual years learning computer programming, and thanks to video-game logic, my beautiful cat-girl ended up with my computer programming degree instead!”
“Do I need to call the paddy wagon for your friend, ladies?”
The deep, rough voice was that of the mysterious man from earlier, and Mark spun to see him leaning up against one of the crates nearby, chewing on a toothpick. Ahnix's surprise at him sneaking up this close without detection reverberated through their bond.
The man in the fedora continued. “All that braying's going to draw attention. And you don't want to draw attention, do you?”
“Right, no,” said Mark, looking around at their vacant, chalk-drawn surroundings. “You said you needed help with a case or something?”
“Hold your water, kid. Before I tell you all my secrets, I need to be sure you aren't walking on the wrong side of the street.”
Confusion radiated out of Vale and Roo, but Ahnix was just frustrated.
The short cat-girl crossed her furry arms. “Get to it. Who do you want killed?”
The mysterious man tipped up his hat for the first time, getting a better look at Ahnix. He had gray in his temples, haunted but focused eyes, and a chin that could chop firewood.
After he gave Ahnix a once over, the stranger crossed his own arms to match her stance.
“This kitten's sharp as a tack and right as rain.” He hooked a thumb over his shoulder, indicating something behind him. “Eddy the Eye runs a crew of cretins out of the amusement park at the end of the pier. The basket case is Brass Tony's nephew. There's no way a payrolled-goon would pluck out ol' Eddy's eye. Come back with Eddy's crystal ball necklace as proof. Then I'll know you mean business.”
 “This Eddy- he's a criminal?” Vale asked, her eyes squinting.
“You betch'a, little lady. He uses the park as a front for his drug racket, testing new batches on little kids, turning them into addicts. A few little ones have just up and vanished. Cops are afraid to touch 'em on account of what Tony'll do.”
“And what'll Tony do to us?” Mark asked.
The mysterious man pulled his hat down over his eyes again, sliding his thumb and forefinger along the brim.
“Now if you're worried about that, we ain't got much more to say to each other. Bring me Eddy the Eye's necklace- then we'll talk.”
The stranger rolled his back off the crate and disappeared into the shadows.
“Did he say, amusement park?” Roo asked.
Mark nodded. “Yeah. Rides, games, expensive food.”
They made their way down the pier, and the glowing, orange, chalk-circle sun dipped below the perpetual blanket of dirty, gray clouds only to slowly sink below the black, rippling ocean.
As they walked, Mark answered many questions about amusement parks. Rides were hard to explain at first, but when he said it was like a permanent fair that charged entry, they seemed to have a better grasp.
Mark smiled when he felt their reaction to the real thing as they walked through stacks of shipping creates and approached the entrance to 'MOLLY'S MAGIC KINGDOM'.
Standing out in contrast to the chalkboard background, the towering wooden letters had dimly lit edges, like all the bulbs were all about to burn out soon.
Gently-glowing, blue and purple lights were strung along all the paths they could see from the front gates, and many of the rides were alight with bars of soft, beautifully contrasting oranges, and yellows and greens. An enormous, lazily spinning Ferris wheel near the back of the sprawling park drew the eye upwards with a rainbow's worth of flashing colors.
“This is the most amazing thing I've ever seen,” Roo said, her jet-black eyes welling up with tears as she stood in awe before her first amusement park.
“It looks empty,” Ahnix said, the tip of her tail flicking the air.
Vale slid forward past the entrance and said, “We know it's not.”
As they moved past the empty ticket booth and some of the food stalls, it became clear that the park was fully functional yet completely abandoned. They didn’t get too far in before Mark stopped by a cotton candy stall and handed one of the paper-cone handles to Roo.
He ripped off a part of the clump she was holding and put the patch of pink, fluffed sugar in his mouth where it promptly melted.
“Mmm, candied Roo guts,” he said playfully.
They all had to try some after that. Ahnix stuffed a pink clump in her small mouth but didn't seem to appreciate the sweetness. Roo claimed cotton candy was like flavored air and happily munched on hers while Vale ended up wrapping her enormous tongue around her own blue colored clump.
They passed a large wooden roller coaster and a few other rides that Mark had to explain. They were still having a hard time understanding their function, but Mark didn't really want to get too distracted with rides; they were here to kill someone.
They made their way through the twisting paths to the looming Ferris wheel near the back of the park and stopped when Vale pointed her finger at a classic 'Test Your Strength' game.
“What's this?” the muscular, giant naga asked.
Mark walked over to the wooden tower and looked up at the bell near the top. He saw red, glowing bulbs running up the sides of the slender plank of wood and the metal cylinder near the base. He hefted the nearby wooden mallet over his shoulder and spun to face Vale.
“Step right up, little lady! Impress your mates with a display of might! Ring the bell and win a prize!”
Vale scooted forward and inspected the see-saw contraption at the base that sent the chunk of metal up into the bell above.
She crossed her arms under her huge chest. “You first,” she said with a challenging smile.
Mark returned her smile, leaned the mallet handle against his knee and stretched out his shoulders. After taking a few deep breaths, he hoisted the splintered wooden mallet over his head and brought it down on the strike point.
The shuttle of metal slid up the channel, lighting green bulbs as it went but ended up a foot short of ringing the bell.
“Ooh, so close!” Roo said with a little hop.
Mark raised his eyebrows and held out the mallet to Vale. She uncrossed her arms and licked her lips as she looked up at the unrung bell. She took the mallet in one hand, testing its weight, then the giant naga took her position in front of the carnival game.
In what must have been more an exercise in restraint than in pure power, she slammed the mallet down with a loud thunk and sent the rounded chunk of metal straight up into the bell.
The sound was jarring in the relative silence of the vacant park, and all four of them crouched into defensive positions, ready for the inevitable onslaught of attackers.
After a few breaths, it became clear to Mark that no one was coming.
“Maybe Eddy the Eye went home for the night...” Roo suggested.
Ahnix slowly turned her head, trying to pick up anything but straightened and sighed when she didn't. She pointed one furry finger up to the top of the Ferris wheel.
“I want to teleport up there and get a better vantage on this place.”
Mark nodded. “Take me with you. I know what an amusement park should look like and anything odd will stick out.” He turned to Vale and Roo. “You guys okay waiting here and keeping watch?”
“Of course, Mark,” Vale said, tossing the mallet onto the ground and slithering along the black asphalt path toward the base of the ride.
“Wait,” Mark said, stopping her. He walked past the test-your-strength game to a peg board with green stuffed dragons fixed to it. He pulled one down and tossed it to Vale who snatched the toy out of the air and held it in front of her chiseled, elfish face with a smile.
Mark felt Roo deflate a little, silently pining for her own prize, and glanced over at the velvet girl who was locked on Vale's stuffed dragon. He could see the smallest pout encroaching on her perfect, puffy lips. That was when he saw the balloon and dart game behind her, across the path.
“Tell you what,” Mark began. “Instead of just waiting here for us to scout- Roo, why don't you try your skill on that game over there.”
Mark watched Roo spin and absorb the colorful booth he indicated. Hundreds of balloons hung off a wooden wall, and massive stuffed animals crowded every inch of remaining space.
“Vale,” Mark said. “You're in charge of this game. She gets three tosses with the darts, and if Roo can pop three red balloons, she can pick any prize she wants.”
Roo spun back around to face Mark, her fists pressed together under her chin and her pure-black eyes twinkling like every star in the sky.
Mark couldn't help but smile at the pure glee leaking out of the lithe velvet-girl in front of him.
“You two be careful, we'll be right back,” Ahnix said, locking eyes with Vale. The giant naga returned the serious look and nodded once.
Ahnix then walked up to Mark, took his hand, and cast her gaze up to the top of the stationary Ferris wheel. A whoosh of the universe and they were both sitting in the top-most car of the giant ride as it rocked back and forth slightly, its rusty hinges creaking.
Sudden vertigo gripped Mark as he looked out over the black waters to their right and then out over the sprawling, chalk-drawn city to their left.
Ahnix's furry fingers squeezed his, and she mentally sent him the idea that she would never let him fall. He turned to face his exotic cat-girl and found her usually frowning mouth pulled into a small, crooked smile. The gentle wind tousled her short, black hair, and Mark was sure he had never seen anything more beautiful. He reached his hand up behind her sleek furred neck and pulled her in for a deep, passionate kiss, flooding her mind with his undying desire, need and appreciation for her.
They were lost in each other’s souls for a few moments, sitting at the top of the tallest ride within Molly's Magic Kingdom when they heard what sounded like a quick succession of gunfire.
Ahnix stood and leaned over Mark, causing the cabin to swing again. When they looked down to the origin of the noise they saw Roo pumping her fists into the air and dancing in front of the balloon game.
“Looks like she hit all three with one attack,” Ahnix said, sitting back down.
“Yeah, I wouldn't expect any less from her.”
Ahnix put a hand to her head and sighed. “She's down there, playing a balloon game, while we are within a game dome, while we are playing a space station game... Mark, what is it with your world and games?”
Mark touched her hand again and considered her question.
“Like I’ve said, our world is kinda boring. We are always looking for ways to escape.”
Ahnix turned to him, her black-patterned eyes focusing tightly.
“You sought our world to escape yours and now, after meeting you, I seek to escape mine. Where do we belong?”
“It doesn't matter which world we find ourselves in... I'm never leaving your side.”
“I know,” she said, squeezing his hand and sending images of the two of them intertwined, naked in bed, just holding each other with no outside rush pressing on them to get up.
Another series of pops drew their attention. It looked as if Vale was trying her luck at the balloon game now.
Ahnix pressed her tight stomach over Mark's lap and leaned over his side of the cabin, her black tail held high and waving, slowly.
“Let's scout the area,” she said. “Before they pop every balloon down there.”
Mark took one hand out from under her and put it on her warm, furry back as they scanned the park for any movement or anything unusual.
From this windy height, they could see everything. The blue and purple strings of lights wrapped around the whole park and everything seemed to be empty, but normal. He was about to suggest they pop back down with no new information when he noticed something out of the corner of his eye.
On the far-right side of the park, there was a building that was not lit up like all the others. It was just a void along the dark edge- nothing too strange, but taking in the park as a whole, the empty spot stood out like a missing tooth.
“I see it, too,” Ahnix said, picking up on his thoughts.
Mark rubbed the small of her back and said, “Let's check it out. If we don't find anything, we should maybe wait for daylight.”
Ahnix nodded and bent her head towards his, putting her lips right on his mouth. A fluttering breeze ruffled his clothes, and they were standing in front of the brightly-lit balloon game with Roo and Vale.
As their lips parted, the black-armored giant naga turned to face them.
“What did you find?”
“A specific patch of nothing,” Mark answered.
Roo tossed the dart she was holding and popped a final balloon before skipping over to join them with a brown stuffed bear under her arm.
“There has been a part of me that I didn't even know was missing until we came here. I've got a lot of work to do back home...” The velvet girl got a far-off look in her eyes, and Mark was instantly intrigued by what additions to their private dimension would begin to appear.
“Let's move,” Ahnix said, turning away. “We saw a suspiciously dark place this way.”
After a few hot dog, lemonade, and funnel cake stands later, they came upon the only moving ride Mark had seen in the whole park. Quietly spinning at a steady speed was a brightly-lit merry-go-round. The painted horses and dragons rose and fell as they revolved. It took a moment for Mark to realize what was missing, but what made this classic children's ride feel off was the lack of sound.
It was spinning silently with not even a creak. Every carousel Mark had ever been near always played some type of obnoxious circus music. He looked over at Ahnix who was scanning the surrounding area with intense focus in her large eyes. After a few moments of nothing, the tension slowly drained away, and Mark could feel all of them relax.
“What, you guys never saw a merry-go-round before?” he asked, a half smile on his face.
Before anyone could answer, he walked over and stepped up onto the spinning platform, easily adjusting his balance to the change in momentum.
Mark grabbed on to one of the poles and watched his Enthralled stare at him with wide eyes as he rotated away from them. On his return trip, all three of them moved to join him on the ride.               His girls handled the change in speed better than Mark thought they would, but then again, they were all seasoned warriors. They could handle a ride made for a child. But watching Vale slither up onto the spinning platform and tighten her stomach muscles to lift her long tail so it didn’t drag along the concrete was a special kind of treat.
Smiling, Mark jumped on a painted horse and found that the size was larger than he expected. Shortly after, Roo hooted and hopped onto the one behind him.
“These spinning fake horses are part of the real world?” Vale asked, a bit farther back. She was holding onto the two poles between a creamy palomino and a shiny black stallion, obviously way too big to ride on any of these horses. Mark was getting the vibe that the giant naga was feeling a bit queasy.
“Yep,” Mark said, grinning.
Roo leaned forward on her horse and shouted, “And you said it was boring!”
He saw Ahnix teleport to the horse next to him, and he looked over as she rose and fell, her furry muscular legs clamped on tight. Her tail flipped around at first, but then she locked her eyes on his and just gave in to the motion.
Mark could see her features melt into contentment and the small smile creep back onto her lips. He could really get used to seeing his noble cat-girl’s smile.
The image of content happiness she sent him was violently severed when a white projectile impaled her yellow-furred shoulder.
Ahnix's face twisted into rage as her eyes focused on something behind him. In the time it took Mark to turn his head, the enraged cat-girl vaulted off the carousel and sprinted into a cluster of gore-covered creatures. Her speed was astonishing.
Mark could feel Ahnix's terrible, burning agony erupting from the object lodged in her shoulder as she slashed her claws into one of the attackers, turning it to dust. They looked similar to the inside-out people they had seen in the city, but these had fleshy tubes for arms.
As Mark and the others jumped down from the spinning merry-go-round, Ahnix teleported instantly to another previously unseen group of three attackers and she barely dodged the projectiles fired by their nightmarish, fleshy arms. Activating Assault Rush, she wiped out all three with her claws and then Retracted back to the original two she had left behind. Then she instantly dispatched another.
The final attacker was about to sink its teeth into the cat-girl's neck from behind when a sewing needle sprouted from its head, and the creature vanished into swirling dust. Ahnix hissed and spun to face what she still thought was a threat as Roo's sharpened metal rod clattered to the ground.
Ahnix, in her hate-fueled rage, had taken out five of the six attackers, but she slumped to her knees as the toll on her body sunk in.
Mark rushed to her side while Roo and Vale swept the area for more enemies. The cat-girl kept her head down and her eyes on the asphalt as he inspected her wound, agony radiating out of her shoulder with every breath. The white, slick object lodged deep into her fur looked like a bone.
Mark looked her in the eye. “I'm going to pull this out on the count of three.”
She nodded.
“One-” he said, and yanked out the sharpened bone, blood spurting out after it. She hissed loudly, but Mark quickly enveloped her with his pleasurable healing power and the cat-girl relaxed again, a soft moan escaping her lips. Moments later she was fully healed and back on her feet.
“New enemy types,” Vale said, standing protectively near Ahnix.
Roo took the projectile from him and turned it over in her hands. The tip of the sharpened bone was still coated in Ahnix's red blood, and Mark felt hot, boiling anger fill his mind at the sight of it. Every drop belonged inside of her furry body at all times. How dare they-
His thoughts were interrupted by Ahnix's warm hand on his shoulder. She sent him the idea of agreement, but that she was okay now, thanks to him.
“Bone needle,” Roo said, throwing the short, pointed bone to the ground near her longer, iron needle.
“Okay, playtime's over,” Mark said. “Let's find this Eddy and get out of here.” 
They all silently agreed. Roo and Vale left their stuffed animals on the spinning carousel, and they all moved down the path toward the dark spot they located from on top of the Ferris wheel. With new focus, they quickly moved past all distractions along the way and stood face to face with a giant painted ghost, laying on its side with a door for a mouth. Its amorphous hands were pressed into the cheeks of its white face and held what seemed like a frozen expression of pain. Dark letters spelled out 'Other Side Fun House' along the ghost’s body, and Mark noticed that the brick, windowless building extended a good distance away from the entrance. The place was huge.
“It doesn't look fun to me,” Roo said, and although Mark had never seen her eyebrows, he could tell they were pulled down now.
Ahnix's tail hopped once. “He's in there,” she said with certainty.
Vale slid forward, not looking back. “Only one way to be sure.”
Mark followed the heavily armed giant naga inside and found themselves in a small room that came to life as they entered. The light was coming from an animatronic fortune teller on their right. Velvet ropes cordoned off the area around the intricate scene of a man slumped behind a crystal ball, resting on the ornate table before him. The crystal ball held weak arcs of glowing electricity and the whole scene had an aged, cheap feel to it.
“Greetings!” a dramatic voice said as the life-sized puppet lifted its creepy-looking head.
Mark flinched when a three-foot iron needle thunked through one of its animatronic eyes. The head stopped moving, but the arms started to shift around the crystal ball with awkward, shaky jerks.
“Allow me to show you the other side!” Undisturbed by the needle in his head, the fortune teller's voice continued from an ancient speaker near the floor. They all turned to look at Roo.
Her answering shrug was accompanied by a 'why risk it?' vibe along their bond.
The tinny voice continued. “The veil has been parted, and a tear into another world has been opened! Step through if you dare!”
One of the shaky, wax-like hands lifted and indicated a black curtain that led deeper into the building.
Vale led the way again, and she approached the sheet of fabric covering their way forward. With an armored fist, she gathered a large portion of it and pulled the curtain down with one yank.
She tossed it to the ground and Mark saw the universe spinning on the other side. After his brain caught up to what his eyes were seeing, he realized it was a simple spinning tunnel. The inside was painted with highly realistic stars and galaxies, all whirling around a suspended walkway. The effect was deceivingly well-designed and quickly disorientating. Mark felt like he was looking up while spinning in place.
They followed Vale out onto the walkway and everyone but Roo pulsed out green nausea into their bond.
Roo, however, was back on board with the Other Side Fun House. “This is amazing,” she whispered, apparently immune to the effects.
They made it through and came to a long, metal stairway that vanished into the darkness below. Vale held out her hand to Ahnix who wordlessly pulled out the flashlight tucked into her tight leather shorts and tossed it to her.
Vale clicked it on and spilled a beam of light down the straight stairwell. It was far away, but there was a doorway at the bottom. The giant, armored naga went first. Then Mark, Roo, and Ahnix followed further behind.
They made it to about the halfway point when the stairs all moved at once with a metallic clunk, shuttering into a perfectly smooth slide.
As Mark and Roo collided with Vale's sturdy tail and stopped, he wondered how many kids broke their ankles on this part of the “funhouse”.
He and Roo untangled themselves from Vale as the giant naga lifted the end of her tail a bit so they had something to hold on to as they continued their descent. Mark looked back over his shoulder and saw that Ahnix was having less of a problem with the smooth angular surface because of her padded feet and claws.
He expected to see a pit of spikes or some trap at the bottom, but only a frayed, red carpet and dark hallway were there to greet them. Vale's light shone on a series of animatronic scenes as they moved through the hall, each showing a twisted version of children's fairy tales.
In one, the wolf was sitting in the straw house, built by one of the three pigs, eating him. As they passed, the wolf raised his head and silently tracked their movements, his muzzle dripping with red liquid. In another display, a broken egg-man by a stone wall tried to scoop his plastic guts back into his broken shell with shaky, animatronic arms.
“Uh...” Roo said, back out again.
“Just keep moving and be ready for anything,” Vale said.
Passing the horrible scenes, they moved through a doorway into a room with one big mirror as the back wall and bright, colorful lights pointing down from the ceiling. In the center of the mirror wall was an arched hole that was difficult to see past with all the ambient light in the room.
Mark watched his girls’ beautiful reflections as they approached the arch and peeked in.
“Yup, a mirror maze,” he said.
Just as he finished his obvious statement, a bone shard zipped past his ear, ripping a part of it off. Blinding pain washed through the side of his head as Vale shoved him over and fired her massive shotgun.
Mark heard several mirrors break and a slight flutter of essence enter him as he healed his throbbing, torn ear.
“Are you okay?” Vale asked, moving so her body covered his.
“Yeah, I'm fine,” Mark said as he finished regenerating his earlobe. “Just nicked me.”
They waited for another attack, but none came.
Mark let out the puff of air he had been holding. “I guess we're on the right track.”
“Mark, please fire your crossbow through the holes I made,” Vale said.
“You see a bad guy?” he asked, raising his crossbow.
“No,” Vale said calmly. “We're not going to be stupid and actually go in there. Break them all.”
Keeping the crossbow level on the hole Vale made, Mark's eyebrow raised as understanding washed over him. He smiled and squeezed the trigger.
His glowing orb sailed over two broken mirror walls and landed at the base of a third. Glass exploded everywhere, and Mark had to cover his face as shards of mirror showered him. It was at that moment he remembered that breaking a mirror was back luck.
The moment passed, and he felt the burst of essence from multiple slain enemies. He spun away from the opening and checked the status of his other girls.
Since it was only himself and Vale in the doorway, he was the only one needing minor laceration healing. Mark waited for his heal to recharge again as he felt and heard Vale shoot another blast, taking out another section and a few more hidden attackers. He had to admit- this was a brilliant plan.
“Okay Roo,” Vale said, “Your turn. We need precision. Think you can bounce a ball in there to break the remaining mirrors?”
Roo strutted up next to Vale and held out her soft arm, taking careful aim and growing an iron ball in her hand. Mark watched over her shoulder as she shattered every last mirror with a carefully executed ricochet.
Mark suddenly saw the flaw in Vale's plan. Ahnix was the only one whose feet (or snake-half) wasn't protected somehow. But she'd thought of that, too.
“Ahnix, get on my back. I'll carry you over the shards.”
The cat-girl didn't hesitate and ran up the base of Vale's armored tail. Ahnix hooked one arm on the giant naga's shoulder and leaned out, searching for attackers as they moved in and over the razor-sharp broken mirrors.
Their feet crunched through the wreckage of the mirror maze as Vale used the flashlight aligned with her shotgun to check the room.
Now that all the mirrors were down, they discovered that there were two ways out of the maze.
One was the obvious, clearly marked exit that led back outside, and the other was a door with a padlock. Ahnix slashed the lock open with one swipe of her claws, and they found themselves in a large warehouse lit with fluorescent overhead lights.
They entered the open area and scanned the stacks of cardboard boxes and folding tables for threats. As they searched, Mark's eye was drawn to a table with piles of cash on it. Not that cash had any real value here, but his brain had been trained to covet the light green currency.
One of the folding tables was different and laying on its side, and Mark eyed the red powder bags that had been scattered over the floor as a result. As they approached the flipped table, everyone stopped as a bone-covered creature rose up from behind it. One blood-red eye squinted at them from inside thick layers of curved, bone armor plates. The creature's arms were two skeletal tubes as if someone had severed its limbs just below the wrists, and it didn't wait a second before firing bone-shard bullets as if sprayed from a submachine gun.
Vale closed the distance to the hulking creature, taking the hits from zipping projectiles on her shield and armor as she surged forward. Ahnix backflipped off Vale’s snake-half to get away from the spray of bone bullets as flanking clusters of hidden enemies made themselves known by kicking over stacks of cardboard boxes.
Mark felt a hot sting on his arm as a shard of bone tore open his flesh from the side, and he ducked and rolled to the floor as more shots whizzed around him. He looked up in time to see Ahnix snarl and vanish, reappearing in the middle of the group on their right. Roo took a hit in the leg and went down, but as she hit one knee, she threw her hands up and screamed “Metal Rain!” at the attackers grouped on the left.
A concussive blast from Vale's Judge 559 pulled Mark's attention towards the armored bone creature who seemed to be stunned, holding its arms to its head. When she realized that her point-blank laser blast was absorbed by its armor, she whipped her head to face Mark.
“Hit him with magic!”
From the floor, Mark brought up his crossbow and squeezed the trigger, wishing he had taken more time to aim.
His shot was true, however, and Vale hid behind her shield as the blast from Mark's magical energy attack struck the smooth, white creature in its chest.
The bright explosion forced Mark to turn his head away and saw Ahnix still dealing with some of the lesser enemies advancing on them from deeper in the warehouse. Her blue-trailed claws spun and slashed as she dodged bullets and punches alike. Her toned form was stunning to watch.
Movement in the corner of Mark's vision brought his attention back to the bone-covered boss that was somehow still standing. Mark watched in horror as it recovered from the Shield Bash stun and turned his one red eye directly at him. The thing that just had to be Eddy the Eye raised his bone tubes on Mark. Vale tossed her gun and shield down and lurched forward to grab his weaponized arms with her mailed fists, pulling them up just in time for the sharpened projectiles to zip over Mark's head instead of through it.
He could see Vale struggle against the creature's strength. The thought of one of those bone needles passing into his skull gave him an idea.
“Roo,” he called out to the wounded velvet-girl and targeted the rip in her leg with a burst of healing energy. She looked up, and he saw her face relax as her pain was replaced with pleasure. Now that he had her attention, he put one finger high on his cheek and continued.
“The eye!”
She nodded, focusing on her target while Mark got up and focused on his Vale. His mind locked on her dense core muscles and infused them with a rich blast of enhancing energy. He saw her violet eyes go wide as she struggled with the monstrous Eddy.
“Face him this way!” Mark called out, finishing his boost.
Vale put her newly
fortified back into it and twisted the creature’s arms, forcing him to turn with her. Using her tail, she encircled his legs, anchoring herself to the bone-armored creature and pulled him down toward the floor. His one grotesque eye was now perfectly exposed.
Mark turned to watch Roo hold out her soft hand and line up the shot. With expert precision, she launched a three-foot metal shaft directly through his one weak spot and deep into his armored head.
Eddy the Eye instantly began to disintegrate like he was being consumed from the inside by a glowing light, and Mark felt a large rush of essence pour into him from all over the room- but when he checked his reserves, he found that he was only a quarter full. He sighed. This was just a mini-boss within the Adventure Dome, after all.
Ahnix cleaned up the last of the weaker monsters in the warehouse and walked back over to Mark and Roo, panting- her small tongue pushing in and out through tiny fangs.
Ahnix’s exotic eyes locked on his forearm as she approached, and he had to look and see blood covering his hand like a red glove before Mark remembered that he was wounded.
“I'm fine,” he reassured the cat-girl. “Heal's on cooldown.”
“Great plan Mark and nice shot, Roo,” Vale said, weaving herself up to the group. “And I found his necklace on the floor.”
The giant naga grinned a bright smile as she held up a grape-sized crystal ball dangling from a silver chain.             
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“Good,” the mysterious man said, taking Eddy the Eye's necklace from Vale. “That psychic bastard sure didn't see that one coming. Follow me.”
Mark and his Enthralled followed the stranger in the trench coat around shipping containers, wooden crates, and warehouses until they came to a rusty door. The man looked both ways before taking out a key from his pocket and twisting it into the keyhole.
Once inside, he flipped a switch, and a bare bulb hanging from the ceiling buzzed to life. They piled into a small office with one desk, two chairs and a cork board with pictures of various individuals pinned onto it.
“The name's Adam Rockwell, Private Investigator, and this is my crime board,” the mysterious man said as he picked up a red wax pencil and crossed off one of the black-and-white pictures. “I am attempting to solve my client's murder.”
“I'm Mark, and this is Ahnix, Vale, and Roo. Good to meet you, Adam.”
“We help you solve your murder, and you give us directions?” Vale asked.
“That's the deal, little lady.”
Adam walked over to a photo of a smartly dressed blonde woman and tapped his pencil on her face.
“This was Miranda Rossi. When she came to my door, her eyes were a regular waterworks over the death of her fiancée.” Adam moved his arm up and tapped on a sharp-looking man who had a 'born rich' air about him.
“This is Alexander Wolfe, Miranda’s fiancé. She paid me five hundred big ones to hunt down his killer. A day later, she winds up dead in an alley- stabbed once in the heart. I was the last person who saw her alive, so the boys in blue finger me as the main suspect.”
Adam pulled out his cigarettes and matchbook again. He struck the match, puffed until the cherry began to glow and then shook out the match, smoke curling around the brim of his angular hat. There was nowhere for the smoke to go in the enclosed space, and Mark felt Ahnix become annoyed from the cloud of acrid ash particles hitting her sensitive nose.
“I ain't her killer. But I will damn sure find the one responsible- if you'll pardon my language.”
He tapped his pen on the photograph he had just crossed off. The image was of a man with a ridiculously long mustache and dressed in a flamboyant costume. 
“Eddy the Eye wasn't a real suspect in this case, but half of these men deserve to be dead for their own reasons. Noir City is better off without Eddy and his men.”
Mark exchanged looks with his girls. They were all thinking the same thing- the bone-armored creature they fought was nothing like this stereotypical fortune teller in the photo.
 “Okay, now what?” Mark asked, getting the feeling that another quest was coming up.
“Now that I know you kids can handle yourself in a real fight, you are going to help me run some errands.”
“Errands?” Roo asked.
“The deli, first.”
Mark sighed. “An escort quest.”
Adam Rockwell continued. “Yeah. You and these lovely ladies'll escort me while I work some leads. No one gets dumped in an alley in this city without involving Brass Tony. I've been sticking my nose in his operation, and he ain't too fond of my efforts. Between him and the cops, this city is gunning for yours truly. First stop is Chuck's Deli. Maybe get a pastrami? Let’s go.”
They followed him out of the rusty door, back through the dockyard and to the city. The weak yellow sun had risen as Mark and his girls returned from the amusement park, giving him the sense that time was presented differently within the Adventure Dome.
By the time they were back between the tallest chalk-drawn skyscrapers, the sun had moved above the dirty blanket of low-hanging clouds. They rounded a corner and faced a group of four bone-shooting zombies standing in the street, and they all fired on their escort quest NPC at the same time.
Vale activated Perfect Cover and instantly appeared in front of Adam, taking the hits while Roo shot one monster with a needle and Mark launched a glowing orb from his crossbow, vaporizing two others. After the explosion cleared, Ahnix teleported behind the last one, quickly cutting it to pieces with her claws and Retracting back next to Mark. The fight was over in an instant.
Adam put his unfired gun back into his side holster and whistled.
“Looks like I backed the right horse with you kids.”
After a few more blocks, they stood in front of what was clearly a deli with long cheeses and sausages hanging in the window, but the name and address were only smears of chalk on blackboard walls.
“Chuck and I go way back,” Adam said, looking up at the illegible letters above the entrance. He pulled open the glass door, triggering a small bell to ring.
Inside the air-conditioned deli were an array of meats and cheeses, a plethora of potato and macaroni salads under a glass counter, and a giant jar of foot-long deep green pickles. Otherwise, the store was empty.
Adam walked right up to the counter and began having a one-sided conversation.
“Good to see you too, Chuck. Listen, I'm here on business- No thanks, maybe my associates would like one?”
He turned around to look at Mark and his girls, expectantly. When no one spoke, he returned his attention to the counter.
“Nah, we're all good. Tell me something- you missing a paring knife by chance?”
There was a longer pause this time, and Mark was getting mixed emotions from his Enthralled as they watched this broken AI run through its pre-destined existence.
Adam continued. “I see. Maybe your son, Danny, saw something.”
Another long pause and the dull anger radiating out of Ahnix caught Mark's attention. While her focus was on the NPC, he laced his fingers through hers as she had done many times for him in the past when his mind had gone somewhere unpleasant.
She turned to look at him, her dark, exotic eyes softening as he sent her thoughts of calm. Her dancing tail slowed to a few hops before she let out a long breath. Mark could tell the scripted life of this barely intelligent entity was really bothering her.
“Let's go,” Adam said, pushing past them and out into the street. Mark and his girls followed the PI as he strode down the sidewalk with purpose.
“What now?” Mark asked, keeping up with him.
“Bald Ron the Barber. Chuck's kid has been hanging around the place, and Bald Ron is known to have ties with Tony. Lots of unsavories, maybe a few answers.”
They walked for four blocks and then stopped in front of a store with a red, white and blue striped barber pole. As soon as Adam pulled the door open, an inside-out creature burst through the opening, its gore dripping everywhere. The disgusting thing grabbed Adam's arm and opened its jaw with a silent, single-minded determination to eat his stubble-covered flesh.
Ahnix reacted the quickest, teleporting inside the store behind it and shredding its squishy exposed organs with her claws. When its health depleted, the creature and all of its blood evaporated into the air with an updraft of golden shimmer.
Adam straightened out his clothes and entered the otherwise empty store. Locating his target, he rushed to stand by one of the barber chairs and seemed to be grabbing an invisible person by the scruff of their collar.
“You don't want my new friends here to make a mess of your shop now, do you?” Adam threatened thin air. “Tell me who Chuck's kid has been pal’n around with, and we can skip the real close shave.”
A silent moment later, he said, “Rabid Axle? Never heard of him, and what do you mean 'crisp clean money'?” He pantomimed tossing someone to the floor with disgust. “Fine, you keep your nose clean. You hear?”
P.I. Adam Rockwell straightened his hat before he turned and moved with long strides back out of the store.
“Let's move,” he said. “I need to make a withdrawal from the bank.”
Adam was practically running as they flew down the gritty street toward their next destination. Bone bullets zipped at them from alleys or behind parked cars as they advanced, but Roo or Ahnix were quick to spot them and eliminate the threats efficiently.
Other than the occasional gory zombie, the city was empty.
Their escort NPC slowed as he approached a corner and peeked his head out first instead of just dashing out into the street.
“Damn,” Adam said. “Cops crawling all over the place.” He pulled back with a grim look on his shadowed face. “I don't want to risk fighting the cops, but I need answers.”
Mark moved up to the blackboard wall to peek around the corner himself and saw an empty, chalk-drawn street.
“Okay, I think I got a plan, but it might take some work,” Adam began. “First, we sneak into the Bank Manager's house this evening and nick his key, then we-”
“I have a better plan to get us in,” Ahnix said, cutting him off and grabbing Adam's arm. She looked at Mark. “Hit me.”
Mark, Vale, and Roo knew what she meant, and they reached out to touch the black-and-gold cat-girl. Mark pumped her teleport with power and an instant later they were all standing inside the empty bank.
Adam pulled away and said, “What?” before he seemed to freeze impossibly still.
“Oh...” Roo said. “Did we break him?”
Mark was beginning to think she might be right when he jolted back to life.
“Good work. That'll keep them busy for a while. We have about five minutes before the fire truck gets here.”
Mark and his girls exchanged looks again as Adam Rockwell dashed off into one of the offices. By the time Mark entered the file room, the PI was already fingering through a drawer full of files.
Adam paused when he found the document he was looking for and pulled it halfway out of the filing cabinet. The man's eyes darted back and forth as he absorbed the contents of the file. His posture went slack, and it appeared that the investigator found something that troubled him.
“Did you get what you came for?” Mark asked.
“Rabid Axle is Alexander Wolfe. He's still alive, and the evidence points to him being the one who murdered my client... Miranda.”
Mark felt like the revelation was supposed to carry more weight, but he just assumed that they were missing a large part of the story.
“Um, then you can tell us where... Vale, what was the address?”
“1500 Main Street.”
Adam Rockwell let out a sad chuckle. “Figures, it's where I’m headed now. That's Brass Tony's nightclub. Alexander is in there somewhere, I feel it in my gut. He killed his fiancée, my client, for poking around his faked death... Let's just say I also have business at this location.”
He closed the drawer and headed out of the bank.
After a short run through the dirty streets of Noir City, they found themselves at the base of the largest building in the city. The jittery chalk outlines raced up blackboard walls until the towering structure became lost in the gray, low-hanging clouds.
“Look,” Adam began. “It'll get hairy in here. You sure-”
“Yes,” Ahnix said, interrupting him again.
“We are going to the thirteenth floor,” Vale said, pushing past him and putting her hand on the door. “You're welcome to follow us if you like.”
With that, she pulled her shield from her back and opened the door.
Adam nodded and straightened his hat, a crooked smile cracking his usually stoic features.
“Ladies first,” he said, extending his hand.
Vale, Roo, and Ahnix entered the dark and silent building, and Mark followed behind them.
The first thing they saw was a spacious reception area and coat-check booth. The walls were coated in black lacquer and silver lines accented everything. The place had a luxurious, timelessly classy feel. There were double doors with diamond windows straight ahead, and Vale moved to carefully peek through the one on the right.
“Sounds like the place is in full swing,” Adam shouted, like he was trying to be heard over music no one else could hear.
Mark could feel Vale grow tense from what she saw. The alarm in her mind faded, and eventually, she turned around.
“Well, there are a lot of monsters in there. But they are all motionless.”
“Motionless?” Adam yelled. “With all that arm flapping and rug-cutting going on in there, we can probably make it to the stairwell unnoticed.”
“Rug-cutting?” Roo asked, tilting her head.
“You know, the two-step.” She still looked confused, so he continued, “Quit pull'n my leg. A gal with long, beautiful gams like those must have seen the top side of a dance floor a time or two.”
The velvet girl looked over at Mark. “Actually...”
“Later, Roo,” Ahnix said, ending the line of conversation. “We're on a mission.”
“Only one way to go,” Vale said, pointing her weighty shotgun at the set of double doors. “Get behind me.”
Slowly, the giant naga covered in legendary black armor pushed open the swinging door with the muzzle of her weapon. Not getting a reaction, she moved fully into the room with everyone else following closely behind her.
It was like they stepped into a nightmare locked in a freeze-frame. The furniture and decorations were that of a swanky nightclub with a massive bar that ran the length of the building: hundreds of round tables, a main dance floor, and near the back, a stage with a lounge singer draped over a piano.
The only issue was that the hundred or so patrons and staff were all inside out, bloody, human organ monsters. Some were dancing, locked cheek-to-cheek, some were sitting and drinking, long stem martini glasses held between skeletal fingers, yet all were frozen in time.
Mark flinched when Adam Rockwell yelled out “The stairs are back there,” and they all turned to look at him pointing to the white door with flanking bone-armored guards.
Carefully, Vale led them through the mass of monsters towards the indicated target.
“If they all come alive, grab me,” Ahnix whispered as they moved slowly, and they all knew she was planning their escape. And she was right, if every gory creature in this room suddenly turned on them- Mark and his girls would probably be overrun in seconds.
Mark could feel the tension vibrating along their bond and tried to absorb their fears, keeping his own tucked away.
It took longer than he expected, but they made it across the room without touching a single one of the monsters. Vale eyed the two guards standing by the door before moving past them.
Like all the rest, they seemed to be humans with no skin or muscles, just bloody organs. These particular monsters had the tube-like stubby arms that Mark knew could shoot a stream of sharpened bone shards. Parts of their legs and shoulders were covered in a light bone armor and gave Mark the impression that they were on tougher side of enemies
found in Noir City.
Mark was staring at the one on the right when Vale reached out for the door's silver handle. The moment she made contact all hell broke loose. Every creature in the place lurched as if time had caught up with them. Every last one turned their bloody skeletal heads to face them.
“Move!” Vale yelled, slamming her shield into the guard on the left before pushing the door open.
Ahnix severed the head of the guard on the right as she passed through and everyone else moved in after her.
Adam pulled the door closed behind them, and Roo launched what looked like a thicker than normal needle into the door frame.
Mark had a flashback to when she pulled the same trick when they met for the first time, locking him in the center of the house dimension with her.
The door started to vibrate from the impacts on the other side, and Mark knew her brace wasn't going to hold forever.
Spinning, he noticed that they were in a large kitchen, metal pots and racks were everywhere with a long grill along the back wall. To his left were a broad set of stairs leading up to the next floor.
“There is a hotel above us,” Adam said, his gun drawn. “Brass Tony's personal office is somewhere in this building. My money's on the thirteenth floor.”
Vale nodded and quickly wove her body up the stairs, Mark and the rest following close behind her. As soon as she hit the landing and turned to go up the next flight, Mark felt the giant naga pulse a vibration of alarm along their bond. Shortly after, she fired her massive shotgun up the stairs, blowing the bloody creature coming at her to glowing dust.
“Keep moving,” she said, setting a quick pace as they raced up the switchback stairs. On the next floor, Mark saw a door with a single chalk smear that had probably been a '2'- indicating the floor level. He counted in his head as they continued upward.
A few more organ zombies came down the stairs to greet them, but Vale or Roo took them out with barely a pause.
“This one is twelve!” Mark called out, breathing heavily, as they made another turn to go up the final flight of stairs. He was right behind Vale as she slithered up to the landing halfway between floors twelve and thirteen, but what Mark saw as he looked up took his brain a moment to process.
The whole wall of the thirteenth floor was gone, and the stairs seemed to lead into a large room that was covered in a writhing mass of flesh, organs, and blood.
Moving slowly, Mark crawled up the stairs next to Vale as they tried to see exactly what it was they were up against. As he peeked over the last stair, he saw a flash of light near the back wall and witnessed a new, inside-out blood zombie created from nothing and lurch out into the gore-filled room. After his brain caught up with what was happening, he recognized the process as being similar to the crafter that Johnson had demonstrated in the cargo bay.
His thoughts were scattered when Vale appeared a few stairs up, in front of him, activating Perfect Cover to intercept a hail of bone bullets raining down on them.
Mark pressed his stomach on the sharply angled stairs to duck under Vale's shield and get a bead on the machine spawning more monsters. That thing had to go. He lined up his shot and squeezed the trigger, causing a magnificent explosion in the back of the room.
“Wolfe is mine!” Adam shouted as he sprinted up the stairs.
“Wait!” Vale commanded, but the mysterious man in the trench coat didn't stop and she followed him in.
With Vale's round bottom out of his way, Mark got a clear view of the room and watched as Adam Rockwell fired his gun at one of the walls. He hadn't really noticed at first, but there were partially formed people randomly wedged into the bloody flesh that coated the room. Roo followed Vale and launched a needle into one of the horrible faces buried in the walls.
Between Vale's shotgun, Roo's needles, Adam’s gunfire, and a blast from Mark's crossbow, they made quick work of the partially formed-creatures.
The last shot came from Adam's pistol and, the final silently screaming skeletal face disintegrated. A moment later the whole room was awash in golden particles as every bit of gore and blood vaporized into the air.
When Mark could see clearly again, the room was now a large executive office with a destroyed machine embedded in one of the walls. Its futuristic components looked way out of place in this old-time office, but the sparks and smoke pouring from the device led him to believe that he had smashed it real good.
“Too bad Brass Tony wasn't home,” Adam said. “We could have put an end to that scumbag once and for all.” He nodded to a spot on the floor by the far wall. “But at least Mad Dog Wolfe was put down in the end.”
“Case closed?” Mark asked.
Adam Rockwell put his gun back into his side holster and pulled out his matches and cigarettes again, lighting it with a smooth, practiced motion.
He waved out the match and tossed it on the floor, before pulling his gun out.
“For now... There's plenty of dirt in this city to clean up. Be good kids. Until next time.”
He pinched the brim of his hat once in parting before he jogged back down the stairs.
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As soon as the mysterious man left his sight, Mark felt a modest wave of essence wash over him for completing the main quest line for Noir City, his eyes fluttering as the rich, golden pleasure tickled his prostate.
Ahnix moved to the back wall and pressed a button Mark hadn’t seen, causing a whole section to slide up into the ceiling with a whoosh. Behind the door were the familiar metal tubes and wires of the space station.
“Is he going to be alright?” Roo asked, looking down the stairs after the private investigator.
“He'll be fine. He belongs here.” Ahnix said, her tail flipping behind her. “We don't.”
Roo nodded, and they all exited the Adventure Dome and passed back into the innards of the space station. There was only one way to go, and they all followed the cat-girl as she padded along the metal grating.
An automatic door slid up into the ceiling when they reached the end of the service corridor and came out into a basic-looking version of the smooth white halls, and Mark could tell this was more for employees than it was for guests.
Doors and hallways stretched out on either side with letters and numbers.
Vale wove her body down the hall, reading markings. “Everything is labeled so orderly in this place,” she said.
“There is a logic to it,” Ahnix said, walking alongside her friend. “It's similar with computer files. Everything is easy to find if it’s numbered like this.”
Vale said nothing, but Mark could tell that she preferred her sprawling castle home with its wide arches and fantastical architecture.
“Here,” she said finally, pointing to a door labeled 'F78'.
Ahnix stepped up, pulling the ID badge from her leather top and held it against the door. The white section of wall slid sideways with a pressurized hiss, and they entered Johnson's very messy private quarters.
“It stinks in here,” Roo said, her puffy lips turning into a frown.
“How is that possible in such a sterile place?” Vale asked from the doorway. She was too big to fit in the small room that was basically a bed, a computer terminal and a stack of storage drawers.
Mark frowned as his eyes passed over hundreds of half-consumed containers of green liquid.
“This is it,” Ahnix said as she pulled out a flimsy pile of circuit boards and wires from one of the drawers.
“Incoming,” said Vale calmly, before moving away from the door. Mark heard the concussion and sizzle of Vale's Judge 559 before the giant naga reappeared in the doorway.
“Bot,” was all she said. Mark smiled at her. They were getting used to the enemies in this place.
“We have what we came for. Let's go home Roo.”
The velvet girl went back out into the hallway to summon the door, and a moment later they were all back in Roo's home dimension.
As soon as Mark saw the giant bed, an uncontrollable yawn caused his jaw to almost unhinge. He realized he had no idea how long it had been since he last slept.
“Mmm yeah.” Roo agreed, holding her soft hand over her own dainty yawn. “All I want is a stiff cock in me and then some rest.”
Ahnix snorted behind them. Mark turned to look and saw that his exotic, dark-haired cat-girl was actually smiling again, her small mouth curved up a bit at the ends.
She held up the hacking kit and said, “Let's go deliver this, and get more essence before we get at that cock.”
“Yes,” Vale said, overly serious. “We've been gone longer than they expected. We check in, then get some of master's cock in us.”
Mark just shook his head, a cheesy grin plastered on his face. He couldn't argue with anything they said.
Roo shrugged and held out her hand to summon the door, then paused.
“Hey,” she said with mild shock in her voice. “I can target the entrance to Adventure Dome three now.”
“Looks like we'll be adding door nodes as we go,” Mark said. “Might be useful later.”
Roo nodded and summoned the door back to Cargo Bay Gamma 7. They were greeted with concern as soon they stepped through.
“Where have you been?” Johnson demanded a little too forcefully.
“Getting this,” Ahnix said, handing over the tangle of technology. As soon as the object was delivered, Mark gasped as the aforementioned rush of essence entered his body.
Vale crossed her arms under her huge armored breasts.
“Noir City was a lot more violent than you said it would be.”
Mark shook off the lingering pleasure of getting his tank filled and then agreed.
“Yeah, the dome was infested with inside-out monsters that shot bone shards at us. Not to mention the kid's chalk drawings for buildings making it impossible to read any street signs or addresses.”
Johnson's thick black eyebrows crashed down so far that they passed the rims of his glasses.
“What the hell are you talking about? Chalk drawings? Monsters?”
“Lots of blood, right?” Willard asked from behind Mark.
“Yup.”
“Told you,” Willard said, then turned to Johnson and pointing to the hacking kit. “Can we have meatloaf now?”
“Willard-” Johnson began, upset. Then took a breath. “Yes, Willard. I need some time with this. And if what you people told me is true, this crazy virus or whatever it is- it's somehow getting into the Character templates.”
“I thought those were hard-coded,” Betty said.
When Johnson didn't have an answer, Willard filled the silence for him.
“It's alive.”
After a short stretch of ominous silence, Ahnix unclipped Johnson's badge from her leather top and handed it back to him.
“You keep it,” he said, his neck turning red.
“Won't need it,” the cat-girl answered coyly. “Not when you copy your kit for me.”
He just nodded and took back his badge.
“Okay,” Vale began. “We haven't slept in what feels like days. We're headed to our home for a while, but we'll be back.” She turned to Johnson. “From what I understand, you have some work ahead of you anyway, yes?”
His eyes shifted to Ahnix for a moment, and Mark felt another twinge of jealousy from the lanky kid before he nodded to Vale.
“Get the crafter working, copy my legendary custom kit, work on the Coms. Yeah, I'm a busy man.”
“We appreciate your hard work, Mr. Johnson,” Roo said with a cheery smile, then held out her hand to the floor, summoning her door. She was ready to get home.
They all were.
When Mark closed the door behind him and looked around at his weary girls, he felt that something had been missing for a long time.
“Roo? Can you make a table and three chairs for us? Sorry to make you work, but I don't think magic beans are going to cut it tonight.”
A small smile appeared on her lips. “Sure.”
“Thanks,” Mark said. “Be right back.”
As he entered the dark pantry where they kept their meager surplus of food, he expected a horse to come crashing at him and ruin another meal.
 None did, though. Mark came back out with a pile of miniature smoked hams, three giant green olives, a huge loaf of bread, two bottles of wine, and an empty wooden bowl.
Some of it was from Sizor's Pit, some of it was from Vale's mother- all of it looked delicious. When he saw Ahnix, Vale, and Roo situated around the table he had to grin.
Mark put the food down right in the middle and the bowl in front of Roo with a satisfying wood-on-wood hollow clatter.
She looked up at him, her eyes blinking in confusion.
“Mark’s Air Mélange Soup, the finest soup in all the land,” Mark said, passing his hand over the bowl like he had just performed the most stupendous magic trick.
The velvet-girl looked up at him, her black eyes twinkling. “My favorite!”
It was quiet for a little while as they each munched and drank, lost in their own thoughts while their mouths were filled with food (or air). It seemed like a long time since Mark had real food.
The trundling wooden cart that was his thought process hit a rock when he realized that what he was eating wasn't real food. His actual body was just lying in a machine that seemed infinitely far away.
Mark looked down at his giant green olive the size of an apple and took another bite of the salty, fleshy delicacy. He had been in here so long his original reality had receded to a distant memory. He wondered what would be considered his true, subjective reality if he spent more time living in here, forming memories, than he had out in the real world. If over fifty percent of his total life was spent in a virtual world, wouldn't this be his primary state of existence?
Mark upended the bottle of red wine, his eyes flicking up, and seeing Ahnix seated across from him. She was staring into the table, slowly chewing a mouthful of ham. He could sense that she was deep in thought about her own place in the universe and realized that these beautiful ladies had been carried along with him- out of their previous reality and into a strange, new existence.
They were truly in this together. 
Mark swallowed and put the bottle down.
“I am so very grateful to have you all with me,” he said, overcome with the closeness of their bond and friendship. Their eyes snapped up to his, and Mark continued. “I mean, the sex is really good, but... Vale, without your beautiful mind- we'd be lost. Ahnix, I feel truly fearless by your side. And Roo, you are my bright light in the darkness.”
As he said the words, he pulsed reflections of his pure, warm emotions along their interconnected bond.
“I am in awe of you girls every day.”
Mark could feel their emotions flare up and their affection for him intensify. They looked at each other, wordlessly communicating.
Vale spoke first. “We feel all those things from you, Mark.”
“You encourage us to show the world what we are capable of,” Ahnix said, repeating one of his first promises to her.
Roo stood up abruptly, pushing the chair away from the table.
“And the sex is really good,” she said as she slowly sunk to her knees.
Mark leaned sideways and caught a glimpse of her crawling under the table, and within seconds, he could feel her soft fingers work into the waistband of his pants.
He shifted in his chair as she pulled off his pants, looking at Vale and Ahnix with raised eyebrows. Warm, seductive smiles grew on their face while Roo rubbed her soft lips all over his inner thighs and currently limp penis.
The velvet-girl slurped his stiffening cock into her relatively hot mouth, and he was forced to take a sharp breath. While Roo bobbed her head slowly up and down on his dick, under the table, Ahnix and Vale got undressed. He watched as Ahnix turned away from him and slid her leather shorts down, bending over deeply and exposing her thickly muscled ass to Mark.
One of Vale's giant nipples pressed into the side of his head, and he turned to rub his face all over her sensitive black flesh. A moment later, Ahnix leaned her warm, tight, furry body across his other side, and began to work on Vale's other nipple.
Both Ahnix and Mark licked every inch of Vale's nipples, while Roo took in every inch of his dick into her soft, hot mouth. He could feel her straight, lilac hair and smooth mask graze against his legs as she buried her beautiful face into his crotch.
Surrounded in many ways by his amazing and talented girls, he was brought to the height of ecstasy and ejaculated sperm and essence deep into Roo, under the table, and she consumed it all.
After Roo crawled out, they all helped Mark undress and relocated onto the bed.
Mark and his Enthralled spent a long time rolling around on the bed, just pleasing each other and sleepily forcing orgasm after orgasm on each other.
Roo and Vale were currently passed out next to Mark as his thickly muscled cat-girl lazily rocked her hips back and forth while straddling his dick.
Mark looked up into her closed, black-furred eyelids as their hot and nigh-overstimulated sex organs slowly rubbed together. They had reached that point of sexual saturation where they probably weren't going to cum again, but they didn't want to stop either. Being inside her furry body felt so good, and his stiff, smooth cock felt so good filling her up. Their bond allowed them to experience both sides at once, and the endless, rolling pleasure was melting Mark's mind.
Exhaustion finally won out, and Ahnix lifted her hips up and pushed herself down between Mark's legs without opening her eyes. The triangle-eared cat-girl rested her head on one of his thighs and slowly lapped her pussy juice off his penis while purring softly.
He could tell she was half asleep already by the absentminded way her warm, soft tongue would sometimes pause, pressed flat against his dick, then start licking again.
Ahnix passed out right before Mark, her furry nose nuzzled into his crotch.
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Fully rested and ready to face the haunted space station again, they exited the black, wooden door and stepped out into Cargo Bay Gamma 7.
“Welcome back,” Betty said greeting them with her warm, wrinkled face.
Johnson stood from his console, and Willard waved from a pile of white pillows stacked in one of the corners.
 Mark pointed to the pillow nest. “Got the crafter working I see.”
“Yes, I did,” Johnson said, holding up a tangle of wires and circuit boards.
Mark saw Ahnix's black tail hop once as she stepped forward.
“Is that my hacker tool?” she asked.
“Sure is. You did unlock Tool Assisted, right?”
Ahnix walked up and took the confusing-looking device with a small smile.
“Tool Assisted Two, actually. And thank you, Johnson. I really appreciate this.”
“Two, already? Wow! I'm still trying to access the Coms. You should personalize that as soon as possible and then maybe you can help me.”
“I'll do what I can- but first…” She turned to face Mark. “I’ll need an ample enhancement, Lover.” She didn't wait for a response before she turned and padded towards the crafter on her tiny feet, her leather-clad furry ass sashaying as she moved.
He followed Ahnix to the wall with the empty space that constructed objects out of thin air where she flipped open a panel and started to furiously type commands into a keypad.
“I'm still amazed every time I see you interface with technology beyond my understanding.”
“Me too,” she said as she worked. “My mind is filled with such strange new concepts, but everything makes a logical sense.” She tapped a larger, green, flashing button and the machine began to glow.
When the process was over, a long leather glove with the fingers cut off was left in the chamber. Ahnix then lifted her new hacking kit, which to Mark looked like a pile of random computer guts. She was intently focused on a tiny keypad and screen among the clutter in her hands when her dark eyebrows crept downward on her furry forehead, and he could tell she was disappointed by what she saw. Ahnix looked over her shoulder at Johnson who was currently on his back, on the floor, working on the terminal in the cargo bay.
“Something wrong?” Mark asked.
Her large, exotic eyes turned to his, and she leaned closer.
“He said his kit was Legendary. It's not even Epic...” she whispered.
“Heh, I don't know if he was being literal when he said that.”
Her small mouth made a cute little grimace, then she leaned back and continued in her normal voice.
“I'm about to personalize my kit, Mark. I can only do this once per item, so I only get one shot. Ready to hit me?”
As his amazing cat-girl focused on the task ahead of her, he caught snatches from her mind and started to get an idea of how involved this process was.
“All at once, or long and slow?” he asked.
“Hmm, good question.” She seemed to lose focus for a moment as she read over her skills again.
Ahnix’s large, black pupils centered on Mark again as she reached out and placed her free hand on his chest. He was always surprised by how warm she was.
“Hit me long and slow, as hard as you can. I'll need about ten minutes with no interruptions.”
Mark placed his hand over hers, pressing it against his beating heart and nodded.
“You ready?”
She nodded, pulled her hand away and faced the crafting station.
Mark closed his eyes and searched the space in front of him for Ahnix's mind, finding it easily. Their bond was a powerful tether that shone like a river of molten sunlight. The current alternated its flow constantly as they shared their thoughts and emotions.
Mark followed the glowing river until he reached the collection of abilities that formed Ahnix's new path and found them solidly anchored into her sense of self.
He knew she was learning about computers to learn about herself already, but he saw how profoundly determined she was to follow this path until she mastered her own existence. Helping his girls fulfill their potential had become one of the most important aspects of his existence, and it gave Mark infinite pleasure to see them grow more powerful. Opening his now glowing eyes and focusing on his legendary cat-girl, Mark merged his being with hers, flooding her with power.
Ahnix sucked in a quick breath of pleasure, then moaned as the flood of energy triggered a single orgasm. With intense concentration, Mark pried a channel off the vibrant torrent, twisting it back into his own mind. The power he was touching sent off white-hot flashes of raw potential that felt like holding onto a sparkler for too long.
The feedback loop was created, the universe became a bit brighter, and Ahnix got to work.
Mark couldn't really pay attention to what she was doing or what was happening around him, as most of his focus was on trying to maintain a smoothly-controlled flow of power, both into Ahnix and back into his own swirling pool.
The paradox of using an ability to enhance itself was a slippery concept to hold in his mind to begin with, but the level of intensity he was currently managing was like nothing he had ever attempted before.
He was vaguely aware that Betty, Willard, Roo, and Vale eventually came to stare. Since he was linked to Ahnix, he could also see a shadow of what she was doing.
Inspired by her enhancement, the cat-girl typed command after command into the crafter console. He could tell she was making modifications she would never have thought about before and could feel her excitement spike as she continued.
At the last moment, she tossed the hacking kit that Johnson had given her into the crafter, and slammed the green button, letting out a long breath.
Mark's power ran out a moment later, and he slumped a little, holding his hand out to the wall for support.
“Now that was a powerful enhancement,” Ahnix said, her attention locked on the glowing particles swirling around in the crafter's chamber.
“Your eyes,” Betty began. “That white fire. I've never seen anything like it.”
“He's the most powerful Lover I know,” Roo said, a wide grin on her puffy lips.
Mark shot her a sidelong half-smile.
The crafting process seemed a lot longer than it had been for previous demonstrations, but the tinkling sound and swirling motes of light stopped, and a new, tech-infused leather bracer was resting in the chamber.
Ahnix pulled it out and scanned its properties, her tail hopping a little as she examined its stats.
“What's it do?” Mark asked.
Ahnix slid the piece of armor over her furry left hand, pulling until the glove fit tight. She turned her eyes on Mark as she flexed her fingers.
“Advanced, long-range hacking, and... this.”
As she finished her sentence, she pointed her tool-assisted fist at one of the storage crates and tapped a button with her right hand. A ball of tangled orange electricity shot out, enveloping the white cube in spidery energy before dissipating.
“What was that!” Johnson said, staring at Ahnix from the floor, near his interface console.
“Electromagnetic Scramble Pulse,” the cat-girl said calmly, lowering her arm.
Johnson stood and closed the distance to Ahnix with three long strides. He tilted his head, examining his old hacking kit that Ahnix had upgraded and personalized.
“You incorporated a nanite cloud... and energy collection from surrounding... how did you know any of this would work?”
Ahnix blinked her eyes slowly as she turned to face Mark again.
“Roo was right. Mark is the most powerful Lover we know. My whole Path was lit like the surface of the sun for ten minutes.”
Mark felt Johnson's jealousy spike and wondered if this kid was going to cause a problem later. Thanks to the massive amount of essence from restoring the Crystal Heart, the exotic and attractive cat-girl went from computer clueless to advanced hacker right before his eyes.
The young man in glasses crossed his arms. “Alright then. Think you could come figure out why that tertiary shunt exhibits data back-flow fragmentation when testing for packet parity?”
Ahnix shrugged. “Maybe.”
Mark watched Ahnix pad over to the terminal with Johnson.
“You know...” Betty said, pulling his attention to see her contemplating the shield on Vale's back. “I can probably modify this old iron shield.”
Vale arched one perfect white eyebrow and looked over her shoulder.
“Modify?”
“Yeah. That display of power was inspirational, and I see you have scratches, dents, and even a patch here. I'd wager this slab of metal, while pretty, doesn't do much against energy blasts.”
“What did you have in mind?”
Mark could feel Vale teetering on the edge between worry and excitement.
“I could whip up a batch of my exo-rubber polymer, give it a nice energy-resistant coat. Mmmhmm. Maybe a liquid-diamond sealant.”
“Sounds neat,” Roo said.
Vale, still apprehensive, said nothing.
“Relax, I'm an expert Junker! Just give me some time with that hacked crafter, and I'll start cooking.”
Vale nodded slowly. “If you think it will help.”
“Got it,” Ahnix said from over by the console. As soon as she spoke, the ground shook under Mark's feet and what sounded like a distant explosion echoed through the hull.
“Oh, it's angry!” Willard said, clinging to a pillow, his eyes wide as saucers.
“What happened?” Mark asked, running over to stand by Ahnix and Johnson.
The lanky kid typed some commands into the keypad and shook his head.
“What we were doing to this access point shouldn't have had this effect.” He spun to face Mark. “A large portion of the lower decks just vented atmosphere all at once. The dramatic loss of pressurization caused implosions- major structural damage. Emergency bulkheads and forcefields have been erected.”
“Will that h-happen here?” Willard stammered, looking around at the walls of the cargo bay. 
“It shouldn't have happened there.”
Everyone was quiet, listening for any other explosions or creaking in the walls. When Johnson started typing into the keypad, the plastic clatter seemed deafening compared to the surrounding silence.
The curly-haired kid pressed his fingers to his forehead and said, “What the hell is this?”
“What's wrong?” Betty said, bracing herself for an impending implosion.
Ahnix answered for him, looking down at the monochrome console displaying quickly streaming code.
“The progress we made linking this terminal to primary systems has been randomized. This is not normal.”
Johnson slammed his fist on the keypad, and the display flashed red before pausing.
“We're going to die here,” he whispered.
“Bullshit,” Mark said. “There has to be some kind of workaround, some next step.”
Johnson looked at Mark and slumped back in his chair.
“I'd love to hear how. It's like the main database is constantly being rewritten. Any change I make just gets corrupted again.”
Mark smiled. He and his Enthralled had experience cleaning up corruption. Mark sent out an encouraging pulse to his girls, prompting them for ideas.
“What if you protected your changes with a shield?” Vale offered.
“We tried that,” Ahnix said. “Isolation code also gets overwritten.”
“Can we touch the corruption? Maybe fight it?” Roo asked.
Johnson let out a sharp, forced laugh. “Touch it? No.”
 Ahnix's tail started to hop behind her. She didn't like how this whiny kid was talking to her friend.
“Wait.” Johnson sat bolt upright. “We could isolate it, and even touch it if we downloaded primary access nodes into a standalone system. We would need something huge though...”
“Hey,” Betty said. “Could you cram your code into a Character Brain? These fine folks could probably salvage a blank one from Noir City.”
“Yes! Beautiful Betty!” Johnson said. “We could download the system intelligence into an un-stamped brain. We could use a pure copy of ERICA to help bridge the gaps much faster, possibly accessing the Coms with hardware calls before being overwritten.”
“No good,” Ahnix said, crossing her arms.
“Why?” Johnson snapped his head around to look up at her, his glasses almost flying off his head.
“We blew the Character spawn station to pieces.”
“Seriously?”
“There are other domes, right?” Mark asked.
Johnson started to type commands into the console again.
“Damage report says only two other domes are functioning. Skullcrack Cove and Gluttony Gulch.”
“Not the gulch, please,” Willard said from across the room. “You will all be devoured.”
Mark turned back to Johnson. “Right. Show us how to get to Skullcrack Cove.”
“No need,” Ahnix said, tapping a few buttons on the new hacking tool affixed to her arm. “I've just downloaded the Station Map. Here-”
She tapped another button, and a spherical, three-dimensional, holographic display shimmered to life in front of her.
Johnson's jaw hit the floor. “Holo-emitters? How did you get them to fit?”
“Mark hit the Miniaturization skill pretty hard.” The cat-girl smiled, reaching her free hand down to ruffle the curly, black hair on his head. “I'm really glad you told me to put points into everything on the Hacker path. It's worked out on many levels.”
The scrawny kid blushed and swallowed hard.
“Great,” Mark said, moving things along. “Ahnix, you know how to harvest one of these Character Brains?”
She nodded. “If you don't blow them up first.”
“Let's hope there aren't disgusting enemies pouring out this time,” Vale added.
Ahnix's small mouth curled into a half smile.
“I should be able to disable the spawn protocols with this,” she said, taping her new hacker armor.
“Awesome. Then we're off to Skullcrack Cove to hunt blank robot brains. Anything we should know about this Adventure Dome?”
“Watch for pirates,” Willard said from his pillow nest. The bald man looked like a round, orange buzzard keeping its eggs warm.
Betty snorted. “You all said you ran into bloody corpses in the Noir City dome. Who knows what nonsense you'll find. I'll work on that shield upgrade, sweetie.” 
“Thanks, Betty,” Vale said as she slid closer to the glowing map. “These balls- these are the domes?”
“Yes,” Ahnix said and tapped a few keys on her arm again. One of the spheres started to flash lightly. “This is our destination.”
Vale squinted as her violet eyes darted around the map, then reached a finger out to the glowing display.
“Let's take this tube here and avoid some of the larger hallways. Those wheeled creatures can't maneuver on the ladders.”
Johnson pushed his glasses up his nose. “There's a pirate lord called Captain Blackheart. The brain reservoir is in the back of the boss chamber.”
“Of course it is,” Mark said.
Johnson shrugged and said, “Betty's right, though. All the NPCs could be idle, active or worse.”
“Whatever it is- we'll handle it, together,” Mark said, looking around at his Enthralled.
Ahnix tapped a button, and the map collapsed into her wrist. Then the cat-girl held out her furry arms.
“To me.”
Mark and his girls all moved in close to Ahnix for the teleport out into the station.
“We'll be back soon,” Mark said before they all whooshed into the hallway outside the cargo bay.
Mark, Ahnix, and Roo followed Vale to the closest access tube. They were headed down instead of up this time, and he was slightly surprised when the giant naga dove in head first. He looked over the edge and watched her long, snake body spiral downward with perfect control. Her tight, flawless movements against the metal shaft were quite something to behold. Mark held up the rear while Ahnix and Roo climbed down after Vale.
With her new hacker armor, Ahnix was able to quickly open locked doors and access panels from a distance, and they were practically flying towards their destination, but it was a lot of climbing and crawling.
“Tell me about this Character Brain we're after, Ahnix,” Mark said, bored as they crawled through the bowels of the Eros Pleasure station.
“They are complex storage devices that hold the behavioral patterns and dialogue scripts for NPCs spawned in the adventure domes.”
“And we need a blank one?” Mark asked.
“Yes. They are stamped with pre-coded templates then absorbed by a nano-swarm shell during spawn.”
“I was okay with machine brains, then you lost me,” Vale said from farther up.
Mark chuckled. “She lost me too.”
He saw Ahnix's black tail bounce off the tube as it jumped around.
“Look, we just need to take one before it's used to spawn a new NPC. Apparently, there is a foolproof restriction on duplication and a limited supply. It has to do with something called corporate intellectual rights. And that's where I get lost.”
Mark knew this one.
“It means the process is a trade secret. Someone owns the knowledge behind making the NPC brains.”
They crawled along in silence for a while then Vale stopped and looked over her shoulder.
“How can someone claim ownership of knowledge? I get that knowledge is power... but it just seems wrong somehow.”
“Maybe they paid a price for that knowledge,” Roo said holding out her hand, summoning a small flame that spilled steady light around the maintenance shaft.
Vale sighed and started moving forward again. “And imagine if someone owned the rights to start a fire? Whatever the reason, it means we need to get one before we kill everything this time, right?”
“Yes,” Ahnix said.
Another vertical shaft and short time later they found themselves outside the entrance to the adventure dome labeled 'Skullcrack Cove'.
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After passing through the entrance and pirate wardrobe store, they ducked under a black curtain that led to a torch-lit stone cave. Vale took the lead as they moved through the mossy rocks, and Mark smelled a clean, sea-scented wind blowing toward them from ahead.
He only took a handful of paces along the rough cave floor before Ahnix pulsed out an alarm through their bond and held her hand up for them to stop.
 Mark tried to listen and thought he heard snatches of music on the warm, damp breeze blowing past his face- or maybe Ahnix was mentally piping it into his senses.
The cat-girl held her hand up, palm out, telling them to wait while she checked it out, and faded from sight as she spun away from them. Even though she was invisible, Mark still knew exactly where she was as if his mind filled in a glowing outline of his treasured desert queen.
He was struck with a thought from her, the force jarring his mind. She vehemently reminded him she was not really a queen. Mark furrowed his eyebrows.
“No,” he thought back at Ahnix, and forcefully sent the concept of her forever being his queen, and that she would have to deal with it.
He could sense her pause as she padded silently towards the music drifting to them from around the bend in the cave, but continued after she gathered her composure again. Ahnix sent him a quickly fading image of her kissing him on the cheek and then focused on the task at hand.
A minute later, she canceled the cloak and stood before Mark again.
“It's a skeleton with a yellow toy bird on its shoulder playing some type of small metal instrument within its bone fingers.”
“Harmonica,” Mark said. Now that he had a faint image of her reconnaissance in his mind, he could identify the sound.
“Skeleton?” Vale asked. “Is it armed?”
“I didn't see any weapons.”
Vale frowned. “I'll take the lead. Be ready for anything.”
They followed the heavily armored giant naga through the cave, and Mark could start to see daylight spilling onto the rough, rock walls.
The temperature grew to sweltering as he stepped out of the cave and into the sunlight. After his eyes adjusted, Mark saw the back of a skeleton wearing tattered clothes and a red bandanna. He played a jaunty tune on a harmonica while a bright yellow rubber ducky sat on his shoulder.
That was odd in itself, but the view beyond him was breathtaking. They were high up, near a cliff, and azure-blue waters stretched out in all directions dotted with mountainous islands covered in jungle. Low-hanging, fluffy, white clouds cast moving shadows over parts of the stunning vista. All around him were the brilliant greens of tropical plants and trees, with a layer of sand over the occasional rocky outcropping.
“That's a lot of water,” Roo whispered, a little apprehensively.
The skeleton stopped playing and turned his skull face towards them.
“Ho! Some new land-lovers come to claim Captain Blackheart’s treasure?” The man's skeletal jaw moved like normal when he talked and was only a little unsettling. He turned his skull to face the toy bird attached to his shoulder. “What do you think, Rodger? Think this crew's got what it takes to sail the high seas?”
The rubber toy bobbed up and down, in midair, as if an unseen ghost were animating it.
“Caw! Shipwrecked! Shipwrecked!”
“Aye, good bird. Here.” The skeleton pirate reached into his pocket, pulled out a small fish, and tossed it up to the rubber duck on his shoulder. The toy duck opened its beak and caught the fish, slurping it up.
“Rodger's got a good eye for disaster. Best head back to your comfy beds- nothing but danger and ruination on these reefs.”
“Yeah...” Mark said, his eyes locked on the bizarre bird on the skeleton's shoulders. He cleared his throat and shook off his confusion- it was time to play another game.
“We're here to sink Blackheart and claim his pirate booty- and we aren't leaving till it's ours.”
His girls looked at him, and he could feel a mix of confusion, support and a small amount of unquenchable desire.
“Well, now,” the skeletal pirate said, putting a bony hand on his knee. Mark could almost see the man's nonexistent eyebrows arching upwards. “You hear that, Rodger? These lubbers might have some fire after all.”
“Ruination! Ruination!” the rubber toy called back.
The man's empty eye sockets turned to face Mark, and a chill ran up his spine.
“It's your course to sail, lad. If it's Blackheart you're after, you'll need to get to Silvermist Isle where he and his men are holed up. And fer that, you'll need a ship and a captain crazy enough to brave the voyage.”
The skeletal pirate looked around at the group standing in front of him and nodded.
“Tell ya what. Get yourselves to Candlewick, down the path, and find an old sea dog named Helgin. Last I saw, he was lost in his cups at the Slog and Grog. Tell 'em ol' Butch sent ya.”
“Butch sent ya! Rodger! Rodger!” the toy bird echoed in an annoyingly loud parrot voice.
The skeleton named Butch turned his skull to face the bird again.
“Fine. Tell ‘em Butch and Rodger sent ya.”
 “Much obliged,” Mark said, and started to move toward the gravel path that led away from the cliffside campsite.
His Enthralled followed behind as Mark crunched his boots along the uneven ground, and he heard Butch start up his jovial harmonica playing again.
“I think he was supposed to have skin,” Vale said when they traveled a bit into the dense jungle.
“I thought the bird was cute,” Roo said, skipping along the path. She moved up next to Mark and checked his hip with hers. “And what was that about pirate butts?”
“Booty- it means treasure,” Mark said, his face catching her infectious smile. “And that bird was weird. It looks like a child's toy. I don't think that was supposed to look that way either.”
He felt a tingling of warm contentment coming from Ahnix and looked over to see her eyes closed as her fur drank in the hot sun. She sensed his attention, turned her head and opened her eyes lazily, the milky inner lids opening a moment behind.
He had seen her exotic face a hundred times before, but every now and then, the light would hit her in such a way that his whole mind would just stall, stunned by how beautiful she was. This was one of those times.
The walk down to sea level was a quiet and peaceful one. Mark followed Ahnix's lead and just breathed in their serene surroundings. Between the oppressive buildings of Noir City and claustrophobic space station, it felt good to be out basking in sunshine again.
After about a twenty-minute walk on a downward sloping path, they rounded a corner and came to a bustling town near the sea. And every person he saw was a skeleton.
Again, that would be strange enough as it was, but what really blew his mind were the animals. He saw a pair of smooth plastic horses drinking out of a water trough, a brown plastic dog moving towards them down the dusty dirt street, and a flock of white plastic birds circled around in the air without one flap from their wings. The most unsettling part about them was the stiff way they moved around. The horses would just tip over until their heads were in the water. The dog just slid along the ground, its legs unmoving. It was like the system forgot to animate them.
Mark wasn't afraid of dogs, but the rigid, plastic animal drawing near really made him feel uneasy.
Before the toy dog closed the distance, Roo appeared in front of Mark and squatted down.
“Come here, boy!” she called out, and the dog instantly veered into her open velvet arms. Mark could hear the dog make small whining and panting noises, but its smooth, painted-on face didn't move.
“What a good dog,” Roo said, patting its hollow plastic side. “What's your name, little guy?”
“This place is strange,” Vale said, sharing Mark's uneasiness with the way things were in here.
Roo stood up. “Oh, he's okay. Just made of different stuff, that's all.”
Mark realized she had a point. The plastic toy dog spotted a bright orange cat laying in the sun near the edge of town and slid after it. When the plastic toy cat noticed the dog, it too started to slide away at high speed, still laying down.
Mark shook his head and just decided to go with it.
“You're right, Roo. Everything seems to be nice enough so far. It's what's on the inside that counts, right? Let's find this Helgin guy and get some robo-brain treasure.”
The town was deceptively big, but Mark was glad it wasn't deserted like the last place, even if they were all skeletons. Even better, he could read all of the shop signs as they strolled through the streets.
They passed Pete's Pork Pies, Harrison's Haberdashery, and a brothel called Coconuts.
One skeletal woman, her blue bodice hanging off her rib bones, came up to Mark as they walked by and offered her services.
“Thank you, but I'll have to pass,” he said, trying to disengage from the pleasant-smelling skeleton.
“It's still early. I'll be around, sweet meat,” she said, her jawbone opening and closing as she turned away.
“Excuse me, can you tell us where the Slog and Grog is?” Vale asked before the bone lady walked two steps.
“You lot look like you belong in a finer establishment than that dirty cave. Follow me into Coconuts for a nice spiced rum. First one's on me, honey.”
“You're so pretty,” Roo said with a wide smile on her face. “But we have business to handle first. Perhaps after we can come and handle you?”
The skeletal sex worker gave Roo a little curtsy then pointed a bone finger down the street.
“Just find where the sand meets that big rock- you'll see what I mean.”
Mark looked and saw that she was pointing to the far end of town where a towering jungle-covered mountain jutted into the sky.
“Thanks a lot,” Mark said, flashing her a smile. 
“Mmm, thank me later.”
Mark and his girls reached the ocean and walked along the beach towards their destination. There were a few rickety piers that stretched out into the water, but they only had smaller rowboats tied off on them. Farther out, Mark saw a handful of massive wooden ships looming on the horizon at varying distances. He guessed they were too big to get this close or they'd run aground.
Movement from the corner of his eye drew his attention downward, and he saw a bright red, plastic crab with large, cartoonish eyes, sliding across the sand, its limbs motionless. Watching its frozen legs gouge small ruts in wet sand, Mark had the sensation again that it was being moved around by an unseen hand.
Before long, they came to the edge of town, and if they hadn't been told it was a cave, they might never have seen the place. A rotting piece of driftwood hung over a wooden door wedged into the rockface that read 'Slog and Grog'.
“Looks interesting,” Vale said.
“It looks dark,” Ahnix said, her tail flicking as she looked at the sealed cave. Mark could tell she preferred to be outside.
“Want to wait here?” Mark offered.
The cat-girl tilted her face up into the sun and took in a deep breath of fresh air.
“No,” she said, looking back at Mark. “Let's get to work.”
Ahnix padded forward on her small feet, and Mark moved up alongside her. Together, they entered the torch-lit darkness beyond the shoddy, wooden door.
Just as the bony lass at the brothel had said, it was truly a cave. The smell of body odor and urine immediately assaulted Mark’s nose as he looked around. At the back of the rough hole was a wooden bar with a few massive barrels lined up and a skeleton bartender leaning on the counter.
The bartender was quietly conversing with another pirate skeleton sitting at the bar, and they both looked up as Mark and Ahnix entered. The place was crammed, and there were only a few other patrons slumped around the wooden tables, their skeletal hands wrapped around metal mugs.
Mark and Ahnix moved in to make room for Vale and Roo, but the giant, heavily armored snake woman could barely fit without knocking into furniture.
“On second thought,” Ahnix said, her nostrils flaring with disgust. “I think I'll stay outside with Vale.” She sent him an image of her keeping her ears and eyes open for danger and that she would instantly be at his side if something went wrong.
He nodded and watched as the cat-girl and the giant naga returned to the beautiful beach outside the gloomy tavern.
Roo stepped up next to Mark and looped her soft arm around his.
“Looks like it's just you and me.”
Looking into her sparkling black eyes, he couldn't help but grin.
“Let's go see a man about a boat,” Mark said as he led her up to the bar.
The bone man behind the counter straightened as they approached.
“What'll it be, folks?”
“Hey there,” Mark began. “Information actually. Looking for a man named Helgin. Butch said he could be found here.”
“Butch and Rodger.” Roo amended.
The skeleton bartender nodded his skull toward something behind Mark.
“Captain's passed out over there. What you after, friend?”
“Seeking passage to Silvermist Isle.”
The other skeletal man sitting at the bar abruptly stood and tossed a coin onto the bar before turning to leave.
After he was gone, the bartender spoke again. “Careful what you say around Candlewick, or you're libel to get a dagger in your back. Best of luck to you though.” With that, he moved to the back of the bar where he stood over what looked like a copper still.
 Mark and Roo exchanged glances and then approached the man indicated by the bartender as Helgin. His head was resting on his arms, and even though he had no nose, a soft nasal snoring sound could be heard coming from the comatose man's skull.
“Helgin?” Mark said, trying to get his attention. When that didn't work, Mark pushed against the man's bony shoulder.
In a blur of motion, the skeletal captain grabbed Mark's hand and drew a dagger from his belt. Suddenly, Ahnix was standing by Mark, her claws poised in front of Helgin's empty eye sockets. 
A heartbeat later the door flew open and Vale came crashing in, her massive shotgun held out at arm’s length.
“Drop your weapon,” the cat-girl growled.
Captain Helgin let his dagger clatter to the floor then put his skeleton hands up into the air. Mark noticed that there was a crushed captain's hat on the table that Helgin had been using as a pillow.
“Oh, just end it already. Better than being stuck in this shithole.”
“Hey!” the bartender said from behind the counter.
“Look, we aren't here to kill you,” Mark said. “We are looking for passage to... somewhere. Butch sent me to find you.”
“To somewhere, you say? Sounds a lot like nowhere. And nowhere is exactly where I'm headed. So, either kill me or bugger off.”
“You are a Captain, aren't you?” Vale said, lowering her weapon.
“Ain't no Captain with no crew,” Helgin said, his jaw chattering. “One thing led to another, and now me mates be scattered to the wind.”
“Could we be your crew?” Roo asked, trying to be helpful.
He turned his skull towards the velvet-girl and inspected her from head to high-heeled toe.
“Pretty thing like you know how to rig a mizzen mast?”
“I guess not...” she responded, deflating a little.
“There's a quest here,” Ahnix said, losing patience and crossing her arms. “Just tell us what it is. How do we get you to sail us to Silvermist Isle?”
“Silvermist Isle? You got business with that bastard Blackheart?”
The beans had already been spilled, so Mark dumped out the whole can.
“Yeah, we're going to kill him and take his treasure. We'll split it with you, fifty-fifty. All you have to do is get us there.”
Captain Helgin rapped his fingerbones on the wooden table as he looked around at Mark and his girls, appraising them.
“That was quite the display earlier, and you might be able to go toe to toe with Blackheart- but I still need me crew.” He brought up a hand and stroked an invisible beard. “Tell ya what. I'll sit here and continue to drink my fill while you lot try and assemble my scattered crew. Like herding fucking cats.”
“Deal,” Mark said. “But you have to give us some clues- you know, like who, where, how many...”
“Fine. It all started when Porter found that damned treasure map. Instead of plundering the high seas, he's out by the dunes to the west, dig'n hole after bloody hole. Waste of time. The rest of me men grew tired of waiting and deserted me.
“Last saw Dan at the pet store, crying after his lost parrot. First mate Nate is at that Coconuts whorehouse, good luck with that mess. Caltrop is out fishing at Shadebottom Shelf to the north.
“Lastly, there's Kirk. And he's that asshole over there.” Captain Helgin pointed a bony finger at the bartender. “Get all five of me men to agree to come back and crew the Skipping Coin, and I'll ferry ya to Blackheart's doorstep.”
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“Keep calling me asshole and insulting my bar, Captain, and we'll see how libel I am to leave!”
Mark sighed. Five men and the first one was right here. He always felt better when they had a clear quest to follow. It meant they were making progress.
“Okay. I'm Mark, and this is Ahnix, Roo, and Vale. Now that we're all acquainted- Kirk, what is holding you back? You heard the Captain. We need to convince you to rejoin the crew.”
The skeletal bartender crossed his arms and considered the question.
“Anything I want?”
“I'm not a magic genie,” Mark said. “Just tell us, and we'll see what we can do.”
“Ingredients. For my legendary brew.”
Helgin leaned back in his chair and addressed the rocky ceiling. “Here we go.”
“One taste, captain and you'll see. Kirk's Gold will be the talk of the town- no, the South Seas!”
“Fine.” Mark said, “What do you need?”
“A sheaf of Blue Tipped Sugar Weed from the jungle and Blood Vine from any dark cave. Bring 'em here, and I can start fermenting while we set sail.”
Mark looked over to Vale to make sure she got the info- she gave him a quick nod. He could always rely on his giant naga to remember the fine details of their quests.
“We've got some work to do,” he said. “See you soon, Captain.”
The skeleton gave him a weak mock salute and went back to snoozing on his hat. Mark and his girls exited the bar, and he turned to them to plan their next move.
“There is a lot on our plate. What should we do first?”
Vale pointed back into town. “We should speak with the crew members in Candlewick first and see what quests they give us. Then go from there.”             
“Looks like we are headed back to Coconuts,” Roo said with a wide smile.
Mark's eyebrows came down as he tried to imagine sex with a skeleton. It didn't really work.
“Stop fantasizing and let's get this over with,” Ahnix said, walking towards town and looking over her shoulder at him with a playful smile curling on her mouth.
Mark and the rest followed after her as he said, “Less fantasy, more nightmare.”
A brisk walk through town and they found themselves back in front of Coconuts. The building was wood and plaster with a crooked sign hanging from the door that spelled the name of the place with actual coconuts drawn for the 'O's. It was smaller yet much busier than Mistress Ralie's Buried Treasures.
“Well if it isn't my old chums,” said the same skeletal girl waiting out front. “Back for another peek at ol' Sabrina?”
“No, um. Actually, we're here looking for Nate.”
“That's a depressing answer,” she said, her skull staring lifelessly at him. “What do you want with our dimwitted bouncer?”
“Business,” Mark said, keeping his cards close to his chest.
Sabrina then straightened and bellowed over her shoulder. “Nate! You got patrons!”
Two skeleton pirates in big black hats entered Coconuts through the swinging front door before a shorter-looking skeleton in shorts and an open button-down shirt came stepping out.
“The hell you mean I got-” the skeletal man broke off when he saw the four of them standing there.
“These strangers came looking for you. Got something to fess up to?” Sabrina said, as Nate stood close by her side.
“We just want to talk,” Mark said. “It's about Captain Helgin. We're here to get his crew back together, and he sent me here to find you. Nate, right?”
“Naw, I can't do that. I need to earn Sabrina's heart before I can shove off to sea on some goose chasin'.”
The skeletal woman in the blue bodice put her arm over Nate's rib-cage from behind.
“He's a beauty, ain't he?” she asked Mark. “Dumb as a potato, but cute as a button.” She turned her skull back to Nate. “You do need to get a better job, honey. I have an acquired lifestyle.”
“Aw, Sabrina. We just need each other.”
Mark cleared his throat. “Actually, we’re off to collect some major booty. Plenty enough to live as you like for the rest of your days.”
“Okay, when do we sail?” Nate asked. Mark almost let his mouth fall open. Was it really going to be this easy?
But of course, it wasn't. Sabrina started chattering her jaw a second later.
“Not so fast, first mate Nate. If you shuffle off, I'll sure miss your steady income honey, as inadequate as it is.” She turned her empty sockets at Mark. “What's this treasure and who's currently sat on it?”
“I, um. I'd rather not say. Just trust us. We get things done.”
“It's true,” Roo said with a grin. “We just need him to sail us there. We'll do all the murdering.”
Everyone turned to look at Roo. After a moment, Sabrina spoke again.
“As sweet as that sounds, it sounds like a pie in the sky gamble. I don't-”
“Blackheart,” Mark said, growing impatient with this overprotective skeletal strumpet. “We are going to kill Blackheart and everything on Silvermist Isle that gets in our way.”
Mark felt Ahnix's desire for him ramp up slightly at his confident bravado.
“Well, well,” Sabrina said leaning back a little. “It's quite a claim. How can we be sure you're up to the task?”
Nate spoke up quickly. “Maybe if they smash Big Toe’s big nose in the Viper's Nest? That'll go some way to show their mettle.”
Sabrina turned her skull back to her regular lover and co-worker.
“Nate, my beautiful boy. Sometimes the sun peeks between them dim brains of yours. One-on-one with the baddest brawler in Candlewick. Win a match against Big Toe, and you'll have my blessing to send my precious Nate on your risky adventure. Just be at the Viper's Nest after sundown and before midnight, tonight.”
“This fight, it's to the death?” Ahnix asked.
“No, boxing. You know-” Nate said, putting his bony fists into the air and throwing a few swift punches. “Knock 'em down for a count o' ten.”
Sabrina moved her skeletal hands over Nate’s shoulders like she was rubbing him down.
“Nate does okay in the Nest. Not much of a prizefighter, though.”
“Fine,” Mark said. “Where's this Viper's Nest anyway?”
“Just come to the beach after sundown, honey. You'll see it.”
“One more thing,” Vale said. “Can you tell us where the pet store is? We need to speak with Dan next.”
  Nate nodded his skull up and down. “Ah, getting all the crew together again, right?”
“That's right,” Mark said, with only a slight hesitation.
Sabrina pulled Nate back towards the brothel with her and shouted the directions over her shoulder.
“Just head up the road and listen for all the squawkin'. You'll find it.”
After they were gone Mark turned to his girls.
“I'm boxing tonight,” Vale stated definitively, before anyone could say anything. Ahnix's tail hopped a little, and Mark got the impression she wanted to get into the ring too.
“What?” Vale raised an eyebrow at the shorter cat-girl. “You'll just slice your opponent open from behind, and it will all be over.”
“True,” the cat-girl said with a shrug. “Anyway, I can hear the pet store from here- now that I know what's causing the noise. This way.”
They all followed Ahnix to their next destination and quickly came to a square building with the clamor of countless birds spilling from its dark doorway. White letters painted on over the door said, 'Feathered Friends'.
Once inside the noise was almost deafening. Rows and rows of bird cages of different sizes and shapes filled every square inch, and inside most of them were little, yellow rubber duckies.
Mark got another signal from Ahnix that she and Vale were going to wait outside again, and he nodded to her in response. Vale wouldn't fit, and Ahnix's poor sensitive ears were not enjoying the constant din of parrot screeching.
There were two skeletal men in the store near the back, and as Mark and Roo approached them, one of them nodded and broke away from the other.
“Welcome to Feathered Friends, friends!” he yelled. “Looking for a lifelong companion?”
All of the toy birds in the store started echoing his words, “Life-long! Life-long!” and Mark found that he really had to scream to be heard.
“We're looking for Dan, is that him?” he said, pointing to the other man.
The proprietor of the store spun toward the slouching man in the corner in brown clothes, head pointed at the floor and then turned back to Mark. He nodded his skull up and down, pointed at Dan and then hooked his bony thumb towards the door. The message was clear.
He wanted Dan out of his store.
Mark nodded back and moved towards the skeleton crew member.
“Hey!” Mark yelled by his head. When the man turned to look at Mark, he noticed that this skeleton was missing a few teeth- quite noticeable when no one they met had any lips. His empty eye sockets turned towards Mark, and his head tilted, questioningly.
Mark motioned for him to follow him outside, and the man bobbed his skull up and down with understanding. The way he held himself, and the missing teeth, Mark got the impression that Dan was an older sailor.
The fabric-girl was stroking one of the rubber ducks through its cage with her fingers, and Mark had to hook Roo's elbow as he walked past, or she’d never have left.
The bright yellow toy bird had been leaning into her soft, velvet caress affectionately and squawked much louder than the rest when she was pulled away.
Mark understood, he loved Roo's fingers stroking him too.
Ahnix and Vale had moved a bit away and approached now that Mark and Roo had come out with company.
Mark wasted no time. “Dan, hello. We're here to bring you back to Captain Helgin for a mission.”             
“Mission? You mean sail'n the seas? Pfft, nope. Not without Princess Petra.” The voice that came out of the smaller, hunched skeleton was indeed older, and Mark wondered how useful he would be on a ship.
 “Right, who is this princess and how do we get her?” Mark said. He was starting to get tired of these quests within quests (within quests).
“You folk'll rescue my bird?” The hunched skeleton looked around the group, taking them all in.
“Of course, we will!” Roo offered. “We're in the business of saving people.”
The skeletal man put his hand over his empty ribcage.
“Oh, please. I would do anything to have her back. None of those shit-brained, squawking bastards could ever hold a candle to my sweet Petra. She was abducted, you see!” At this, Dan thrust one of his bony fingers into the air.
“Abducted by who?” Vale asked.
“Condors,” he answered plainly.
Ahnix crossed her furry arms and said, “Birds took your bird?”
“She's a very special parrot. They got her cornered up near Vagrant's Pass,” he said as he pointed up to a section of mountainous jungle near the edge of town. “We were out explorin' the jungles for Kirk and his foolhardy brew ingredients. No doubt they believe she is one of their chicks. I tried to get her myself, but those nasty condors almost took my life.”
Mark perked up at that last part. This quest sounded like a twofer.
“Did you find any of his ingredients while you were up there?”
“Nah, but it's a likely place to find some of that sweet grass he's after. That high up.”
“Great,” Vale said. “We'll rescue Petra and you'll re-join Helgin's crew?”
“Yes m’am. Gladly.”
Vale nodded to Mark, and it looked like they had a solid direction.
It took about half an hour of traveling uphill along a grassy jungle path, but Ahnix eventually spotted the circling black birds through the trees, near the peak. The sun was rising higher in the sky, and the jungle was becoming steamy around them.
Vale readied her shotgun and her shield as she spoke. “We haven't run into any resistance here yet, but intuition is telling me those birds are more dangerous than they look.”
“The man did say they nearly took his life,” Roo added.
“We got this, guys,” Mark said. “We roast those birds and come home with Dan's ducky- er I mean parrot.”
Vale quickened her pace up the slope by weaving her tail faster, and the rest followed her lead.
“Ahnix,” Mark called out as they jogged towards the peak. “Please keep an eye out for blue tipped grass.”
She sent him an affirmative, but he could tell she was starting to grow hungry for combat.
Luckily for her, combat was just around the corner. Not a moment later, Mark heard one of the black objects circling in the sky let out a loud, warbling screech that seemed to travel for miles.
Palm trees and vines had pressed in around them until now, but as soon as they stepped out into the open, rocky peak, Vale appeared in front of Roo, activating Perfect Cover and taking a hit on her shield from a massive plastic bird that seemed to come out of nowhere. Roo hid behind Vale as the giant naga stood over her, daring anyone to try and hurt her friend.
Another one dive-bombed Ahnix, who was barely able to dodge by flattening herself to the ground. Roo launched a needle at her attacker, but in a rare occurrence for Roo, she missed, and the pointed shaft of metal went sailing through the air into the jungle.
The things were like huge plastic kites and looked ridiculous as they moved through the air, stiff as a board, against intuition and aerodynamics.
Vale tried to blast a black condor as it swooped at her, but the plastic, toy bird spun at the last moment and dodged the accelerated light coming out of her massive weapon.
Mark briefly considered trying to shoot one with his crossbow, but just as he came to the conclusion that he would miss, he noticed Ahnix vanish and reappear in the blue sky with a scream and a backflip. Her Doom Kick ripped a black void in the path of a soaring toy condor, but the incredibly fast aerial nuisance dove underneath her deadly attack at the last instant.
As Ahnix retracted back to the grass, Vale blocked another one, zipping forward at the last moment with an improved Shield Bash, and Mark heard the satisfying crunch of plastic as they finally killed one of the things. Another quickly impacted Vale's armored head with a solid clunk in retaliation, almost knocking her out.
He was about to look up to the sky and count how many were left when Mark was painfully knocked to the ground by a collision from his left. His shoulder and collarbone had become a terrible wreck of shattered bones and agony.
“Mark!” Roo called as the velvet-girl ran to his side as the others tried to stop the onslaught of devastating dive attacks. Groaning, Mark opened his eyes and saw Roo's beautiful purple hair dangling around her white mask. The pain coming from his ruined side was threatening to steal his consciousness, but he focused on the beautifully puffy lips saying words down at him. Words he was trying to put into phrases- but sleep really did seem like a much better idea.
A black streak flashed just over her head, and his mind kicked back over after seeing an imminent threat to his precious Roo.
“Fire! Mark, hit my fire!” she was screaming at him. Mark nodded and closed his eyes. He needed to both heal himself and enhance Roo- and horrible pain and desperation pushed him to spill an unprecedented torrent of energy into the universe. Kicking off both abilities at once, power surged through his body, and with his good arm, he reached up to grab the back of Roo's neck.
Screaming, he pulled her forehead down to his and bathed them both in raw, primal energy.
He could feel her tense up as he funneled power into her fire ability while submerging his body in healing bliss. Through their bond and proximity, he felt her spasm with soul-gripping pleasure as they both writhed on the ground.
An instant later it was over, and Roo stood up with a wicked smile on her masked face.
 She surveyed the sky and flicked her soft hands open, palms up. Mark sat up in time to see the heads of at least four of the condors burst into flames, screeching as they fell to the ground.
Ahnix and Vale relaxed their defenses and spun around to see what Roo had done to cause so much damage. Some died in the air, and others died as they hit the ground at high speed, but Mark felt the flutter of essence from each kill. The battle was over.
He stood up and joined the others, but Vale spoke first.
“Roo, that was amazing!”
“I've been upgrading Combustive Glance, and Mark just gave me a mega, multi-target boost.” The velvet-girl rubbed down her stomach and ended up between her legs. “Mmmhmm, did that one feel goood.”
“Yeah, and I'm alright, guys. Don't worry.” Mark said, testing the range of motion in his arm.
Roo leaned over and pressed her soft, puffy lips on his newly healed shoulder, put her hand on his chest and gave him a long warm kiss.
“We know you are,” Ahnix said, scanning the area. “Let's go find this bird.”
A bit further into the rocky clearing and they came upon an abrupt cliff and series of nests tucked into the stones. Below, he could see all of Candlewick stretched along the beach. Warm sea wind blew through Mark's hair, and he turned his attention to the sparkling stretch of deep blue waters extending in every direction. He had just started to silently question the objectiveness of reality again when Ahnix called out.
“I think this is the grass,” she said, holding a handful of blue-hued plant fibers. They were actually quite beautiful. The thick stalks had a bold gradient hue that went from a forest green, to a cobalt blue near the tops. As Mark was watching her slice through a few more, he saw a yellow rubber duck hop onto the cat-girl's furry shoulder from behind.
Ahnix almost brought her claws up to violently knock the intruder away when she realized what it was.
“I'm a pretty princess!” the child's toy called out, and Mark was sure of its identity.
“Aw, you found Petra,” Roo said, skipping over to an uncomfortably stationary Ahnix.
“More like Petra found her,” Mark corrected, a grin stretching across his face as he watched Ahnix try to relocate the yellow bath toy.
“Dan! Dan!” the bird squawked and nipped her when Ahnix tried to dislodge her, and the furry cat-girl just slumped her shoulders and gave up.
“Looks like she's attached to you,” Vale said through a broad smile.
“Ugh, here,” Ahnix said, slapping the sheaf of Blue Tipped Sugar Weed
against Roo's stomach. “Let's get this bird back to town before she pokes any more holes in my flesh.”
“Flesh! Holes in your flesh! I'm a pretty princess! Awk!”
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“This'll do.”
As soon as Kirk uttered the words, Mark felt a small rush of essence enter him from completing a portion of his quest.
“Just get me some 'o them shrooms, and I can get this new batch cooking.”
“Very nice,” Captain Helgin said from his table behind Mark. “Snatching a bird and some weed is child's play. But, getting Porter to stop diggin' holes-” he paused to pour liquid into his skull. Mark waited for the inevitable splash onto the dirt floor as the man had no stomach- but astonishingly, the rum vanished between his jaw and the ground. Helgin never finished his sentence and laid his head back down on his hat.
“We know you can do it,” Dan said, sitting across from his captain with Petra, the rubber duck, perched on his shoulder.
“Dan knows! Happy bird!” she said, bobbing her painted, yellow face up and down.
“Thanks,” Mark said. “Be back soon.”
Mark pulled open the door to the Slog and Grog and saw Ahnix, Vale, and Roo stretched out on the warm sand a bit down the beach. He had left them outside when he walked in with Dan to deliver the first ingredient to the bartender, but Mark didn't expect to see them to be sunbathing when he came back out.
His girls were magnificent. Roo laid on her stomach, facing the ocean, her feet idly swinging back and forth in the air. Vale had disengaged her Star Scale Mail and pulled down her cloth wrappings, exposing her enormous black nipples to the sun as she lay on her elbows. Mark was mesmerized for a moment by the light glinting off the giant naga's silver piercings and her white, luxurious hair dancing in the gentle sea breeze. Mark blinked and saw Ahnix laying on her back next to Vale, just staring up into the infinite blue sky as her sleek fur drank up the sun.
“Hey, can I join you ladies for a day of fun in the sun?” he said.
Ahnix put a furry arm over her eyes. “If I weren't so worried that the space station outside this adventure dome could implode and leave us in the void- I'd say we should stay here for a few days.”
Vale sat up, fixed her cloth undergarments and tapped the ethereal gem on her circlet. Black, star-filled scales appeared down the length of her body and swarmed over her massive breasts. Mark was sad to see her perfectly smooth, dark skin covered with armor again.
The giant naga lifted up onto her tail and bent down to the sunbathing cat-girl.
“Let's go find that buried treasure,” she said, helping Ahnix up to her small feet.
Mark leaned down and helped Roo up similarly and took extra care to help her wipe the sand off her chest, stomach, and thighs.
They continued down the beach away from the town and eventually came to the section of the island known as The Dunes.
Gentle sand hills and seashells covered much of what Mark could see. Crumbled brick ruins poked out of the sand at lazy angles, hinting at an ancient lost town or city existing here long ago.
Time had worn down most of them, but there was one large pile of bricks near the middle of the area that stood out. Palm trees and small green plants that had found patches where rain gathered among the dunes, and it was in one of these patches that they saw a skeletal man throwing shovelfuls of sand over his shoulder at a methodical pace.
They were able to get a good look as they crested the closest hill and saw that he was shirtless. He was basically a full skeleton with a ragged pair of sun-bleached shorts and a shovel.
“Hello there!” Mark called out, and the crewman that had to be Porter spun around, his shovel raised to defend his claim. He studied Mark and his girls as his head bobbed like he was catching his breath.
“What?” he said finally.
“I'm Mark, and this is Ahnix, Vale, and Roo. We were sent here by Helgin to help you find your treasure.” Mark held out his hands and flashed a winning smile. “And no, we don't want your treasure. We want you to come back to crew the Skipping Coin to go help us get you even more treasure.”
Sure that he covered all the bases, Mark put his hands on his hips and waited for the sailor's response.
“Don't see any shovels,” was all he said before turning back to his work.
Mark was about to open his mouth when Roo formed a short, iron shovel out of thin air. He held his tongue and took the shiny new tool, giving her a nod. Wordlessly, Mark half-slid down the dune to where Porter was excavating and begun to help relocate the damp sand. Vale joined them after Roo's ability reset, and with her help, they were making some serious progress. Ahnix and Roo joined in too once they had been outfitted with their own Roo-brand shovels.
The sun was just past its zenith and waves of heat hit Mark from above and reflected from the sand below as they dug. When they got about three feet down, the quiet skeleton drove his shovel into the sand with a force Mark didn't expect and removed a rolled-up parchment that had been tucked into his shorts.
“You lubbers be bad luck,” Porter said, his jawbone opening and closing as he spoke. “It's moved. Again.”
“What do you mean, moved?” Vale said as she tapped the gem on her forehead. Mark realized that her dark armor must be cooking her under the oppressive, moist heat and watched as her dark skin was exposed again.
“Finicky treasure, this,” the skeletal sailor said before tucking the parchment away again. Porter then picked up his rusty shovel and walked away from them.
Mark looked around at his girls all holding polished iron shovels and shrugged.
“Hey!” he called after Porter, quickly catching up with him. “Where are you headed?”
The skeleton pointed with the tip of his rusty spade towards one of the many crumbling bits of brick building around them.
“Gotta dig here now.”
Ahnix caught up and matched strides with Mark as they hounded after their quest NPC.
“Buried treasure doesn't just move,” she said, her tail flipping behind her once.
“This'n does,” Porter said. After he spoke, the skeleton straightened slightly and quickened his strides, as if he just realized something. “Mmm, many hands dig fast. Catch this one, sure.”
When they made it to the pillar of broken and crumbling brick, Porter aligned himself with the larger ruin farther away and took ten measured paces outward.
“Here. Now,” he said and slid his shovel into to the dry, loose sand.
Mark, Ahnix, Vale, and Roo exchanged glances but silently agreed to give this one more shot and began to help dig. This hole was a lot more difficult to clear for two reasons; the dry sand did not cooperate, preferring to slide back into the hole, and since Vale had removed her armor, the jiggling of her heavy breasts and the rippling, toned muscles under her smooth dark skin were seriously distracting Mark. She seemed to always be wearing her full-body armor recently, and he longed for the early days when her massive melons were barely packed into her leather harness.
Eventually, they cleared out enough sand for Porter to toss his shovel down in disgust and pull out his parchment again.
“Thought this was it,” he mumbled as he consulted its contents. When Mark tried to get a peak, the suspicious skeleton twisted the parchment away.
“Enough,” Ahnix said tossing her own shovel down. She took two steps to stand next to Vale before she teleported in front of the skeletal sailor, quickly touched his map, and Retracted with it back to where she started next to the giant naga.
“Hey!” he shouted before Mark raised his polished iron shovel in front of the single-minded crewman's rib cage.
“No,” Mark said, his tone clear. “You have my word we will take nothing from you. But let my very smart girls give this a shot before we waste any more time digging pointless holes.”
He turned his empty sockets on Mark and then nodded once. “On your word.”
“Porter, right?” Mark said, changing the shovel to his other hand and extending his right to the skeleton. Porter nodded and shook Mark's hand with his fingerbones. “On my word.”
“It seems simple enough,” Vale said. “X marks the spot. And that spot is now over by those two crossed palm trees near the water.”
“Sea fills that hole in quick,” Porter said, and Vale snapped her vivid eyes up to him from the map.
“You've dug here before?”
He nodded.
“How many times?”
“Thirty?”
“Why do you keep trying?” Roo asked, her voice soft.
The shirtless skeleton turned his empty sockets on the velvet girl, and Mark could feel her shudder under the intensity of his hollow gaze.
“I'm no quitter.”
“Yes. And neither are we,” Vale said. “Here's the plan. Ahnix, take the map up to the top of those towering ruins. Keep your eye on us, and the 'X', as we dig. Look for changes in the sand- shifting and the like. If the map changes, call out the new location.”
Roo looked down at her feet. “You think there's something under the ground moving the treasure?”
“Maybe,” Vale shrugged. “But that wouldn't change the map.”
Ahnix nodded and took the map from Vale. She looked over her shoulder to what had to be a ruined bell tower and instantly appeared atop one of its narrow edges.
“Handy,” Porter said, his jawbone gaping up the cat-girl standing confidently one hundred feet in the air.
“She's priceless,” Mark said, and he could feel Ahnix's mental caress in response. She then sent him the image of a shovel.
 “Alright folks,” Mark said, turning to the group. “Let's go dig a hole.”
They all moved to the shore where the two palm trees leaned on each other like drunken friends. Shells covered the beach near the ocean, and most were broken, but Mark could feel Roo lose focus as vibrant colors and sparkles drew her jet-black eyes.
“Here,” Porter said, stabbing his shovel into the wet, cake-like sand. Mark watched as the frothy water washed over the spot they were supposed to dig into and knew this was going to be tedious.
“Um,” Roo said, taking a step back from the water.
Mark grabbed his iron shovel in both hands. “What? What do you see?”
“I just don't want to get wet.”
“Watch Ahnix for a sign,” Vale suggested, digging her own shovel into the sloppy sand.
“Right.” The fabric girl nodded and walked a few steps up a nearby dune to get a better view.
Mark had only dug out one load of heavy sand when he was hit with a message so clear- it was like Ahnix was right next to him. 
“She sees something!” Mark shouted and threw down his shovel. Ahnix was sending him images of barely perceived shimmers, slowly moving nearby, and it took him a moment to resolve his own sight with the overlay from the cat-girl perched on the ruined building.
When he crested the dune, he saw the five humanoid outlines slowly moving with a ghostly chest held between them. The sensation of Ahnix's flapping tail was so strong as passed along their bond that Mark almost checked to see if he had sprouted one himself. He smiled as he drew his crossbow. It actually felt calming- no, steadying to have a tail.
“Watch out Roo!” he called, and the velvet girl made a few steps away as he leveled it on the unsuspecting spirits moving the ethereal treasure. He would have never been able to see their shimming outlines if it wasn't for the cat-girl's super senses linked to his own.
Mark squeezed the trigger and just before the ball of glowing energy impacted one of the glowing creatures in a spectacular explosion, he felt Ahnix tell him to wait. But it was way too late.
The creatures and the chest all became much more substantial, and he instantly regretted his decision to fire into them. All five apparitions spread out and surged right for him and Roo.
They looked like the ghostly wisp creature they faced in the swamp, only dark gray. They were like human-shaped, translucent holes in reality, and radiating short, angry bolts of red lightning into the air around them.
“Back!” Vale shouted, joining him on the hill with her armor already deployed.
Before Mark could move, a towering inferno engulfed one as Roo hit it with a Combustive Glance. The creature shrieked into the sky as it was consumed, but Roo's attack drew all four of the remaining ghostly entities onto her. Mark popped his shield on Roo just as they reached her.
“Get ready to run if this doesn't work!” Vale yelled over the crackling red energy enveloping Mark's shield. The giant naga held out her massive Judge 559 and fired on the group wearing down his bubble with impossibly intense energy. Right by his face, the concussive blast was almost enough to make Mark lose his focus and drop the bubble on Roo.
But it didn’t matter. Vale hit the bubble with part of her shotgun blast and, combined with the four shadow creatures sapping his power, the shield went down.
Ahnix appeared by Mark’s side as Roo dropped to the ground with a high-pitched, horrible scream. They could all feel a shadow of the unimaginably horrendous pain she felt as red electricity penetrated deep into her fabric body.
“No!” Vale yelled, but Ahnix just growled and held out her fist with the customized hacker tool.
Her cloud of orange electricity shot out to hit two of the four attackers, reducing them to piles of dust, instantly. Mark had forgotten she could even do that, much less think an Electromagnetic Scramble Pulse would- then he remembered. Everything in this Adventure Dome was formed from a swarm of miniature machines.
He pushed the thoughts out of his head as the remaining two broke away from the sickeningly-motionless Roo and came straight for them.
“Run, now!” Vale commanded and all three of them sprinted away from Roo as she lay sprawled awkwardly in the sand. Mark cast a glance down at Porter who was just dumbly staring as the battle unfolded, his iron shovel still in his skeletal hand.
“Mark! Circle around! Get to her. Ahnix-”
“Yours will be ready first,” she growled, knowing the question before it was asked. Mark felt anger radiating out of the cat-girl as he swerved right and knew some of it was aimed at him.
Mark dug his feet into the sand and ignored her for now as his only priority was to get to Roo. Unfortunately, he was not being ignored. One of the shadow creatures split off to intercept him, and there was nothing anyone was going to be able to do before it reached him.
Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Ahnix sprint toward him at a seemingly impossible speed. She leapt into the air and yelled, “Doom Kick,” her voice breaking from the force of her rage. Thrusting her leg upward into a flying snap kick, she trailed a black rip after her foot and only succeeded in temporarily disrupting the shadow creature chasing Mark.
Unlike an ethereal ghost, it seemed to morph around the area of damage, instead of passing through. The attack force slowed it down slightly, but it didn't change its target and continued to chase down Mark much faster than he could run.
Ahnix landed in the sand and looked on helplessly as the evil gray spirit reached out and touched Mark's back.
It felt like the creature ripped out his spine as electric agony lit up every pain receptor in his body. He fell to one knee and time seemed to stand still. His jaw was clenched so tight it felt like he was going to shatter his own teeth. Mark began to lose his sanity.
A concussive blast behind him signaled the end of the creature chasing Vale, and that small relief allowed Mark to hold onto the wispy, rising smoke that was conscious thought a moment longer. He forced his eyes open to look over at the limp fabric girl, face down in the sand and willed his resulting rage to fill his mind, trying to override the nightmare of unending suffering that was his existence now.
A web of bright-orange energy passed through his body, and the pain instantly stopped. In the back of his mind, he knew Ahnix had just saved him, but his primary focus was on Roo.
Every nerve in his body was fried, but he forced his numb limbs to move him forward. Thinking what Roo must have felt with four of these horrendous pain creatures attacking her all at once caused his stomach to squeeze solid like a fist. He was supposed to protect her.
Suddenly Ahnix was over him and touched his shoulder. He thought she was going to help him to his feet, but instead, the universe whistled by, and he found himself directly next to his silent velvet girl.
He reached out a hand to her back and felt nothing. Mark flooded her body with his mind, looking for the damage, ready to unleash his healing power the moment he found it. She wasn't breathing, but she didn't need oxygen, so he wasn't sure if that was important right now.
He searched from mask to toe, but he didn't find any physical damage.
Yet she remained... gone. It was like she was shut off. Panic begun to rise in his mind as he searched for a way to fix his broken fabric construct. Echoes of his own frantic worry struck him from Ahnix and Vale as they stood nearby. Mark could feel the giant naga slip into unfettered dread over thinking her wide-scatter shotgun blast was to blame for breaking Mark's magic shield.
“Flip her,” Mark said, wanting to get her face out of the sand.
Vale immediately bent down, carefully lifted her limp body up and gently set her back down. Tears were streaming down her elfish face as she rested her hand on Roo's stomach.
Using his own recent experience with the electric, ghostly creatures, he focused on Roo's mind instead of her physical body. There he noticed a faint channel of energy that served as their bond- to himself and his other Enthralled. Mark tried to follow it into the blackness beyond but found that he just wasn't strong enough to push through. It was as if she clenched herself off from the world.
Mark took a deep breath and tried to steady his mind for another attempt. Mark pushed himself to his knees with shaky arms. To break through into her mind, he would need serious focus. Absentmindedly, Mark closed his hand around the iron necklace Roo had made him and ran his thumb over the faces of his three loves etched into its perfect, polished surface.
Then it hit him. Mark released the necklace and held out both hands to his girls.
“Come,” he whispered. “Together we can do anything.”
Both Ahnix and Vale felt his intention through their bond and linked hands, encircling the comatose velvet-girl.
Mark felt his fingertips graze the palms of his two loves. He closed his eyes and was suddenly reminded that his real-world fingers were useless lumps of flesh that could never feel Ahnix's wonderfully sleek fur or Vale's smooth, tight skin. He sighed and bent his mind solely on fixing Roo.
Within the deep blackness behind his eyes, Mark focused his whole being on his pool of enhancing power. With laser-like control, he peeled a tendril of its energy outward, then looped it back on itself. He bent another tendril off and directed the second channel into his healing ability.
Mark had never attempted something so complicated- and with barely contained energy swirling around inside his body, he activated a multi-target enhancing/heal combo on their interconnected bonds.
He felt his cat-girl and his giant naga both suck in sharp breaths as his power connected them like never before. Then the heat from the blazing sun above and the solid sand below him were gone.
Mark opened his eyes within his mind and saw that Ahnix and Vale were with him, naked. An oppressive, whispering blackness surrounded everything which included a swirling, wispy portal a short distance away. Long chains of glowing energy connected their wrists, and all links converged into the center of the gateway of light before them.
Vale searched their surroundings, and her pure white hair flowed as if it were underwater- like they were in a dream.
She turned back to Mark, her violet eyes wide, and asked, “Where are we?”
“We're at the edge of Roo's mind,” Mark responded solemnly. “We're here to rescue her and pull her out.” He lifted the chain that vanished into the white portal ahead of them, giving it a small tug. The white portal rippled in response. “She's sealed herself off.”
“I'm so sorry,” Vale said, sorrow vibrating along her chain. “I forget how imprecise that projectile weapon is. This is all my fault.”
“No,” Ahnix said while crossing her arms and frustration rippling along her chain. “It's Mark's fault for attacking the creatures without a plan. We've learned that much from you.”
Mark wrapped his hands around both of their chains, absorbing the negative emotions and nullifying them. With a pulse from his heart sent to both girls, he willed them to focus on what was important.
“None of that matters now. We're here to fix what is broken in Roo.”
Ahnix dropped her arms to her side and both she and Vale nodded. They were all on the same page and turned in unison to face the portal that led deeper into Roo's mind.
“What now?” Vale asked.
Mark began to walk forward. “We go in.”
The chains that connected them were more an idea or a representation rather than any kind of hindrance, reshaping their length as they moved, and the three chains that disappeared into the portal remained taut as they drew closer.
“I didn't know you could even do something like this,” Vale said, still in awe of their surroundings.
“Neither did I,” he said, touching the portal with his hand. “I just sensed that I needed you both to help heal her mind. Let's go. Roo needs us.”
Determined, the three of them each put their hands into the portal and the world inverted.
Instead of being surround by shifting blackness, they were surrounded by swirling bright white nothingness- and string. Everywhere Mark looked, there was string.
The taut white fibers extended in all directions and seemed to go on forever, coming from random angles. It was as if they were in a dense spider's web that had no rhyme or reason.
“Watch out!” Vale called out and instinctively held her arm out to protect Mark as an iron needle came at him from nowhere in particular. A translucent, round shield formed on her arm at the last moment and blocked the attack, shattering both the needle and the shield into a million pinpoints of light.
Vale looked down at her arm in astonishment as Ahnix searched for the source of the attack, her tail flipping behind her.
“What-”
“I don't know,” Mark answered the giant naga, knowing the question before she asked. “I think none of this is real.”
“That word has lost all meaning,” Ahnix said, slicing into some of the string in front of her with her claws.
“I'm with you, but if we die in here...” Mark broke off, astonished at how similar their thoughts were becoming.
Vale took a deep breath and pointed straight ahead. “We follow her glowing bond. That's where we'll find her.”
As they moved deeper into Roo's mind, the string became denser, and the attacks from the edges of their perception became more frequent.
Vale surprised Mark when she blocked a needle aimed at her head and then activated Perfect Cover to also defend him. Ahnix spun to dodge a needle aimed at her chest and Doom Kicked another out of the air with perfect precision.
Their naked bodies became a blur around him as they acted to deflect attack after attack. Mark found it easier than it should be to ignore Vale's bare tits and Ahnix's perfect ass, but figured it had to do with the fact that he didn't really have a body while they were here.
Instead, his focus was straight ahead where the glowing chains indicated an active connection to the center of Roo's mind.
After what seemed like hours, Mark could see a tightly wrapped cocoon of string ahead of them, suspended off the ground.
“That's it,” he called out. “It's her.”
As soon as he spoke, the metal onslaught stopped. Ahnix, Mark, and Vale exchanged uneasy glances before they moved to their destination.
Mark felt Ahnix send the question of whether she should use her claws to open the cocoon and nodded in response. He saw no other way. But the moment the cat-girl touched her claw to the eerily still, white cocoon, all of the string flew away from the center in a silent explosion.
When Mark could see again, his mind froze with what he saw right in front of him. It was Roo, naked and without her mask.
She tilted her head, her eyes just pure black pearls surrounded by red cotton stuffing, and Mark had to fight not to look away in horror.
Her puffy, red mouth stretched too wide and let out an ear-shattering scream as iron chains appeared from below, wrapping themselves around Mark, Vale, and Ahnix, holding them tightly. Roo channeled pure, primal rage through her bond to them for forcing her to leave her safe place.
Mark focused on that tenuous bond along the golden chain and ignored the iron ones. He sent a pulse of emotion back, promising that he would take care of her, just like the first time they met, pouring his reserves of willpower into the message.
He found that the chains loosened enough to allow him to move his legs, and he strode forward to the fabric creature before them- her fists closed in constricting anger.
As he drew closer, she locked her dark orbs on his eyes, lifted her hand and sent a single needle entirely through one of his legs. Mark winced at the incredibly sharp pain from the hole in his thigh but pushed past it. He told himself that this place was the least real of all the realities he had experienced. It was enough to allow him to continue forward.
A brief moment of shock caused this primal, mask-less Roo to straighten and tilt her head again. The moment didn't last long, and she sent another three-foot needle through his other leg and one right through his stomach. Mark snarled in agony but continued to move forward, throwing off the chains and embracing the enraged and frightened fabric-creature in front of him. Nothing from this universe or any other was going to stop him from saving Roo, even herself.
He pulled her close to his chest and whispered in her white fabric ear.
“I made a promise to you, and I will always come find you when you are lost. I need you Roo, your light keeps me sane, and I will not be able to live without your perfect smile.”
Mark began to flood their bond with his own primal emotion, and a second later, he felt the snap behind his eyes.
Just like with Ahnix in the cargo bay- he had enthralled Roo for the second time.
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Mark coughed and inhaled deeply as he sat up quickly, trying to remember where he was. He looked down and saw Roo's stunningly-beautiful, masked face blinking up at him. She instantly wrapped her soft arms around his back, pulling him back down on top of her.
“I had the most terrible dream. I was... hurting you.”
He nuzzled his face into her soft neck, under her lilac hair, and gave her a deep kiss as they embraced.
“It's okay. We're all safe now,” he reassured her.
Vale sat up and, shook her head clear and then slid over to Roo's side and joined the embrace.
“Are you okay, Roo?”
“I'll be okay. That was quite the shock from those creatures. Nice shot though. Oh! Guys, get off- where's that treasure?”
Ahnix stood up, dusting sand from her fur. “She's fine.”
“The finest,” Mark said, pushing back onto on his knees and helping Roo to her feet as he stood.
“Glad you're alive,” the skeletal crewman, Porter, said from behind them.
“How long were we out?” Mark asked, spinning toward him.
“Out?”
Mark looked up at the sky and saw that the sun was relatively in the same place.
“Never mind. Go collect that treasure of yours, and let's get out of here.”
The skeleton nodded and walked over to the lavishly ornate, blue and gold steamer trunk sitting in the sand where the creatures dropped it.
He was looking down at it when Mark and his girls arrived to watch.
“The traveling merchant that sold the map claimed it was cursed. Appears the bastard was right. If it weren't for you, I'd have never found this.”
Mark patted the man's shoulder bone. “Well, now you have. Open it.”
Porter squatted down, flipped open the front latch and lifted the lid. A moderate amount of essence entered Mark from the environment while everyone leaned in to see what riches had caused them so much trouble.
Mark's eyebrows furrowed when the chest appeared empty, and he leaned in closer.
Porter reached his skeletal hand in and pulled out a handful of papers each covered by a child's crayon drawings.
“This can't be it...” the skeletal crew member said, tossing them over his bony shoulder to search the chest further. Mark bent down to pick up a stack of the discarded works of art. The first one he saw was a side view of a crudely drawn, gray elephant. It only had two legs and one big eye with a large teardrop leaking from it. Mark shuffled through the colorful drawings as Porter tossed more out of the trunk and onto the rolling sands of The Dunes.
“What is this?” Vale asked, picking one up off the ground.
“Someone's treasure...” Roo said softly, looping her arm around Mark's and pressing in close to look at the drawings with him.
The pictures were mostly of various animals, but the last one in the stack he was holding depicted a house with three people. They were clearly a family standing outside together, holding hands.
“It's trash,” Porter said, looking into the empty chest. He stood up abruptly and kicked the hollow, wooden container with his bony foot. “Well, that's what I get. Captain was right all along.”
Mark nodded, letting the papers he held fall back into the chest. “Head back to town- to the Slog and Grog and join back up with the Captain to earn some honest booty.”
Porter nodded his skull, and without a further word began to trudge his skeletal feet through the sand back toward town.
Vale slid forward and added the drawings she had picked up into the chest and turned to Roo.
“I'm so sorry, Roo. That won't happen again.”
“It's okay, Vale.” Roo pulled away from Mark's side as she tilted her head up and smiled into the giant naga's violet eyes. “You blasted them all. Those things hurt like nothing ever-”
She was cut off when Vale surged forward and wrapped her arms around Roo, pressing her masked face between her dark, cloth-wrapped breasts.
 Vale caught Mark's eye, then Ahnix's, and said, “Yeah, still. I never want to see you hurt like that again.” She let Roo out of the bottomless pit that was her cleavage and tapped the gem on her forehead, deploying her armor. “So, we need to head to the north. If we circle around from here, along the coast, we should be able to find the last of Helgin's crew- without having to go up and down mountains and through jungles.”
“Sounds like a plan,” Ahnix said, intentionally turning her exotic, half-lidded eyes on Mark.
He gave her a nod and sent her a message of solid agreement. He initiated combat with an unknown enemy before forming a plan. And they probably would have had plenty of time to talk it over, too.
 The infinite blue ocean was to his left, and a dense tropical jungle was to his right as they traveled around the edge of the island. Looking down at his boots trudging in the sand, Mark wondered if he would be able to- what should he call it? Could he double enthrall Vale? It seemed like his girls had to go through some serious mental trauma before it was possible. He would seriously not like that to happen to her.
Mark had yet to test to see if he’d opened up a similar mental channel to Roo as he had with Ahnix but wanted to wait until he was alone with her first. She didn't seem to remember what happened when she was unconscious- he stopped himself. Not remembering is a big part of being unconscious. Mark had wondered why this space station expansion wasn’t killing them over and over, but he rationalized it with the insane amount of essence he had from restoring the Crystal Heart or that this game was meant to be played with a fresh character- but they had just almost lost everything. Mark’s eyes switched from the sand at his feet to Vale’s swaying backside and realized how much better they did when she called the shots.
“There's a cave up ahead,” Ahnix said, pointing to a pile of rocks spilling across the beach and scattering his thoughts.
“Good, Vale said matching pace with the cat-girl. “We needed to get something called Blood Vine to finish Kirk's shopping list.”
Mark and Roo followed behind as they all veered inland, toward the dark hole leading into the mountainside. Standing in front of the mouth of the cave, Mark could see light spilling far enough back to illuminate a whole underground biome of mushrooms, moss, vines and long-legged plastic bugs.
“There,” Ahnix said, squinting her eyes and pointing to something near the back. “Those red vines.”
“Yes,” Vale said, putting her hand over her eyes to help cut down the glare. The giant naga started to slither into the darkness when Ahnix slapped the furry back of her hand against Vale’s armored stomach, stopping her.
“Let me check it out first.”
Vale considered it then nodded. Ahnix activated her stealth ability as she padded forward into the living cave. A few silent moments passed until one of the larger, black mushrooms made a popping noise and filled the air around it with spores. Ahnix became visible back at the entrance, and Mark realized she must have teleported out.
“That was close,” Ahnix said, checking the fur on her arms and legs. “That fungus must have somehow sensed my proximity before going off like that.”
“I could burn it,” Roo offered, a tiny flame in her hand and her eyes twinkling with excitement.
Vale crossed her arms. “No. We could set the whole place up and burn the ingredient.”
Mark mentally cycled through all the unique abilities they had at their disposal and started to form an idea.
“Well, the spores are probably toxic, right? But other than that, do they pose any other danger?”
Ahnix's tail flipped once. “I wouldn't recommend breathing it in. Smells... odd, in there.”
“Or getting it on your skin,” Vale added.
“So, what if I put a purify bubble over the mushroom?” He raised his eyebrows and looked up to Vale for her input.
“Hmm, could work.” She nodded, a small frown on her elfish face as she considered. Vale turned to Ahnix. “We'd need your teleport on cooldown before we try that.”
The cat girl shrugged. “It's ready now. I'll walk to that first mushroom again and wait. Then I'll get close on your signal.”
“Got it,” Mark said.
Ahnix stalked forward again slowly but remained visible this time. Mark waited until she was fairly close before he popped up the biggest purify orb he could manage over the tip of the mushroom. The fleshy fungus started to vibrate slightly, and its unnatural movements made Mark feel uneasy.
Ahnix moved closer and closer until she was standing right next to it, and the mushroom kept vibrating like it was being shocked with electricity.
The cat-girl moved quickly past its toxic range and stopped once she was a safe distance away. Mark let out the breath he was holding and allowed his purification ball to fade. The mushroom stopped quivering and remained motionless.
“Let me know when the cooldown is up. I think I can reach some of these vines after I get past one more of these things.”
Mark nodded.
“That is assuming that the vines are not toxic, as well,” Vale said, with just a hint of sarcasm.
“Porter would have said if...” Mark trailed off. “Yeah...” He raised his voice for Ahnix. “Be careful in there!”
The short cat-girl crossed her arms, a small smile playing on her mouth.
“I'll just slice my own hand off if it's toxic. You can grow me a new one with a heal, Mark.”
“Wait... that gives me an idea,” said Roo.  The velvet girl looked down at her hand and formed an iron tool that looked like a small rake. She held it up for everyone to inspect its five perfect prongs.
Ahnix's tail flipped once and then she appeared next to Roo. The black and gold cat-girl said, “Thanks,” snatched the tool, then Retracted back to where she started.
A few minutes later, Mark signaled his ability to form his purify orb again and popped it up as Ahnix closed the distance to another black mushroom. Mark had to take a few steps into the cave so his ability could reach, and tried not to get distracted by the many-legged bug moving across his boot.
Ahnix reached around the quivering mushroom and scraped a large portion of the Blood Vine onto Roo’s hand-rake. She secured a clump then teleported out.
“Great work, team!” Vale said, grinning from ear to pointed ear.
“I can hold that if you want,” Roo said.
Ahnix passed her the gardening tool with what looked like red licorice candy wedged between the tines and nodded.
“Onward to Shadebottom Shelf,” Vale said, pointing north. “We almost have everyone.”
Ahnix looked over her shoulder at Vale as she walked toward the beach.
“Don't forget- you still need to box that Big Toe tonight... unless you want out.”
“No,” Vale said, a serious look in her eye. “I could use a few rounds in the ring.”
As they curved around to the north side of the island, Mark noticed the sun start to travel down toward the ocean behind him. It wasn't long before Ahnix pointed out a tiny unmanned rowboat, out in the water.
As they got closer, they found a simple tent and small campfire on the beach directly in line with the boat. Near the tent, Mark saw a pair of fishing poles and an open, metal box containing an assortment of brightly colored lures.
Roo squatted down to look into the tackle box and said, “Those are some great hooks.”
Ahnix and Vale searched the area, looking for Helgin's final crew member.
“Maybe he wandered off?” Ahnix said.
“How did the boat get way out there?” Vale asked, sliding toward the water’s edge. “We should probably check it out.”
Ahnix's black tail flipped once and cast her exotic eyes onto Roo. Mark could feel the dread radiating out of the velvet girl- she did not want to get wet.
The giant naga dropped her shield and huge shotgun on the beach. She then tapped the gem on her forehead, and her armor started fading out from her tail upward. Vale stretched her muscular arms into the air as the hot sun reflected off her tight, dark skin on her now exposed back. Mark saw her huge, round breasts sticking out to either side of her fit torso and instantly wanted to reach out and touch this magnificently sensual creature. The essence inside him always had a way of altering his thought patterns as it collected in his reservoirs.
Vale turned to face the group. “Keep an eye on me, while I check it out.”
“Wait!” Mark called, pulling off his boots. “I'll come with you. Besides, the water looks great. I'd love to cool off a bit.” After his footwear was off and his crossbow unequipped, he joined Vale at the edge of the water and noticed that the sand faded to smooth rock that quickly dropped off into the black depths below.
“Hope there's no sharks...” Mark said, smiling up at Vale.
Ahnix's tail hopped a few times before she walked up to the edge of the ocean next to them.               “I'll stay here at the camp with Roo while you two splash around.”
Mark turned to see Roo creep up next to her cat-girl friend. “Thanks, Ahnix. And I'll skewer any sharks that mess with you guys.”
Vale turned and dove headfirst into the water, her long serpentine tail slurping under behind her. Mark watched as she quickly curved around and broke the surface with a splash. She flung her long, white, wet hair back and smoothed it against the sides of her head with her hands.
As the naga princess swirled her tail to tread water, Mark just stood there gawking as the orange, low-hanging sun lit up her elfish face and massive buoyant cleavage.
“You coming?” Vale said, giving Mark a half smile.
He blinked off his stun, skipped taking his tight silk clothes off, and jumped in feet first. The temperature was much warmer than he expected. It was like bathwater. Mark kicked his feet until he broke the surface, blinking away the stinging saltwater.
When he could see again, Vale's violet eyes were right in front of him, and he felt the tip of her tail slide between his thighs.
“You know,” she said, her voice low. “We could go much faster if you rode me.”
Mark had never thought he would ever ride a giant naga around in the ocean, but he grinned when Vale spun around and tapped her shoulder. He reached out and pulled himself against her tight, charcoal-gray back.
“Hold on,” she said playfully, and Mark's fingers almost slipped off her muscular shoulder when she lurched forward. He gripped his legs around her waist and grinned like an idiot as she sped through the water towards the wooden boat.
Vale moved low in the water, pressing her arms back over Mark's ankles. The giant naga’s snake half wove in tight curves just like when she was on land - but in the water, her tail pushed the water with a smoothness that felt exhilarating.   
She took the long way around, making a wide arc and approached the boat from the side. He got a handle on Vale's wiggling movements, and as they zipped through the water, Mark was able to let go one of his hands and wave at Roo and Ahnix watching from the shore.
Ahnix playfully sent him an image of himself riding Vale through the water on her front instead of her back. The message included detail of him holding on to her silver nipple rings while the giant naga's meaty pussy clenched onto his dick as she wove her long body through the warm water.
His growing erection became instantly ignored when a white splash of water obscured Ahnix and Roo, washing over them like a tidal wave.
Mark yelled, “Vale! Turn a-” before something grabbed his arm and violently jerked him from Vale's back.
Mark struggled with his attacker as he watched bubbles rush up to the sun-silvered surface of the ocean. He saw Vale's long, serpentine shadow get surrounded by three smaller shadows as they circled, darting in for attacks.
The giant naga was getting farther away as he was pulled deeper, and panic began to grip him harder than the fingers around his arm. He spun to see his attacker and looked right into the simple, plastic face of a painted mermaid.
Her red lips were frozen into a permanent kiss, and her sightless eyes were inches from his. The plastic creature's lower half was all fish and bent at almost a forty-five-degree angle. It was pulling him down deeper and deeper without moving. Even her yellow-blonde hair was a rigid mass of plastic along the side of her body.
Mark twisted his arm and used his feet to push off her hard stomach to break free from the creature’s grasp. The instant he did, he felt a light fluttering in his gut as essence entered his body from up above. His girls must be winning the battle up there. Kicking his legs and pushing water away from him with his arms, he tried to make a break for the surface.
Before he got very far though, a second plastic mermaid with red hair came to join the first. Together, they used their plastic arms to latch on and resumed pulling him to the bottom of the ocean.
Mark was very glad he didn't remove his clothes before getting in the water. No oxygen was not a problem for his magic cloth armor, but the pressure on his ears and skull from the countless gallons of ocean above him was slowly becoming a concern.
Cold blackness began to surround him as he was pulled down, struggling against the immovable hunks of plastic clamped to his arms. His mind raced for options. He could pull one of his girls to him with Harem Recall, but that would doom them both.
He didn't have to worry about it long, because his panicked thoughts were scattered by a massive shadow coming straight down at him.
He quickly recognized it as Vale in her full armor, but he was surprised when she held out her ring and screamed a deafening blast of sound vibrations through the water.
The yellow-haired mermaid let go of Mark's arm and quickly floated right by his face to latch on to the other, red-haired one. In the dark depths of the ocean, he saw a pink halo over the charmed mermaid's head and was dumbfounded for a moment, just staring at the plastic half-women as they wrestled for dominance. He didn't think Vale's charm was supposed to work in this gameworld.
As the heavily armored giant naga sank past Mark, she tapped the gem on her forehead and began to wave her snake half violently back and forth to reverse her momentum. Mark clasped her outreached hand and held on as she rocketed them to the surface.
For good measure, he imbued Vale with a stamina enhancement, giving her more energy to reach the surface quickly before she ran out of oxygen. The force of the water on his face as they shot upward was so intense he had to close his eyes, and it felt like she was going to pull his arm out of its socket.
When they broke the surface, Vale gasped for air and pulled Mark to the shore.
“Are you okay?” she called over her shoulder.
“Yeah,” he responded, glad to see Ahnix, Roo- with a strange skeleton, standing on the shore.
Vale let go when they hit the rock shelf that started the shoreline, and Mark quickly crawled up out of the water. Ahnix ran to his side and helped him up while checking for wounds.
“I'm fine,” he said, waving her off. “How is everyone else?”
“Soaked,” Roo said, a miserable note in her voice. Mark turned his attention to the dripping velvet-girl, and she looked very sad indeed. Her perfect lips were pulled down into a frown, and he noticed she was still holding the iron rake with the red-licorice Blood Vine.
“So, no one needs any healing?” Mark asked, probing along their bond but everyone did seem to be fine.
“I can't thank ya enough,” the skeleton newcomer said. Mark looked over and saw that he wore a brown poncho over his skeletal body. He continued in a higher-pitched voice that made Mark think this guy was supposed to be a young man. “It's been two days those nasty, beautiful beasties kept me trapped.”
“Trapped where?” Mark asked.
“He was laying down in the boat,” Ahnix said. “I stepped all over him when I teleported over to help Vale with her attackers.”
“Terrified, I was! Heard tales tell of alluring fish women pull'n men down to the briny deep. Seen 'em pop their pretty heads up near shore where I set a second pole, anchored by some rocks. Tossed my rod over and laid still, I did- praying they don't notice. Bumped the boat a few times but...” he coughed, putting his skeletal hand to his bone throat. “Need water.”
“Come on,” Mark said, collecting his shoes and crossbow. “Let's head back to town and see Captain Helgin.” He paused. “Wait. You are his crew member, right?”
“I be known as Caltrop, aye.”
“That's the last one,” Vale said as she picked up her Judge 559 and iron shield. “Just need to knock out Big Toe tonight, and we complete our mission.”
Caltrop turned his hollow eye sockets on Vale. “Big Toe? That beast is undefeated in the Nest.”
“Vale is undefeated in multiple universes,” Mark said, then also looked at Vale. “Speaking of universes. How did you charm that creepy, plastic mermaid under the water?”
“They're shaped odd, but they weren't robots. I had to try something, and I am glad it worked. Physically fighting them both off you underwater would have taken way too long.”
Ahnix spoke up. “It's complicated, but I am starting to visualize how data is classified within all these systems and subsystems. The overall space-station gameworld we are in should allow you to use your Hex abilities on non-robot-type entities inside the adventure domes, even if those things are formed from millions of tiny robots.”
“Some of that was nonsense but being able to use my Hex abilities is good news.”
“I wish I had an instant dry ability,” Roo said, then snapped her head up. “Oh! Wait-”
She handed Mark the iron rake. She took a dainty step back, held her hand out and flicked open her fingers. Instantly, a small fire engulfed her legs up to her knees, sputtered for a moment and then went out.
“Darn,” she said, kicking the ground with her toe.
Mark walked up to the dejected Roo, wrapped his arms around her and squeezed. Water squished out of her fabric skin and he could tell she felt a bit more lumpy than usual.
“I'd love to squeeze you dry,” he said.
“I'll help, too,” Vale said, wrapping her tail around Roo's legs.
The skeletal crewmen coughed into his bony fist. “You lot can fuck around all you like, I need water. Meet you at the Slog and Grog.” Mark watched as he started to march off down the shore.
Vale nodded after the skeleton in the poncho.
“Sun is going down. We should head back to Candlewick to prepare for the fight.”
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Mark and Ahnix stood among the small, skeletal crowd gathered on the beach to watch the final match of the evening. Two blazing bonfires flanked the ring, throwing flickering light over the roped-off, square arena of sand. Roo sat directly inside of one of the towering fires, letting the hot air blow through her damp, flame-proof body.
The matches hadn't been too exciting. Watching two skeletons circle and slam their fists into each other's skulls got boring fast, but based on the oddity now entering the ring with Vale- things were about to get much more interesting.
The Viper's Nest announcer began to speak in a loud voice, and the crowd grew silent.
“In the blue corner, we have a newcomer to the Viper's Nest, a sizable lady who looks like she can handle herself in a dark alley. Coming from far, far away- Vale!”
Mark stood and began to clap loudly, and Roo whooped a few times from her spot in the fire. Ahnix just nodded to the giant naga who looked over to her cheering section. Vale's armor was off, and she only wore the loosely wrapped cloth that encircled her chest and her hips, covering her lady parts.
“And in this corner, the beast with the big feet and bigger fists, the reigning champion, only in the ring for his barrelful of bananas- Big Toe!”
The rest of the crowd cheered as the massive brown plastic ape pounded his solid chest with his fists. The movement was almost comical, arms moving on joints that looked like something Mark had seen on an action figure. The face was painted on like every other animal they had seen on the island, but the paint was chipped and scratched like it had seen some rough treatment.
The only part of Big Toe that moved was his bulky arms. Otherwise, he half-floated in the odd, jerky way that made Mark think of an invisible, giant child playing with a toy.
“Now I want a good clean fight,” the skeleton in the nice white shirt announcing the fight began again. “Nothing fancy, fists only, and nothing below the waist.”
Vale nodded, and the eight-foot ape across from her tilted backward and bellowed into the air.
With a wave of his hand, the announcer became the referee and yelled, “Fight!”
Big Toe, the plastic ape, slid across the sand toward Vale at an alarming speed. The giant naga held up both of her forearms as one of his fists pounded straight into her. Mark could feel a shadow of the bone-jarring strike through their bond and brought his eyebrows down as he watched Vale slide sideways around her opponent.
She shook out her arms and brought them back up into a boxer pose. The giant naga continued to circle Big Toe until she was in the middle of the ring and lunged forward with a quick jab. The large ape zipped backward, his frozen plastic legs remaining motionless as he dug a line in the sand. Vale's strike whiffed, but she didn't underestimate her opponent and was prepared for the counter-attack. She pulled her fist back quickly and leaned back, dodging the ape's wide, right hook. His fists were the size of her head, and Mark became slightly worried that this fight was going to be more challenging than he first thought.
In a blur of motion that seemed to defy physics, Big Toe scooted forward and launched a jab with his left- connecting squarely with Vale's nose.
The crowd let out a collective “Ooo,” as Mark felt the painful sting of the strike and knew it was much worse for his giant naga. Vale shook her head and brought her arms up again, looking for an opening.
The plastic ape was relentless though and launched his right fist into her tightly muscled stomach.
Hurt again, Vale dodged backward and away from the follow-up blows. She doubled over, her pure white hair spilling down and placed her arm over her stomach. Mark considered healing her, or even enhancing her, but he knew that might get them disqualified- and worse, Vale would be pissed at him for breaking the rules.
But she knew what she was doing. Apparently holding her stomach was a ruse meant to draw the ape in to finish her off. As the plastic creature lunged forward, Vale went low under the attack and came up with a powerful rising uppercut. Her muscled arm was raised high in the air after the devastating attack, and the cloth strips barely contained her massive breasts as she moved. Her toned body was lit by the orange firelight, and Mark thought she looked absolutely amazing.
The strike landed square on the ape's jaw and sent him staggering backward. He shook his whole body, side to side, to clear the minor stun, but Vale was there before he could react. She dodged sideways as if to avoid a punch the ape hadn't thrown and spun back with a hook connecting into the side of Big Toe's head. 
He was hurt, but not down, and the two blows that Vale landed sent him into a rage. The brown toy ape bellowed a roaring noise from a frozen, plastic mouth and rushed at Vale again. She held up her arms and blocked most of the onslaught, but a few got through, striking her face and shoulders.
The giant naga just held her ground and tried to weather the ape's wild flurry of attacks, but Mark could feel that her arms and body were taking some serious damage and had to resist the instinct to heal her again. He felt a warm, furry hand on his and looked over to Ahnix staring into his eyes. She nodded and sent him her confidence that Vale could handle this ridiculous-looking plastic creature. He sighed and nodded in agreement, lacing his fingers through hers.
“Go Vale!” Mark cheered into the ring causing Roo to echo his sentiment from her place in the fire.
“Yeah! Go! Go! Go! Pound that monkey!” the velvet girl called.
He felt Vale perk up a little at the encouragement and smiled to himself. He could do something that wasn't technically cheating. They all could.
He called on Ahnix and Roo to pour all their confidence and encouragement into their cherished giant naga as she took blow after blow from the enraged ape.
Both of his girls understood and honed their focus on the bond they all shared with each other, sending wave after wave of love to Vale. And it worked.
 Just as Big Toe was about to come down on Vale's head with both of his fists, Vale surged forward and raised her left arm to strike upward at the incoming overhead blow. This caught the toy ape by surprise, and she was able to hold both of his arms over his head with her left forearm while proceeding to jab the creature in his exposed face, repeatedly, with her right fist. It was like watching a jackhammer destroy a slab of concrete.
Empowered by the positive vibes Mark, Ahnix, and Roo were sending, Vale rained down a flurry of her own, and Big Toe started to react slower and slower to her punches. The giant naga got in a powerful right hook, square on the creature's painted face, and it was over. The brown, plastic ape fell backward like a single domino and just lay motionless as the skeletal referee came over and started counting.
Mark looked over to Vale, panting as she took the time to recover and noticed a trickle of blood running out of her perfect nose.
“Eight... nine...aaand ten! Vale is the new champion of the Viper's Nest!”
A lot of the skeletons in the crowd must have bet against Vale as there were numerous moans, but Mark, Roo, and Ahnix all clapped and cheered for their friend.
As soon as Vale exited the boxing ring, Mark let out the torrent of healing power he had pent up, and the giant naga sucked in a breath as she was bombarded by his pleasurable energies.
“Mmm. Thanks, master,” the violet-eyed naga said as she wove up to them. “That was a good one.” Vale only called him that when she was particularly turned on, and Mark became excited just thinking about rolling around with his thickly muscled, giant naga.
“What a great punch!” Roo said, skipping up to them. “You're such a good fighter, Vale.”
“Aye, she is,” a melodious voice that Mark recognized called out. They all turned to see the skeletal belle in the powder-blue bodice, Sabrina, accompanied by her companion, Nate.
Mark dipped his head forward. “Does this mean you give your consent to let first mate Nate join back up with Captain Helgin?”
“I do,” she said, and Mark felt a massive amount of essence rush into his prostate from completing the multi-part quest. His Enthralled all turned their heads, feeling a shadow of what he felt, and it caused a feedback loop of arousing excitement between them.
“That's all of them,” Vale said, crossing her arms under her massive, cloth-wrapped breasts, then focused on Nate. “Go tell Captain Helgin we sail for Silvermist Isle in the morning.”
“Oh, I'll make sure he does,” Sabrina said. “The sooner we can establish our nest egg, the better, honey.”
Sabrina curtsied, and Nate followed her lead with an awkward bow before they turned to leave. As Mark watched them go, he noticed four skeletons hoisting Big Toe up and carrying him off, too.
“I hope he'll be okay,” Vale said, her eyebrows arched.
After a few minutes, all the spectators had left. The Viper's Nest arena was a short way down the beach from town, and Mark noticed he had been left alone on a stretch of tropical paradise with three of the most beautiful women in the universe. Maybe it was the essence pushing to get out, but each one of them was irresistible right now.
“So,” Roo said, a sly smile forming on her lips. “Should I summon a door home?”
“No,” Vale and Ahnix, said at the same time.
Roo dropped her hand as the giant naga and the cat girl locked eyes.
“Can I ride you in the ocean?” Ahnix asked.
Mark had to laugh. “It was as fun as it looked.”
Roo's eyes opened wide behind her mask. “Aren't you guys worried about sharks, or mermaids, or... sea creatures?”
Vale pulled off the cloth strips covering her breasts and put them under her shield, next to her shotgun. Mark was mesmerized by her enormous black nipples lit by the bonfire.
“No,” she said. “The water here is clear and shallow for a lot farther out. Nothing like that bottomless shelf up north.”
Ahnix wiggled her hips as she pulled off her leather shorts. “Yeah, we'll be fine. Besides, we're near town. Every NPC knows towns are a safe zone, Roo.”
Mark watched with a little jealousy as Vale and Ahnix finished stripping and raced out into the ocean. Above them, an impossibly huge moon shone on the world like a silver spotlight. It was a clear, warm night and a soft breeze blew across his nose as he inhaled a deep, content breath. There was something about this tropical island that seemed to make them all relaxed and happy.
Mark shook his head and looked over at Roo. Relaxed and happy- except when ghostly pain monsters break your favorite fabric-girl's mind. Her black eyes were currently watching Ahnix and Vale splash around in the dark ocean with a worried half-squint.
He decided it was time he tested their new connection.
“Roo,” he started softly. “There is something you need to know.”
She turned to face him and tilted her head to the side, her straight, lilac hair brushing against her shoulder.
“Back in the dunes, when you were attacked, something happened that you don't remember.”
He felt concern ooze out of her. “What do you mean?”
“You were unconscious- locked in your own mind, and I couldn't heal you alone. Vale, Ahnix, and I had to go in and rescue you.”
She got a far-off look in her pure black eyes. “So, that wasn't a dream...” Roo put a fabric finger to her smooth white mask, and Mark could feel her start to spiral into horror as she recalled some of the events- and that was the last thing he wanted.
He reached his hand out to her shoulder and pulled her soft yet firm body against his. She smelled faintly like wood smoke from her time drying out in the bonfire.
“Roo, something good came out of it. Let me show you.”
Mark pulled his head back and looked in her pure black eyes, then focused on her mind and sent her an image of himself leaning in for a kiss.
After he sent Roo the picture, he pressed his lips onto hers and they both experienced shadows of their individually unique physical sensations as they kissed deeply on the beach by the moonlit ocean.
After a short while, Mark received an image of him taking his shirt off, and realized she was testing their new link.
He grabbed the bottom of his shirt and pulled it over his head, tossing it over by the rest of their equipment near the boxing ring.
“Oh, this is going to be fun,” Roo said as she slid her soft fingers down his firm chest, feeling a shadow of her own caress. When her fingers reached his pants, she grabbed on to his waistband aggressively, and a wicked smile grew on her big, velvet lips. Roo used her leverage on his pants to lead him over to one of the wooden benches near the spectator seating area and shoved him down.
“I'm finally going to feel what it's like to have these perfect lips sliding up and down on your stiff cock from the other side.”
Mark swallowed hard as the stunning velvet-girl in the pure-white mask got on her knees in front of him. His dick was already stiff, and she felt the best course of action was to reach in and wrap her soft hand around his shaft for protection as she carefully pulled down his waistband with her other hand.
Once his pants were off, she scooted forward and rubbed his dick all over her lips and cheeks, caressing it. She was practically worshiping his cock. He shuddered as her pure black eyes glazed up into his, feeling her mind pull on his pleasurable sensations. She really wanted to know how it felt to get his dick sucked and an idea occurred to him.
Mark closed his eyes and concentrated on the link that connected them. He had enhanced their bond before, in The Dunes- why not just ramp up the physical sensation side? Focusing was hard when you had a fellatio expert flicking the tip of your cock with their tongue, but Mark spun off some of his enhancement energy back into itself and then cycled power into their bond. Once the process started, it was like water flowing downhill on its own.
The velvet-girl took a deep breath as she started to receive nearly one-hundred percent of what Mark was feeling. Her eyes went wide and licked her puffy lips. With slow deliberation, she slid Mark's cock into her warm mouth and moaned as she experienced how tingly and wonderful it felt. Her deep, drawn-out moan vibrated his dick as it was buried into her beautiful face and caused the pleasure feedback to spike further. With intense focus, Roo savored every inch of Mark's dick, and it was driving them both crazy. The velvet girl whimpered, and Mark moaned as she alternated between slowly sucking the sensitive skin under the tip and engulfing his throbbing penis with her puffy lips. This went on for countless minutes, and Mark had to put his hand on her shoulder to stop.
She had her taste of what it was like to get his dick sucked, and about half the time remained on their enhanced physical bond. He wanted to take it to the next level.
He gently guided Roo onto her back on the sand and then grabbed her high-heeled boots with his fists. Leaning into her, he pressed her feet by her head and caused her long legs to lift her skirt.
Mark easily found her soaking wet vagina with the swollen head of his penis and pressed his hips downward. As he slid into her hot, slick pussy, Mark felt both his dick getting surrounded by velvety softness and also Roo’s side- his rigid cock filling her whole groin with pleasurable, electric tingling. Mark had to take it slow, the double sensation was beyond anything he had ever felt, but Roo looked up into his eyes, and he saw a passionate hunger there that worried and excited him.
She moved her legs straight outward, like she was doing the splits on her back, and then wrapped them around his waist, forcefully pushing him deep into her.
Mark took a deep shuddering breath, followed her lead, and began to pump into her more aggressively. His loose balls slapped her asshole with every thrust, and a shiver ran down his spine at how amazing each impact felt on her tiny puckered anus. Her sensation of his stiff cock sliding against the walls of her velvet pussy was like nothing he had ever felt. The surrender and fullness of being fucked- how his thick, swollen head massaged her vagina, how his groin felt as it squished into her clitoris on every push- all of these things she felt gave him new insight into better techniques.
Experiencing both her ecstasy and his own made their lovemaking session last about half as long, but more than twice as potent.
When Mark finally filled her with essence, he bit down on Roo’s soft neck as her legs around his hips pulled his dick deep into her velvet pussy. The sensation she felt when the transfer happened echoed back to him, and the brain-melting, erotic energy was like nothing he had ever felt.
They both just laid still on the sand in each other’s arms, panting until they had recovered from the intensity of what they just experienced.
“Mark,” she said staring up at the night sky. “You just gave me an insane amount of points.”
He kissed the smooth, mask part of her forehead.
“Spend it wisely, my love,” he said then got up and stretched his arms over his head, letting the warm, night breeze caresses his naked body.
Roo crawled over the few feet to the closest bonfire, curled into a ball and stifled a yawn with her hand. “It’s been a long day. Why don’t you go and play in the ocean with the other two? You fucked me right into the nap zone.”
Mark looked over his shoulder at the splashing noises coming from the dark water and felt nothing but sensual excitement from both girls.
“Sounds like a plan. We’ll be back to snuggle you after.”
The velvet girl nodded and closed her eyes.
A few moments later Mark found himself standing over Ahnix and Vale. The giant naga was on her back near the shoreline as Ahnix pleasured her massive pussy with her mouth and hands. Vale’s long tail stretched out and laid partially in the ocean- as if they just slid to a stop right there. The cat girl was on her hands and knees, and Mark watched as a wave rolled in and crashed right into her exposed, furry ass.
Vale turned her half-lidded eyes to Mark. “Mmm, this is my payment for the Vale Boat Tour.”
“I see,” was all he said before stepping to Ahnix’s backside.
There, he got down on his hands and knees behind her, straddling Vale’s tail and began to lick the cat-girl from her dripping clitoris to her pink asshole. Ahnix moaned into Vale’s vagina while Mark worked her from behind.
He felt the swell of another wave coming and moved aside just in time to let it slap against Ahnix’s pushed-out pussy, making it constantly dripping wet. After the water pulled back past their legs, Mark put his nose into her asshole again as he licked her soaked, furry pussy lips. He licked his tongue up and down her sleek, furry slit and added a few sloppy kisses too.
Ahnix’s tail was straight up, its tip twitching as Mark moved away again, this time pulling her pussy lips apart with his hands. Her open and exposed pussy was slapped hard by the warm crashing water, and she moaned deeply into Vale’s thick mound again.
Mark’s knees sank into the wet sand as he moved forward until the stiff shaft of his cock pressed longways against her furry vagina. He then got onto the balls of his feet and tipped the fat head of his dick against Ahnix’s tight, pink asshole. He started a slow heal on the walls of her anus just as the next wave came and slid his bulbous dick in at the same time.
Vale moaned this time as Ahnix squeezed hard on the naga’s humongous clit in response to Mark’s actions. Vale countered the rough treatment on her sensitive nub by pulling her tail up and slapping Ahnix’s sopping wet pussy from below. They were gentle, yet firm, rhythmic wet slaps, and Mark could feel the cat-girl go into an intense erotic trance.
Vale and Mark both paused their movements as the wave came, splashing Ahnix’s hot pussy and the back of his balls with a rush of warm water. The ocean was warm, but their sex organs were red-hot and swollen. When the water came, it was like a cool caress on their genitals. 
Vale’s tail slapped at Ahnix’s pussy with solid thuds as Mark pounded his dick into her muscular ass, and every slap from Vale’s bumpy, wet tail caused Ahnix’s tight asshole to clench down on Mark’s cock, sending electric tingles right into the base of his balls.
After the next wave, Vale stopped slapping the cat-girl’s pussy, and instead slipped the tip of her tail inside. Ahnix had given up all hope on trying to do her duty with Vale’s pussy massage. She was virtually paralyzed by pleasure as Mark filled her ass with his throbbing cock and Vale filled her pussy with her slick, bumpy tail.
The waves came and spanked Ahnix time and again and Vale started to shove her tail in deep as Mark did the same. Mark lost count of the tight cat-girl’s orgasms before he finally came inside Ahnix’s clenching asshole.
She let out a low growl when she felt the torrent of pleasurable essence flow into her body.
Mark pulled out just as another wave came, and it felt nice and cool on his throbbing dick.
“Every time…” Ahnix mumbled as she crawled from Vale and rolled onto her side. “Every time is the best time.”
“Roo could use some cuddles up by the arena,” Mark said. “I’d like to take a moonlit ride on Vale.”
Ahnix responded by grunting and crawling up the beach towards the snoozing velvet girl.
The giant naga turned over onto her stomach and dragged her huge nipples along the wet sand as she moved into the water. She turned her violet eyes on Mark over her shoulder.
“Hop on,” she said with a smile.
Mark shook his head. “Nope, I want the other side. Let me see those perfect tits of yours.”
“Yes master,” she said and turned over as a wave rushed in around her neck. Mark watched as warm, frothy water surged around her cleavage, cleaning the sand off her breasts. He lifted his leg, straddled her and then sat down right on her pussy, his hard shaft pressing against her bulbous clit. Then he reached forward and grabbed hold of both silver nipple rings.
Like she was a horse, he gently tapped her hips with his heels. “Forward my beautiful steed.”
He could feel Vale’s cheeks flush with sexual excitement as she used her tail to propel them into the water. She used her hands to keep herself steady and above water as her powerful body and tail swayed back and forth. Her meaty pussy was completely under the water, and he could feel her long lips buffet his legs as the warm ocean rushed around them.
Mark pulled up slightly on her nipple rings, stretching the sensitive black flesh.
“Faster.”
He saw her mouth hang open as she panted, trying to deal with her arousal. As she increased her speed, her firm, toned stomach muscles alternated clenching as she moved. He really wanted to feel that from the inside.
Still holding on to her nipple rings, he lifted his ass up until he could slide his rock-hard cock right into her pussy. She moaned and tilted her forehead back into the water as he filled her up.
The motion of her body as they flew through the ocean caused his dick to move around inside her, and it was the most wonderful, hot friction. The movement also caused warm water to fill up her pussy and squirt out again. Mark’s eyes rolled into the back of his head as he held on with his legs and let the giant naga massage his dick with her huge, rubbery pussy.
He looked down into her violet eyes and pulled tighter on her nipple rings, stretching them further, and pushing his groin harder against her. Mark slowly filled her with a stamina enhancement and then pulled even harder.
“Faster!” he demanded, and Vale bit her lip, weaving her tail back and forth as fast as she could. Her back rose up out of the water as their speed increased, and Mark pulled her rings, so they were by his ears. He poured on a slow healing into the black flesh of her nipples, just in case he was being too rough and turned his head to lick and slurp on the sensitive, stretched out skin.
Vale’s forward moment faltered, and she lost her rhythm as he sucked on her taut nipple flesh.
“Faster!” he said as he gave the rings a sharp tug.
“Yess!” was all Vale could say as pleasure washed over them both. The friction on his penis inside her hot, wet pussy was maddening, and the speed at which they moved through the ocean was exhilarating.
Mark looked up at the giant silver moon as cum and essence poured out of him and into the giant naga between his legs. As they both climaxed, Vale slowed, and Mark relaxed the pull on her nipples.
He noticed that they started to sink into the water and he inhaled a deep breath.
With his cock still inside her, he leaned forward and wrapped his arms around his amazingly strong and wonderful giant naga. Locked together, she slowly took them on a tour of the brilliantly colored coral below them.
White moonlight flooded every inch of the ocean floor, and life was everywhere. The fish were all static plastic toys, but they were still colorful and breathtaking to watch.
After a short while, she brought them to the surface again and back to shore.
“That was the most amazing ride of my life,” Mark said. “Thank you, Vale.”
“I am yours to ride whenever you like, master.”
Her pure white hair was plastered to her head, causing her long elfish ears to stick out even more. The moon painted the wetness on her charcoal skin with a silver sheen that Mark found increasingly irresistible. His essence was all spent, but he could feel his cock stiffening again just by looking at her toned, perfect body.
“Okay,” he said. “How about right now?”
Vale gave him a sweet smile and laid down on her back again.
She patted her fleshy pussy and said, “Hop on.”
Mark and Vale played in the ocean for a long while before exhaustion brought them back up onto the beach where they joined Roo and Ahnix by the coals of the bonfire. There they all slept peacefully on the soft sands until the hot morning sun rose out of the ocean.
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Mark looked out over the sun-bleached and splintered guardrail of the Skipping Coin as the rippling surface of black waters passed below.
“I need to find a water protection belt next,” Roo muttered beside him.
Mark turned to face her. “Getting soaked doesn’t hurt, right?”
“No,” she sighed. “It’s just really uncomfortable.”
Ahnix pressed her body against Roo’s backside and slid her furry hand past the front of her leather corset. The cat-girl then reached under Roo’s skirt and gently cupped her perfect, velvet pussy lips.
“You get soaked down here all the time,” she purred quietly in the velvet-girl’s ear.
The moment was shattered when Nate began to bark out orders to the crew.
“Ease the mizzen staysail! Heave! Porter. Haul away the inner jib sheet! That’s the spirit, lads!”
Nate was like a different skeleton when he stepped on the ship. On land, Mark thought of him as a dullard- at sea, he confidently and efficiently managed the crew. Next to Nate was Captain Helgin, a mug of rum in one bony hand, the ship’s wheel in the other. Porter, Kirk, and Caltrop scrambled around the deck, reacting to the orders the first mate called out. Dan and his rubber duck climbed up to the crow’s nest, and that’s where they stayed.
Mark’s eyes were drawn to Ahnix still standing with her arms wrapped protectively around Roo as they looked out over the waves. The velvet-girl didn’t like being surrounded by so much water, but she radiated contentment from Ahnix’s embrace.
On his other side was Vale, her Star Scale Mail deployed and ready for anything. He watched the ethereal starfield that permeated every black scale and had to appreciate the beauty of such a legendary set of armor. It didn’t hurt that the dark plates were plastered over one of the most sensually curved creatures he had ever seen.
“Vale, pick any good upgrades lately?” Mark asked.
The giant naga turned her dark elfish face down to face him. “I split that last batch between accuracy for my laser shotgun- which is expensive, and general stat increases. I need to keep on top of my strength and stamina values. You never know when you’ll need to bare-knuckle box a strange painted ape, after all.”
Mark nodded. He knew exactly why she wanted to increase the shotgun’s accuracy.
“Anything new, Ahnix?”
“General tech tree took some, but Advanced Robotics was the major gain.”
“Sounds major,” Mark said. “I’m assuming that will help destroy those ice beam pin-bots we keep running into on the station.”
“Among other things,” she responded coyly.
Mark smiled and turned to his third Enthralled. “How about you, Roo?”
“Mmm yep! I pushed Combustive Glance to level three. Whoosh!” she said raising her soft hands high and a twinkle in her pure black eyes. “I also took an awesome new synergy!”
Ahnix sensed Roo’s intent and backed away from their embrace.
Roo held out her hand and slowly formed one of her trademark polished iron needles. A moment after it was created, the tip began to glow bright white, and Mark could feel the heat baking the air around it. It was as if the needle had been sitting in the coals of a forge for hours.
“Searing Needle!” she said with a wide smile. The fabric girl pointed the needle down towards the dry, wooden deck and proceeded to burn in the word ‘Roo’.
Vale’s brow came crashing down. “I don’t think-”
“The fuck
you doing?” She was cut off by the skeletal crewman Mark recognized as Kirk, standing behind them. “Can’t you see these kegs full of black powder?”
Mark followed his bony finger to the wooden barrels with black X’s painted on the sides. He figured they must be for the ship’s cannons, but some of them had long wicks trailing out from holes in the top. “Not to mention what the captain is libel to do when he sees ya befouling his baby.”
Roo shrugged and tossed her red-hot needle into the ocean where it hissed quickly before sinking to the bottom. Kirk shook his skull in disbelief and went back to tugging on some rope.
“Captain!” Dan called from up in the crow’s nest. Mark looked up and used his hand to shade his eyes against the bright blue sky. “Storm’s a brewin! Port side.”
Mark didn’t know what side the port side was, but when he looked out over the ocean all he saw were blue skies… and a distant giant skeleton rising out of the water.
“Flames take us all,” Vale swore, and Ahnix’s tail began to flip about wildly behind her.
“Is that…” Roo started but never finished.
As the monstrosity rose from the water to its full height, it looked like the giant skeleton was sitting in the ocean, cross-legged. It tilted its massive skull up toward the sky and opened its jaw, letting out a horrible moaning sound that echoed across the water.
“Thunder sounds close,” Porter said looking out over the ocean, next to Mark.
“Thunder?” Vale said. “You don’t see that thing out there?”
“Thing?” Porter asked, scanning the horizon. There was no way anyone could miss the fifty-story human skeleton sitting in the water. “Nope,” was his only response.
“Get the sails off ‘er, lads! Batten down the hatches and close all portholes!” First mate Nate called out commands from the back of the ship, and Porter ran off to follow orders.
Mark turned his attention to the insane situation out at sea and saw the skeleton crash one of its arms down into the water. A moment later, the ship rocked side to side from the waves crashing against the hull.
“Might want to get below decks, you lubbers,” Captain Helgin called out from the wheel. “’Bout to get choppy.”
Mark shook his head and ran up the wooden stairs to the raised section near the back of the ship.
“Captain!” he yelled as if he was trying to wake someone from sleeping. “There isn’t a cloud in the sky. You need to steer the ship away from that… thing out there.”
Captain Helgin sloshed his rum as he pointed to the bright, blue sky with his mug. “What do you call them angry, black bastards up there? I’ll leave the fight’n ta you while you leave the sail’n ta me. Deal? Now get the fuck off my poop deck.”
Mark grit his teeth and ran back down the stairs to his girls. “We have a problem.”
“Yes, a skeleton the size of a mountain,” Ahnix said, crossing her arms.
“And the NPCs don’t see it,” Mark added.
“Guys,” Roo called out. “It’s getting really close.”
Mark turned his head and saw the thing slam its other skeletal hand down into the water. The resulting wave splashed over the side, causing the ship to tilt dramatically. Roo ran up to higher ground to join the Captain and the first mate.
“We gotta do something!” Mark shouted. The ship was sailing right for the towering creature and, with a sickening slowness, it turned its colossal skull downward to face their relatively tiny vessel. Its jaw opened, and a deep, deafening sound vibrated Mark’s whole world. It sounded like slowed-down laughter.
The skeleton lifted its right arm out of the water and slowly reached outward for the ship. Mark’s mind scrabbled for a solution for about one second before he saw a huge iron ball launch into the air from his left. He turned and saw Roo picking herself up off the deck.
The iron ball impacted one of the massive finger bones and a loud cracking sound echoed across the water. The monster sitting in the ocean reared its head back, howled an ear-splitting wail and begun slamming both hands into the water with rage.
As close as they were, the ship rocked violently as giant swells of water crashed into its side and over the deck. Ahnix had to dig her claws into the wood while Vale caught Mark with her strong arms. The giant naga was hard to knock over.
Soaked through, Mark looked up and saw Roo hanging from one of the ropes attached to the nearby mast and was relieved that she hadn’t gone overboard. The monster stopped splashing and started to reach its hand out again.
“I can enhance Roo,” Mark called out. “Maybe with a big enough-”
“No,” Vale cut him off. “Not enough time or damage. Ahnix, go stand by that powder keg.”
The cat-girl nodded and ran where she was told.
“Roo!” Vale shouted up to the velvet girl. “Light that wick, now!”
“Wait a damn minute!” Captain Helgin snapped, his jaw clacking.
Roo ignored him and held her hand out to the large barrel filled with gunpowder. A small flame sparked into existence and started to burn up the wick.
“Those are for destroying ships!” Nate called out, running down the stairs. “Put that out, or we’ll all be dead!”
Vale moved to intercept the frantic first mate while she barked out more orders.
“Mark! Hit Ahnix- Ahnix deposit it inside the skull!”
Understanding washed over him and he held up his heart-shaped ring toward his treasured cat-girl. Enhancing her teleport had become as simple as breathing, and her fur began to glow as Mark quickly pumped her full of pleasurable energy.
Ahnix looked down at the sparks traveling up the braided wick, placed her hands on the powder keg- and waited.
“Go! What are you waiting for?” Vale yelled, fighting off Nate.
Mark’s attention was pulled to the dark shadow passing over the ship caused by the creature’s humongous skull. Vertigo spun inside Mark’s head as he watched its unimaginably huge arms lift hundreds of feet into the sky. They were all about to be obliterated. He looked away just in time to see Ahnix vanish and take the hissing powder keg along with her.
The concussive boom came a second later and knocked everyone but Vale to the weathered wooden deck of the Skipping Coin. A large shard of white bone whipped past Mark’s face and lodged into the wood by his head, but he ignored it and looked up to see Ahnix back where she started.
He instantly felt the horrible burns and cuts that covered her body. She was in pain, but Mark resisted the urge to blow his heal on his cat-girl before making sure Roo and Vale weren’t worse off. A quick ping along their bonds turned up shock, but no damage, and Mark scrambled over to his love.
He wrapped his arms around her and unleashed a surge of power and healed her wounds as bits of skull rained down around them. The boat rocked below him as the towering, now headless, skeleton collapsed back into the ocean. Mark was almost distracted by the torrent of essence flooding into him from the epic kill, but Ahnix was paramount in his mind.
By the time he had completely restored her, the sea was calm again. She blinked her exotic eyes up at him and let out a content sigh.
“I wanted to make sure it just didn’t roll out,” she explained.
“You did good,” Vale said, leaning over Mark’s shoulder.
“That crazy trick worked!” Dan yelled from the crow’s nest. He turned his skull down to yell at Captain Helgin. “Storms dissipat’n! Clear seas to Silvermist!”
Mark looked up to see Helgin and Nate staring down at them.
“You try foolishness like that again on my ship- ye be shark bait quicker than ye can spit.” His hollow eyes focused on Mark with an uncharacteristically still soberness.
Mark nodded. “Aye aye, Captain.”
“Right,” Helgin said. “Get ‘er on the move, Nate.”
The captain turned toward the seas ahead as his first mate begun to bark out orders again.
Roo walked up and squatted down next to Mark. Her short leather skirt rode up her legs, and Mark got an eyeful of her soft, velvet vagina.
“What an amazing blast!” she said, her black eyes twinkling. “Explosions are deeper into my Fire path, and I’m pretty sure I know where I’m going to be plopping my future points.”
The skeletal crew unfurled all the sails, and before long, they were speeding along the surface of the ocean again.
About a half hour later, Dan shouted another observation from his lookout position.
“Silvermist ho!”
Mark turned to see what looked like low-hanging clouds on the water.
Helgin spun the wheel, pointing the ship right for the dense fog. “Surprised Ol’ Blackheart has no ships out on patrol,” he said with a laugh. “Cocky bastard!”
As the ship entered the mist, visibility became very short, but Mark could still see looming spires of jagged rocks emerging from the ocean.
“Reef the sails,” Nate called out with a shouted whisper.
The crew of the Skipping Coin made careful adjustments, folding up some of the thick fabric, and the ship slowed. The muffling fog gave Mark a seriously ominous feeling, but then he looked around at his beautiful, deadly girls and felt ready for anything.
Captain Helgin handled the drifting ship like he was performing brain surgery, and Mark was astonished at how close some of the hull-piercing rocks had passed by. A handful of heart-pounding moments later they emerged from the mists, and Mark saw a tropical island nestled within the protective barrier. It was as if the ring of obscuring fog and deadly rocks were perfectly placed to protect the island. And they were, Mark realized. They were in a pirate-themed Adventure Dome, hand-crafted for paying tourists.
He smiled when he saw a huge wooden ship perched on the rocks at the top of the dark mountain. It was perfectly dramatic.
“How’d that boat get up there?” Roo asked what everyone was wondering.
Captain Helgin heard Roo and answered. “Legend says Blackheart was trolling the ocean for plunder when an ungodly waterspout caught his ship- The Aegaeon- and tossed it into the heavens. His galleon came back down only to be impaled by the craggy, black mountain. And it’s said this island has a mind of its own. Silvermist Isle roams the seas, looking ta lure ships into its maw. They say that Blackheart struck a deal with the island. He gives it souls and gets to keep the shiny coin left behind.”
“If the island moves, how did you find it?” Vale asked, her perfect white eyebrows pulled down.
“Bah, folk say all kinds of things. Just follow my old pirate nose to the biggest pile o’ gold.” The captain tapped the empty nose hole in his skull, and Vale shook her head.
“Weigh anchor!” the captain called out, and Porter worked a winch at the front of the ship, lowering an iron chain into the dark waters below. Helgin came down the wooden stairs to join Mark and his girls on the deck.
“Ye be on your own from here. Plenty of killing up ahead that we simple sailors don’t have the means or the stomach for. Just give a bellow from shore when the coast is clear.”
Ahnix looked across the water to the shore and then turned to Mark.
“Feel like skipping the boat ride and taking the fast route?”
Mark smiled as Roo and Vale reached out to touch the cat-girl’s shoulder.
“We’ll let you know when it’s safe. Thanks for the ride.” After Mark finished, he moderately boosted the distance on Ahnix’s teleport ability again. They were all turned inside out for the briefest instant and then they were standing on the beach.
This beach was much different from the pleasant, relaxing beach near the town of Candlewick. The sky was bleak and overcast, and here the sand was gray with rotting seaweed spreading out like an infection. Black flies hovered in swarms, and the sour smell made Mark gag.
Among the rot, there were bits of wood that looked like broken ship pieces.
“I don’t like it here,” Roo said, wrinkling her nose.
Ahnix’s tail hopped once and then hung limply. Mark could tell she didn’t like it either.
Out of a dark cave against the rock mountainside came a deep booming voice.
“Heard whispers you lot was comin’. Now let’s see who dares to flap their mouth about killin’ the Captain.”
Mark turned to see a skeleton with abnormally thick bones standing about ten feet tall. He wore torn breeches and a long black coat with the front open, exposing a solid-looking ribcage. In one skeletal hand was a long, black harpoon and in the other was a golden net.
“Welcome to Silvermist Isle!” As soon as his jawbone stopped moving, he launched his barbed harpoon right at Mark’s chest.
Vale’s backside appeared as she blocked the strike with Perfect Cover. From around the giant naga, Mark saw the black harpoon zip back to the large skeleton’s hand.
“Argh!” their attacker yelled and tossed his golden net over Vale. Mark was able to back away in time, but his guardian naga went down instantly, blue shocks from the net paralyzing her and causing an uncomfortable pain.
“Horrible Hooks!” Roo shouted to Mark’s left, and giant fishhooks on chains emerged from the ground and latched onto the thick-boned skeleton.
Mark didn’t wait for the hooks to pull the guy down, he leveled his crossbow on the bastard’s chest and squeezed the trigger. It was a direct hit, but instead of going down he just pulled Roo’s hooks out of the ground with his arms instead.
Ahnix appeared behind the beast of a skeleton and performed a spinning jump kick while she yelled, “Doom Kick!” The hulking skeleton moved his head an inch out of range from the black rip her foot caused and swung Roo’s chains to launch a brutal counter-attack. The cat-girl Retracted, and the linked metal whistled through the air where she was.
Roo launched an iron ball that impacted his skull, making the first cracking sound they heard and causing a minor stun.
Ahnix leveled her hacker tool on Vale and melted a hole in the glowing, golden ropes with her EMP scramble.
Vale growled fiercely as her fingers clenched onto the edges of the hole and tore it open with her brute strength.
The thick-boned skeleton recovered from his stun and launched his boomerang harpoon at Roo, but Mark popped up his shield just in time to deflect the attack. Like before, the shaft of black metal zipped back to his hand afterward.
This time, afterimages of Vale appeared right behind it as she smashed the large skeleton in its skull with an Improved Shield Bash. Mark heard another crack, and their attacker suffered a major stun from the powerful impact.
Vale wasted no time sticking her shotgun downward into his ribcage and blasting his pelvis into fragments.
Mark felt a rush of essence enter his body from defeating this powerful foe. He wasn’t dead yet though, and the half-skeleton let out a labored chuckle from the ground.
“Aye, you got me. But there be fifty more like me before you reach The Aegaeon and Cap’n Blackheart…They’ll avenge me…” He gasped his final dramatic breath and then lay still.
“That guy was tough,” Roo said, looking down at the pile of thick bones on the filthy, wet sand.
Vale attached her laser shotgun to her hip and looked up the path towards their destination.
“We need to be careful,” She said turning to the black and gold technology expert. “Killing NPCs cause more to spawn, and there’s a limited number of blank brains, right?”
Mark felt Ahnix get a flash of inspiration before she pointed one of her furry fingers up to the looming pirate ship on the mountain far above them.
“Mark, hit me. I’ll just go up there and check it out. Maybe snag a brain while I’m at it.”
Vale crossed her arms and looked up. “Okay, use stealth. Nothing risky.”
Ahnix’s tail hopped once, but she nodded and then turned her exotic eyes on Mark. She sent him a message, asking him to keep Harem Recall ready, just in case.
Mark nodded. “See you soon, my love,” he said and pumped her teleport with power.
Ahnix slowly faded from sight as she activated stealth before the long-range teleport.
Mark, Vale, and Roo exchanged worried glances. They all hated to be separated.
About five minutes went by, and Mark got a signal from Ahnix’s mind to look up. Vale and Roo picked up on it too, and they all saw a small figure jump off the distant boat. She dropped like a stone, and before Mark could activate Harem Recall, the short cat-girl just teleported safely to the ground when she was in range.
“Damn, you almost gave me a heart attack,” Mark said letting out a deep breath.
Ahnix held out a silver hunk of metal that looked like a large egg.
“Mission accomplished. Blackheart didn’t even know I was there.”
Vale smiled brightly. “Perfect! We don’t have to worry about the last one getting stamped, or whatever.”
Ahnix gave back one of her new curly smiles. “Let’s just get this back now. Roo can take us home from here and be done with this place.”
Mark thought about the skeletal crew of the Skipping Coin and felt a twinge of sadness just leaving them waiting forever. He was about to explore the moral ramifications when Roo beat him to it.
“We made a deal with the pirates, though.”
Vale nodded and put her hand on Roo’s shoulder, making her stance clear.
Mark was torn between just leaving or fighting all the way up to Captain Blackheart’s landlocked ship. They were simple Adventure Dome NPCs after all.
Ahnix had been torn herself until he picked up a trace of Mark’s thoughts. She snapped her eyes to his and her black tail hung limply behind her legs as her mood changed dramatically.
“You’re right, Roo,” the cat-girl said quietly. “They may just be NPCs, but so were we before Mark came along to help us.”
Mark nodded his agreement. “You girls have come a long way, and I think we all agree; we do not break our promises, no matter who they are to. Besides, I bet there is a lot of essence in it for us.”
Roo nodded to the dark, jungle path that led up the mountain from the beach.
“There’s the front door. Shall we smash some bones?”
“No,” Vale said, causing mild confusion to reverberate from everyone else in their interconnected bond. She raised one perfect eyebrow. “No one said we still had to play by the rules. Ahnix, with another boost from our Lover, you think you could get us all up there?”
“Probably,” she said, her tail hopping once.
“Good,” Vale continued. “And strategically, we could get the jump on Blackheart if we attacked from the rear.”
Ahnix was smiling again. “There is a nice balcony with a view. Blackheart was reading alone in the captain’s quarters. I’m sure we could cause some serious damage before reinforcements came.”
Mark could feel Vale get into her serious planning mode as her eyes focused intently on Ahnix. “Great. Now, tell me everything. How many entrances, exits, crew…”
Ahnix drew a rough layout of the ship in the smelly sand with a splintery piece of driftwood. A few minutes later they had a solid plan to get in, kill Blackheart, and get out with the treasure.
It started with Roo summoning the door back home and depositing the blank Character brain in a safe place. No reason to be carrying it around.
Next, Mark needed to power up Ahnix’s teleport again. He reached out through the universe and locked on to her ability with ease. He wrapped his mental arms around her glowing sphere of flicking, shadowy energy and instilled it with love and pleasure.
The cat-girl groaned then all of reality folded in on itself, and Mark found himself standing on a creaking wooden balcony looking down at the distant ocean below. The Skipping Coin looked like a toy boat from here, and he imagined that the giant skeleton in the water must have thought the same thing.
The next part of the plan was to quietly wait for Ahnix’s teleport and Mark’s enhancement to cool down. If they were caught now, it could go very badly for them. No one came though. Mark’s wait time was longer than Ahnix, and he nodded when it was ready. He wrapped his fingers around the back of Roo’s soft neck and channeled power into her Metalmancy ability. She needed to make a massive iron ball to block the only entrance into the captain’s quarters. Once he had given his velvet-girl all he could, Roo reached out to touch Ahnix’s furry shoulder and then they both vanished.
Mark and Vale quietly crept forward and waited for the impact of Roo’s iron ball from the other side. Mark could see a few rows of bookshelves and rolled up maps on one side of the room but couldn’t see the Captain himself. When they heard the splintering wood, Vale charged in, and Mark followed close behind.
Around the corner and sitting in a chair was a skeleton dressed in a white, ruffled shirt and slick black pants. He had a cutlass on one hip and a flintlock pistol on the table in front of him.
With a speed Mark could barely follow, Blackheart grabbed his pistol and fired at Vale’s head. The giant-naga lifted her shield, but the bullet passed right through and bounced off one of her long, armored ears.
There was no serious wound, but Mark could feel that the blow stunned and deafened her.
Mark leaned out from behind Vale and launched a shining ball of energy from his crossbow, but the Captain vaulted over the desk he had been sitting at and escaped the blast radius.
Blackheart cleared the table and drew his cutlass. The razor-sharp weapon flashed out towards Mark, but Vale was instantly there to intercept it.
A flurry of blows followed, and Vale caught most with her shield, but it was as if his sword summoned a visible slice of wind with every attack. Some of these magic attacks hit Vale through her armor.
Mark almost put up a protective bubble when Blackheart stopped his onslaught to deflect an iron needle launched at his head.
Vale used the opening to bash Blackheart in his skull causing a minor stun.
Mark knew Ahnix was in the room, but he couldn’t see her. As part of the plan, the cat girl was intended to stealth into the room and wait for the perfect time to strike. Apparently, this was it.
Ahnix became visible behind the Captain of the Aegaeon and instantly struck him five times, blue afterimages trailing after her claws.
Amazingly, she only chipped a few bones before Blackheart was back in the fight. That was, until Roo engulfed their foe in searing flames.
They knew her Combustive Glance was coming, so Ahnix dove far out of the way as Blackheart began to bellow in pain, his clothes turning to ash, and his white bones cracking from the heat. Vale pointed her Judge 559 right at his screaming skull and obliterated it with one point blank shot.
Mark felt a torrent of essence tickle his genitals for defeating the boss of Skullcrack Cove, but they weren’t done yet. And they didn’t plan on the ship catching on fire so quickly.
“We need to move!” Vale ordered as they watched the flaming wreckage of Blackheart’s body start to consume the dry wood all around them.
“This way,” Ahnix said as she jogged over to one of the corners of the captain’s quarters. When Mark got there, he saw thick bars of iron covering an alcove filled with several chests spilling over with gold coins, chalices, jewels and various other shiny trinkets.
Vale bashed on the door a few times with her shield, making a thunderous clang, but the bars held. Mark felt her wince from the cuts under her armor she received from Blackheart’s magic slices, but as they agreed before, he’d hold his heal until they absolutely needed it.
Roo pushed her way past Vale to the door. “Let me try.”
“Fire’s spreading fast,” Ahnix said, pressing against Mark as the flames consumed the wooden ship around them.
Mark looked back over his shoulder at Roo and saw her produce a shorter, glowing red needle and shove it into the lock.
“Hit it!” the velvet girl said, moving back.
Vale slammed her shield into the cool end of the metal shaft and smashed right through the melting locking mechanism. The door swung open, and they all barely fit inside.
Mark was up again, and it was all on his shoulders. He had to hit Ahnix as hard as he could- otherwise, she wouldn’t be able to teleport all of them and all the treasure out of there. And everything had become a raging inferno.
Mark pushed the sweltering heat and chaos out of his mind. He wrapped his fingers around Ahnix’s sleek furred arms and gave himself to her. His badass cat-girl had changed so much lately, but one thing was still true, she never ceased to amaze him. He focused on that feeling of constant awe he felt. From her beauty and grace, from her combat prowess, from her never-ending determination.
He poured his infinite confidence into Ahnix, and he felt her spasm from an instant orgasm. Mark’s lips curled into a devilish smile in the darkness of his own mind and locked everything on her pleasure and forced all the energy he had toward enhancing her.
Ahnix grunted loudly as she doubled over from the multiple intense orgasms wracking her tight body. When she opened her eyes, Mark opened his, and he saw the telltale white flames of a substantial upgrade.
Ahnix took a shuddering breath and held out her hands.
“Hold on,” she said calmly, and the next thing Mark saw was Silvermist Isle from a across a large body of water. They were all back on the deck of the Skipping Coin and surrounded by the full collection of Blackheart’s treasure- and she hadn’t even been touching everything.
Mark smiled as he turned to look up at the black smoke rising from the ship up in the mountains, but his chin was pulled down into a deep kiss from Ahnix’s furry lips.
After she had her fill, the cat-girl leaned back slightly and looked deep into his eyes.
“Now that was a powerful enhancement.”
The skeletal Captain Helgin began to laugh into the sky, behind him.
“We’re rich boys! Let’s get gone before someone sees all this booty!”
Helgin’s words triggered another torrent of essence to enter Mark from the air around him for fully completing the quest and holding up their end of the deal. Mark took the opportunity to press his lips onto Ahnix’s again as the erotic energy from the universe poured into his reserves through his prostate.
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“Geez, took you long enough!” Johnson said as Mark and his girls walked through Roo’s doorway to Cargo Bay Gamma 7.
Ahnix’s furry tail flipped behind her as she held up the shiny, silver Character brain.
“Relax, we have the blank receptacle for the station’s virtual assistant,” she said, slapping it roughly into his hand. Mark felt another massive rush of essence pour into him for finishing part of the main quest line. He shuddered as erotic pleasure raced up his spine. He was at about half already.
Johnson had a wide grin on his face as he spoke. “Great. I’ll start by burning off the body formation libraries, extra room that way for-.”
“Wait,” Vale said, weaving forward. “You’re going to burn libraries?”
“What? No- just the code that would normally store the physical body instructions. We’re gonna brain-in-a-jar this thing.”
The giant naga’s violet eyes narrowed. “You are going to create an artificial mind and trap it in a jar without a body?” She looked Ahnix. “And you’re okay with this?”
Ahnix’s tail hung limply between her muscular legs. “I didn’t really think it all the way through...”
Mark felt something radiate from Ahnix that he almost never felt- deep shame. Two times in a row she had thought of less complex AIs as disposable. The sullen cat-girl internally vowed to never do it again as she snatched the smooth, metal brain back from Johnson.
“Hey! What-”
“Doing this right,” Ahnix said walking over to the workstation.
Mark remembered detecting a hint of emotion from the station’s virtual assistant when they first met Erica’s malfunctioning hologram. That felt like a hundred years ago. He walked over and patted the giant naga on her firm, toned back. She had removed her armor the moment they left Skullcrack Cove, and he relished every opportunity he got to touch her smooth, flawless skin.
“Oh Vale sweetie,” Betty called out. Mark looked over and saw the gray-haired woman sitting on a small stool, stirring a bucket of black tar. “Bring that shield over here, and we’ll see what we can do about that upgrade I promised.”
Mark, Vale, and Roo all moved over to see what Betty had cooked up.
“Ooh, what is that? Smells horrible.” Roo said, wrinkling her nose.
“Exo-rubber polymer, and it won’t smell like nothin’ after its slathered on. Look, you even got another hole to patch.”
Betty pointed to the ground near the pot, indicating the place Vale was to lay her shield. Mark felt the giant naga’s apprehension. This shield was one of the few relics she had from her home, and from her whole world. But potential tactical advantage took over, and Vale laid the shield down on the white cargo bay floor.
“You can trust Betty,” Willard said from his corner in the pillow nest. “She’s really nice and knows a lot of Junker tricks.”
Roo walked over to the round man, holding a tablet in his hands. It looked like he had been reading something.
“What’s a Junker?” the velvet-girl asked, her head tilted.
Betty answered while she painted the melted rubber on Vale’s shield. “Someone who knows how to find the broken bits no one wants, and fix ‘em for a profit.”
“Like turning iron to gold?”
“I wish,” Betty said, looking over her shoulder at Roo.
Johnson’s sudden outburst caught everyone’s attention. “Zoology?  What the hell are you doing?”
“Shh, not now,” Ahnix hissed. Mark could tell the cat-girl was intently focused on what she was typing on the console.
They passed the next hour or so talking about what Betty did before she came to this station. She regaled them with her outrageous exploits as a Scavenger and Junker while she applied her advanced rubber to Vale’s shield. Johnson and Ahnix argued quietly, and he lost every battle. It seemed like she was making some radical changes to what he had planned to do with the blank brain.
Roo asked what Willard was reading, and Mark moved over to join her. He was curious as well.
“It’s supposed to be about cowboys, but it’s just nonsense.”
He handed Mark the tablet, and Roo watched over his shoulder as he swiped the screen to change the display to another page.
“I know magic when I see it, and that’s a magic book,” Roo said.
Mark didn’t correct her. Instead, he was lost trying to puzzle together what he was seeing.
The words on the current page read, ‘daddy can I pet them why not he’s crying can I help stop his eyes from leaking where is the juice not today you promised you’d be here come up and get me I’m under here nothing just looking at the rain how come-’
It went on like this, page after page. It was as if the station was haunted by a child. Mark shrugged and handed the device back to Willard.
“It’s better than staring at the wall, I suppose,” the large man said.
Eventually, Ahnix was done with her modifications and called everyone over to the crafter. Mark saw the silver egg that was the unstamped brain sitting in the machine’s alcove and waited for the show to start.
Ahnix picked up on his thoughts. “It’s not blank anymore. I stamped it with Erica, the station’s virtual assistant. And I made some drastic changes to how she’ll form and access memories.”
Johnson pushed his glasses up. “I don’t know if this is even going to work, but if it does, it will be a breakthrough in artificial intelligence. Those learning algorithms you used…”
Mark felt a few things from the people gathered around him. Johnson’s jealousy was palpable. Ahnix surpassing his computer knowledge was a vivid green fog around him, but Vale and Roo were glowing with interest.
The black and gold cat-girl typed in some quick commands into the crafter and then followed up with a few taps on the hacking tool on her wrist.
A moment later, the crafter’s alcove began to glow as motes of light formed around the lonely, silver brain. The bright points shifted to black dust and started to collect around the smooth, metal surface. Bit by bit, a spinal cord was slowly formed, and Mark watched in amazement as it extended out of the crafter down onto the cargo bay floor. The long knots of dark metal seemed to be too long, and Mark wondered if Ahnix had left instructions to grow a giant.
But as the rest of the body began to quickly fill out, he had to smile. Next to him, Vale sucked in a breath of surprise when she realized the form taking shape before her eyes.
Ahnix had created a human-sized, robot naga. The figure was female, but she had a sleek shape that wasn’t overly voluptuous like Vale. She looked built for speed. Mark could see metal eyelashes, full lips, and long elfish ears take shape on her perfectly smooth round head. The crafting machine stopped adding layers, and Erica was complete.
“Oh, Ahnix…” Vale whispered. “She’s beautiful.”
At this, the metal naga opened her glowing, green eyes and sat bolt upright- directly into the roof of the machine with a loud clunk.
“Relax!’ Vale called out as the newborn creature looked frantically around the room. When the giant naga spoke, Erica’s eyes locked onto hers. “It’s going to be okay,” Vale said in a calm voice.
The metal naga squinted her eyes as if trying to remember who Vale was, then darted away from the crafter’s alcove in a blur and ending up pressed against Vale’s side.
“Who are-? Who am-?” she said in a high, melodic voice and then put her polished metal hands over her long ears. Vale instinctively reached her hand down over Erica’s back with a loose, yet comforting embrace.
Erica’s bright green eyes still darted around the room, but Mark could tell she had relaxed a little.
“I’m Vale. It’s nice to meet you, Erica.”
“Eric-a,” the metal naga said, tasting the word on her mouth. “No! That’s not my… I- I- Informative concierge assistant. Erica. Yes? How can I help?” She looked up into Vale’s eyes.
“For now,” Vale responded calmly, “just slow down and relax.”
The metal naga looked around at everyone again, more calmly and then winced as if in pain.
“Too many things, ideas, minds- inside.”
Mark felt a snap of recognition from Roo before the velvet girl stepped around Vale and faced Erica. She reached out her soft, fabric hands and clasped the naga’s polished metal ones.
“I know what it’s like to wake up and have everything exist at once- knowledge, concepts, people, places… shove all that to the background. Look at me.” Roo took a few steps back, and Erica kept her eyes locked on the lithe fabric-girl.
“Focus on the here and now,” Roo continued as she formed a smooth iron ball in her soft hand. “Here! Catch!”
Roo tossed the ball to Erica who reached out and caught it effortlessly. Erica, the metal naga, let out a tinkling laugh and smiled. Mark had to marvel at the way the smooth metal on her face moved so fluidly. It behaved like skin.
“It’s working. You did it,” Johnson said, disbelief evident in his slack face.
Ahnix crossed her arms. “She’s a little shaky, and we still need her to properly interface with the station.”
“I can interface,” Erica said, pouting. “I think I’m good at it too!”
“Remarkable…” Johnson said.
Mark had to smile. He waved one of his hands to Erica, and she turned her glowing eyes on him.
“I’m Mark. I’m also glad to meet you. Do you know where you are?”
The station AI considered Mark’s question as she looked around the room. She was as tall as Mark, but next to Vale, she looked like a child. Mark could tell by her posture that she wasn’t going to leave Vale’s side for a while.
“Cargo Bay Gamma 7 - Deck 7. Near the Blackhole Casino and Buffet, only thirty-nine… thousand credits to… Yes. I know where I am.”
“Now I’m hungry,” Willard said from the corner.
“Great,” Mark said, ignoring the extraneous information. “We really need your help.”
“How can I help?” she repeated, looking around at everyone with an earnest look of cooperation on her smooth, metal face.
Ahnix spoke first. “We need you to access the FTL communications array- without letting anything from the station write to your memory. Can you access your firewalls?”
“Firewalls?” Roo repeated quietly as Erica focused inward.
“Yes. Primary, secondary, and tertiary firewalls are deployed.”
Johnson ran his fingers through his greasy hair. “This shouldn’t be possible. You gave the station assistant custom hardware, software- shit you made her know how to move with that snake body instantly. How did you figure all this out so quickly?” he asked, staring at Ahnix.
Mark answered for her. “She’s not from around here.”
Vale patted her large hand on Erica’s metal back. “You feel up to helping out with communications? It’s okay if you aren’t ready right now.”
“I would like to help. Interfacing feels like it would be… fun.”
Johnson snorted. “Just don’t fry your new brains prancing around in that nightmare of a mainframe.”
The exotic cat-girl’s tail jumped once and shot him a venomous look.
“She won’t.” Ahnix then held her furry hand out to Erica and said, “I am Ahnix, and I know interfacing can be fun.” As the cat-girl finished her sentence, she vanished and reappeared next to the wall of the cargo bay, about ten paces away from where she started.
“But you have to be fast.”

Erica smiled and slid an inch toward Ahnix before she looked up at Vale. The giant naga gave her a reassuring nod, and the station’s virtual assistant found the confidence to weave her metallic body over to Ahnix.
“You’re so fast,” Erica said when she reached the wall. “I didn’t even see you move!”
Ahnix held her hand out and motioned down to the iron ball held between the metal naga’s hands. Erica looked down at the ball, gave it one more squeeze and then handed it over to Ahnix.
“You can have this back soon. I promise. But you need your hands free to interface properly.”
“I understand.”
“Good. Now, we need you to get in and gain access to communications.”
Johnson came up behind Ahnix. His demeanor changed to be a bit softer as he realized that his life depended on Erica succeeding.
“Yes. Please target the closest settlement- Vermeil Seven. Then broadcast the default distress signal.”
The metal naga blinked her green eyes at Johnson and then looked at Ahnix for support. The cat-girl gave her a slight nod, and Erica’s smooth features took on a determined squint as she focused on the task at hand.
The station concierge assistant put her hands upon one of the consoles, and Mark saw the display start to flicker wildly.
“Ah- it’s… too messy- angry,” Erica said through evident pain.
“You’re moving too slow!” Ahnix said sternly next to her. “Go fast! I know you can do it.”
Erica focused intently on some intricate dance only she could see and then a light trill of laughter burst from her metallic lips.
“I see! Zip before it zaps.”
Ahnix rewarded Erica with a slow nod. “Good job. Now find Coms.”
“It’s here but broken. Nothing is where it is. The FTL antennae can’t find anything.”
“Oh shit, of course…” Johnson said. “The station is out of alignment. Remember when the lower decks blew out into space? Yeah, we could be anywhere now- we could be about to crash into the sun for all we know.”
“No,” Erica said. “We are headed away from the sun at nearly seven miles per second. But we need to update position data before we activate the array. Nobody will hear us.”
The metal naga bent her head forward, and the screen began to flicker faster. After a moment, Erica pulled away from the wall and looked at the floor.
“I’m sorry, I can’t do it. The fresh readings get overwritten before I can apply it to the FTL antennae array. And the file is too big and far away. The station corrupts the data when I try and pull it here all the way from Stellar Cartography.”
Vale came sliding over and put her hand on Erica’s smooth shoulder. The metal naga turned her glowing green eyes up to Vale’s.
“It’s okay, Erica. I don’t know a lot about this station. Can you tell me what stellar cartography is? Sounds like star maps.”
“Yes. I like to give information! Stellar Cartography is a data center and sensor cluster near the top of Eros Station. The sensors collect data, and very complicated formulae continually update our position in the universe relative to celestial bodies and other points of interest. It looks really neat too.”
“She’s right,” Johnson said. “If you take her there, she might be able to store the chart data in her brain.”
Ahnix nodded. “We’d have to take her to the communications center afterward.”
“You were probably going to need to do this anyway. Good thing you made her mobile after all.”
Vale pressed the metal naga close, and Mark could feel her worry for Erica’s safety out among the murderbots. Ahnix felt it too.
“Don’t worry, Vale. Remember who designed her?” With that, Ahnix lifted the iron ball she was holding for Erica. “Activate eyebeams.”
The metal naga obeyed, squinting her eyes. An instant later, tiny green lasers zapped out and struck the ball. Ahnix fearlessly held still for the demonstration and then tossed the iron ball back to Erica.
“Show Vale the pretty little hole you made.”
Erica smiled and held the ball up for inspection. From where he was standing, Mark could see the deep crater she had drilled in a fraction of a second.
Ahnix continued, “She’s fast, too. I’ve seen how you move around this station. That sexy naga body was built for the tubes and tight vents of this place.”
Mark felt Vale flush and saw a wide smile grow on her elfish face. Erica looked up at the giant naga and mirrored her smile.
“Fantastic!” Roo said. “We could use another badass naga on our side.”
Mark nodded. “Then it’s settled. Next mission is to escort Erica to this Stellar Cartography place.”
“Your upgraded shield is just about dry, sweetie,” Betty called from her stool. “Have a look.”
Vale patted Erica on her smooth head and turned to collect her shield. The smaller, metal naga moved with her, weaving her shiny tail silently across the cargo bay.
The giant naga bent down and collected her shield off the floor, and ran her fingers over the black, matte substance covering its surface. Betty stood up and slapped her hand against Vale’s upgraded black shield.
“That’ll take some serious punishment before failing you.”
Vale bowed her head deeply. “Thank you, Betty. I’m sure this will help us all survive a little better.”
“It’s supposed to stop those robots’ energy beams, right?” Roo asked.
“That’s right,” Betty said, putting her hands on her hips.
Roo got that mischievous twinkle in her eye, and Mark felt her excitement spike.
“Erica,” Roo called playfully. “Activate your eyebeams on Vale’s new shield.”
With a silver blur, the smooth metal naga moved a few feet away from Vale and then paused.
“Ready?” Erica asked, her shiny face bright with excitement.
Vale looked from Roo to Erica, then held her heavy shield out away from her body clutched in one hand. Mark saw her toned muscles stand out on her arm from the display of pure strength.
“Ready.”
Erica squinted her eyes and two bright-green beams converged in the center of Vale’s shield. This time, the blast lasted a good five seconds before Erica blinked and stopped the attack.
Everyone inspected Vale’s shield for damage and saw absolutely nothing. There was no hole, blemish, or anything showing that it just absorbed a focused laser attack.
Mark saw the smug look on Betty’s wrinkled features and felt a grin spread across his face.
“Told you Betty knows her stuff,” Willard said before going back to his nonsense book.
Vale pulled the shield to her, holding it in both hands and Mark saw her eyes start to dart back and forth.
“Shield Bash Bonus?” Vale said, breathlessly.
Betty crossed her arms, sticking her hands into the top of her blue overalls. “Yup. It’s that diamond mist coat. A hacked corporate-level crafter can produce some fine composites.”
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They took a short break before they headed back out into the station. Mark was sitting on about one-half of his essence reserves, but it was a little after midday, and the group’s mood was to move forward, so he suggested a quick lunch. Mark said he had a taste for pizza, and Vale and Ahnix shocked him when they said they had never had it before.
He thought back to the day he lost feeling in his hands- ordering sausage pizza from a machine. But nothing terrible happened when Mark pulled the three large slices of dripping cheese out of the crafter, however, and he watched closely as his cat-girl and giant naga attempted to eat pizza for the first time.
“I’ve never seen this shape,” Vale said, lifting hers off the plate. “But we’ve put melted cheese on bread, with vegetables.”
“But coated with smashed tomatoes and giant hunks of greasy sausage?” Mark asked, raising an eyebrow. Neither could say they had the combination before, and they sampled what Mark described as a ‘perfect flavor synergy’. Vale was on her second slice by the time Ahnix ripped the meat and cheese off hers and left the bread and sauce on the plate.
Even though the cat-girl only ate half of Mark’s perfect flavor synergy, she sent him the honest pleasure she got from the part she ate. He didn’t think she would even be able to lie to him at all any more- their bond was that strong.
Erica and Roo played catch with the laser-pitted iron ball while the others ate. Willard joined them for a slice of pizza, Betty cleaned up her crafting area, and Johnson studied the logs Ahnix left behind from creating Erica’s body.
When it was time to go, everyone geared up and stood around Ahnix.
“Need me to hit you, or you got this?” Mark said, sending her the concept of an extra Erica.
Ahnix shook her head and teleported them all outside of the cargo bay. Erica did a quick circuit of the area, her segmented metal body silently swishing around, and Mark got a good indication of how fast she could really be. Ahnix held out her hacker tool while she and Vale consulted the 3D map projected onto the air. Shortly after that, they were climbing another maintenance tube.
Just as Ahnix planned, the metal naga design allowed her to navigate the tube with ease. Erica and a fully armored Vale took the lead. The two of them looked like twins as they spiraled around the tube above him with their serpentine bodies.
Ahnix no longer had to hack every hatch herself as the station’s virtual assistant was also an expert hacker, and their upward pace became a little rough for Mark.
They stopped after about an hour at the fiftieth level to move horizontally toward the edge of the station where there were fewer security bots, and continue their ascent to the top. The dim halls of this shopping area were thankfully quiet. They reached the outer edge of the station and began to circle around while the black stillness of space hung outside massive, floor-to-ceiling windows on their left. The sun must have been on the other side of the station, and Mark saw the pinpoints of millions of stars scattered across the distant void of nothingness.
When the silent, serene beauty was disturbed by a flickering light on the sleek, white walls of the corridor, Mark grew concerned. They rounded the gentle curvature of the station and faced a blazing inferno filling a large glass room in front of them. It was as if a live rocket was lodged into the hull of the station and its thruster was blowing white and blue jet-fueled flames everywhere. Above the door, stylistically warped letters read ‘Blackhole Bar and Grill’.
“This wasn’t in the damage report,” Ahnix said, popping open her holographic map.
“One of the core ventilation valves must have ruptured,” Erica suggested, scooting close to the glass doors. She turned around, her reflective body shimmering in front of the insanely hot flames behind her. “This must have just happened. The rupture must be sealed quickly, or the improperly vented plasma will burn a hole in the outer hull. This whole section could depressurize- that would be bad.”
Ahnix shook her head. “The control for the valve is inside that room. There’s no way either us could survive that heat.”
“I could,” Roo said, waving her soft fingers.
Ahnix didn’t take her exotic eyes off the glowing map. “Yeah, but you can’t hack the panel.”
“Can we maybe break a window and vent that fire into space somehow?” Mark said, trying to be helpful.
“Yeah!” Roo said, “I’d love to smash one of these.”
Erica pointed to one of the floor-to-ceiling windows separating them from the vacuum of space.
“You might not possess the means to damage the reinforced crystal lattice of these windows.”
Roo held up her hand to the closest window in the corridor, and Mark quickly reached out to grab her wrist.
“Let’s not test it in here, okay?”
The velvet girl bit her lower lip and put her hand down.
Erica continued. “Besides, breaking the glass would cause the catastrophic depressurization I mentioned earlier.”
Ahnix looked up. “Not if we seal the place off first. I can close the bulkheads and erect forcefields from out here. Wouldn’t a controlled breach trip the shutoff valve?”
Erica slid up to Ahnix, her green eyes darting around as if she were trying to remember something.
“Yes. That could work. But someone would still need to break the glass- from inside.”
Vale crossed her arms. “There’s no other way?”
Ahnix pointed to the map projecting from her arm. “I could seal this off, and we could go around, but it would take a lot longer- and there are a lot more security measures near the core.”
“Guys, I can do this,” Roo pleaded. “I can trade projectile size for speed. If Mark enhances my Metalmancy really good, I bet I could punch through with a tiny pellet.”
Erica wove her body close to Roo and put her hand on her white, velvet arm.
“Please don’t get blown out into space.”
Roo gave her a wide smile. “It’s okay. I’ll just make some wonderful, horrible hooks to hold onto.”
“Alright, let’s do this,” Mark said. “If it doesn’t work, we just go around.”
Ahnix closed her map and nodded. “Roo, you need to go in first, before I seal off the area.” Then she turned her half-lidded eyes on Mark. “Think you can hit her without being able to see her?”
Mark focused his attention on the vast and potent bond he shared with his beautiful velvet construct and closed his eyes. Like Ahnix’s teleport, he had enhanced Roo’s basic attack many times.
He opened his eyes. “Yeah. Pretty sure I can.”
Roo put her hand on Mark’s shoulder and let it slide down his back as she walked toward the entrance to the Blackhole Bar and Grill. His eyes lowered to her short leather skirt as it lightly swished back and forth as her hips swayed. Her long, shapely legs pulled his mind off target and Mark had to shake his head to clear out the distracting thoughts. He had a job to do.
When Roo pulled open the door, searing heat billowed out, and everyone but her and the metallic Erica shielded their face from the heat with their arms.
The transparent door closed, and Mark watched his fabric girl calmly walk into the flames. Ahnix gave her a few seconds to clear the doorway and went over to a control panel on the wall. She tapped a few buttons on the interface and then on her hacker tool. A moment later, a massive bulkhead slammed down in front of the restaurant, and Mark heard a loud hum as a blue forcefield bubbled out in front of it.
Roo was now trapped in a room filled with searing hot plasma. Mark closed his eyes, held on tightly to their bond and waited for her to tell him she was ready. He could feel her giddy excitement at being surrounded by intense swirling flames and at the prospect of creating a spectacular explosion.
A few moments passed before he received an image of her blowing him a kiss from far away. It was time. Mark traveled along their bond with his mind and quickly found the shiny reflective energy of her Metalmancy skill. As he had before, he visualized it as a liquid metal copy of Roo. Mark then mentally embraced the metal Roo and ran his fingers down her back to rest on her smooth, round ass. She had such a tiny, cute butt- just cupping it drove him wild. He poured this sensual, erotic energy into the metal representation of her ability and kissed her deeply.
Mark felt the real Roo melt with intense pleasure. He kept up his side of the energy transference as long as he could, but many things happened at once that smashed his concentration.
First, a loud blast drew his attention to the eruption of flames and debris being violently ejected into space. Second, his stomach dropped as it felt like the whole station shifted under his feet. Third, his connection to Roo pulsed with extreme worry and terror.
He pushed everything else out of the way and focused on communicating with his velvet girl. He only received a jumble of panic from her and tried everything he could to send a message of calm. Roo’s chaotic mental cloud dissipated, and he felt a peaceful serenity wash over her. She was okay.
Mark let out a sigh and finally realized that gravity had been turned off.
“Mark! What’s happening?” Vale asked, her own panic raising. Her long tail wound around in the air sporadically as she tried to deal with the new, terrible freedom. Ahnix answered for him.
“Artificial gravity has malfunctioned. Possibly due to the damage from the plasma leak.”
The cat-girl simply teleported back to the panel she had been working on and typed a few more commands. A high-pressure hiss indicated that breathable atmosphere was currently being restored to the restaurant beyond. The thick bulkhead raised into the ceiling shortly after, and Mark saw melted metal covering everything, but it was otherwise completely empty.
Mark felt terror raise in Ahnix. “I don’t see her.”
“But you can feel her, right?” he asked, confused himself.
“Yeah, she seems okay. Happy even. But where is she?”
A loud thunk pulled everyone’s attention to the nearby window, and despite the lack of gravity, Mark’s heart fell through the floor. Far out in the blackness of space, a white human-shaped object was floating away from the station.
“Oh no!” Erica cried.
“Relax,” Ahnix said. “She’s fine. Guess the hooks didn’t hold.”
Mark closed his eyes and focused on their connection again. He sent her an image of his shaking head, chastising her. She should have told him what was happening.
In response she sent him the infinite stillness and peace she felt floating in the void, but that she was ready to come home to him again. Mark wrapped his mind around her soft, velvet skin and her floral scent. Once he felt the lock, he tugged her back to him with Harem Recall.
And there she was, in the corridor with them.
“Whooo! What a ride,” she said before her big, puffy lips made an ‘o’ in surprise. “Why am I still flying?” The velvet girl flailed her arms and unwillingly tilted forward toward the floor.
“Roo, you’re amazing!” Erica said, pushing her tail off the wall and catching Roo in her arms. “How did you survive all that?”
“All my girls are very special,” Mark answered for her.
“I truly am!” Roo said as Erica helped her get back under control. “But my hooks and chains melted in all that heat. I was ripped out into the void like a cannonball. I didn’t know what to expect, but once I calmed down and just started floating, it was really nice out there.”
Ahnix closed the panel she was working on. “I can’t restore the gravity generators- and it looks like this whole section is affected. We’re in for an interesting trip.”
Mark felt Vale’s discomfort level spike as she tried to keep her body orientated.
“Ugh, this is going to make me sick.”
Erica let go of Roo, pushed her tail off the floor and gracefully arched her back as she curled through the air to pass upside down in front of Vale.
“You can do it. It’s easy. A body in motion stays in motion. Push accordingly.”
Vale’s serpentine tail stopped wiggling around like she was underwater and concentrated on what Erica had told her. After a few attempts at controlling her orientation and speed, the giant naga began to get the hang of zero gravity movement.
Ahnix was having no problems at all. She was naturally acrobatic, and if she wanted to be in a different spot, she could just teleport there. Mark and Roo ended up holding hands and bouncing around the corridor as they practiced getting around. Her pure black eyes twinkled, locked on his as they danced and twirled without the burden of gravity.
“Okay, we should be moving forward,” Vale said after a while. “Those wheeled death machines probably will have a hard time getting to us now, but I don’t trust this magical weightless zone.”
They moved forward through the melted restaurant, and Mark noticed that the massive windows that must have shown a spectacular view of the cosmos were all blocked by a gray metal bulkhead with painted, yellow warning signs. The curved outer hallway continued on the other side of the restaurant, and a series of golden doors took the place of shops. 
“Luxury suites,” Ahnix said just before Mark asked. From the distance between the doors, he figured they had to be massive rooms. The five of them bounced around the curved corridor, passing about ten of the doors before Ahnix held her hand up for them to stop- which wasn’t as easy as it normally was. Mark had eventually realized that he needed to push off toward his intended next contact point. Otherwise, if he just tried to shoot straight down the hallway without any plan, he could end up flailing with his arms and legs and unable to reach any surface.
Vale was getting much better at controlling herself and used her ample body to help stop the others as they waited along the walls for Ahnix’s report.
“Something is coming. A few somethings- I hear metallic stomping. Wait here.”
The black-and-gold cat-girl vanished from sight as she pushed off down the corridor.
“She can turn invisible?” Erica said behind Mark, astonished. He looked over and saw her hiding behind Vale, peeking down the hall after Ahnix.
“I told you my girls are special.”
“You’re a Collector- a Lover,” she whispered with her light, tinkling voice. “You are the source of their power?”
“Well,” he responded. “I don’t know about all that. They would still be amazing without me.”
“Don’t listen to him,” Vale said, placing her hand on Erica’s back. “Without Mark, none of us would be here right now.”
An alarming emotional pulse stopped the idle chatter, and Mark, Roo, and Vale all got ready for combat.
“What’s happening?” Erica asked, confused by the abrupt shift in mood.
“Ahnix found something dangerous.”
Just as Vale said the words, Mark began to hear the steady metallic clank of something marching toward them. He felt that his badass cat-girl was near, so it was no surprise when Ahnix faded into existence.
“Three very large mobile turrets. They seem to have magnets in their feet. Headed this way. I could probably disable the lead one with my EMP but fighting these will be tough.”
Erica moved more of her metallic body behind Vale. “Those are supposed to be on the outside of the station. They are anti-ship weapons.”
“How far?” Vale asked her eyebrows pulled down.
“About three and a half gold doors,” Ahnix said.
Vale’s violet eyes passed over the group, gathering their attention.
“Okay, here’s my plan- we break into one of these rooms. Ahnix enters and keeps the location locked in memory. We exit, then hit and run the enemy until they are further along and closer to the restaurant. Ahnix teleports us behind them and back in the room. It’s getting late anyway. We wait there until the heat is off and resume our mission in the morning. We set watches and destroy anything that enters.”
Mark smiled in awe of her. It was a great plan, and he had some essence that wanted out. Ahnix wasted no time opening the nearest gold door with the computer strapped to her wrist. While she worked, the rest slowly moved up the hallway to draw the attention of the turrets.
When Mark saw how big they were, he was even more in favor of Vale’s plan. They were essentially walking tanks that filled up most of the corridor. There was only room for one of them to fit, so the mobile spaceship defense turrets all steadily marched in a line. Their thick, metal feet slammed into the bottom of the corridor as the magnets turned on and the resulting monotonous thud shook everything around him. Vale pointed to Mark and Roo, signaling she wanted them to shoot first.
The two nagas used their tails to push backward and away as Mark fired his crossbow and Roo launched an iron ball. The attacks didn’t seem to do much damage but got their attention. The cannons swiveled with a high-pitched whine, but Mark and Roo kicked off the wall and left the cannon’s line of sight before it fired. It sounded like the thunderous marching increased in speed after seeing them, and Mark’s heart rate sped up to match. One shot from their ridiculously huge cannons would probably instantly vaporize anyone hit.
Vale moved up next and fired her shotgun before also retreating. The giant naga had waved Erica back beforehand, not wanting to put the station’s virtual assistant in unnecessary danger.
Ahnix had joined back up with them by now and moved to take her turn with the feint attacks. Vale grabbed her furry arm and shook her head.
“We don’t want them disabled,” she whispered, and the cat-girl nodded her understanding.
Mark, Roo, and Vale took turns attacking and retreating and eventually one of the turrets fired a deafening blast at Roo, almost taking her legs off. She was around the bend a moment before the strike came, but Mark was close when the chunk of red, glowing energy struck the wall and had to skip his turn due to temporary blindness caused by the flash.
After they had moved beyond the last golden door and were about to back up into the Blackhole Bar and Grill again, Vale gave the signal, and they all pulled in close next to Ahnix. It was time for a tactical retreat- behind enemy lines.
Mark’s clothes fluttered, and he found himself floating in the center of a luxurious living room- complete with a huge red couch, a white grand piano, and fully stocked bar. Over his right shoulder was a stairway that led up to the darkness of a second floor. The magnetic stomping of the heavy turrets sent vibrations throughout the walls of the station. The sound was mechanically ominous, but Mark felt virtually nothing suspended in zero gravity. He clenched on Vale’s armored shoulder for stability, and despite the death machines marching outside, he had a hard time taking his eyes off the way Vale’s legendary scale mail cupped and coated her breasts into the most wonderfully round shape.
Vale kept her eyes on the door but reached up and slowly slid her free hand up Mark’s inner thigh. Before the tips of her fingers reached his junk, she stopped and just held still.
Ahnix pushed away from the group and flew over to the mantle above a stone fireplace, using her black tail to make small course corrections. There she started typing commands into her modified tool. Mark mentally questioned what she was doing, and the hacker cat-girl just responded with the concept of patience.
Just as the last walking turret moved past the door, the whole wall above the fireplace flickered, then displayed a top-down map of the area. The room they were in was depicted as a solid green square with empty red squares to either side. The long purple hallway had flashing red-and-white dots that represented the moving laser turrets.
When they had moved off the bottom of the map, Mark no longer heard their stomping noises.
“Fantastic plan, Vale,” Mark said.
“Yes.” Ahnix agreed. “We should be safe here for a while. I’ve set up an alarm if the door opens. So- don’t open the door.”
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They all split apart, and Mark pushed off Vale’s shoulder to check out the upstairs of their new luxury suite. There was a large bedroom up above the first floor, and the whole back wall was one giant window. He pushed off the door, anchored himself on the bed frame and looked out at the star-speckled blackness that stretched out infinitely before him. Would this gameworld allow him to explore each and every star or would he just run into an invisible wall like the NPCs in the cargo bay?
He noticed Ahnix enter the room with him and turned to look when she pulled the door shut behind her.
His half-lidded cat-girl drifted forward and wrapped her furry arms and legs around his body when she connected with him, starting them slowly spinning. She pressed her face into his neck, and they just enjoyed each other’s scents as they drifted towards the ceiling. Mark ran his fingers through the fur on her neck and back as he looked out into the vastness of space and breathed her in deeply.
She pulled back and kissed Mark a few times on his lips with long slow motions, then worked her way down his neck, to his chest. There, she grabbed onto his waist and swung her muscular legs around, so she was facing the other way. She placed her hot mouth against the rock-hard bulge in his pants and hugged the back of his thighs, pressing her face even harder against him. Mark reached his hand around her solid, furry ass and pulled the flap in her leather shorts aside. Spread before him was her perfect pussy with her tiny swollen clitoris. He bent his head down and used his forearm against her ass to shove her crotch up to meet his face.
She let him suck on her bud of a clit for a while, his nose pressing into her furry slit, then turned her face to the side and asked him to pull off her shorts. She held on tightly to his legs as he worked off her tight leather shorts and tossed them across the room.
The cat-girl used her muscular thighs to lock his face into her crotch to anchor herself while she removed his pants. His nose was pressed into her tiny asshole, and his mouth was pressed against the sleek fur on her pussy, so he made the best of it and began to lap her vagina with his tongue. The delicious, savory spice that was Ahnix filled his senses, and Mark couldn’t think of anywhere he’d rather be right now. Ahnix engulfed his cock with her mouth, and they spun slowly above the giant bed as they pleasured each other’s genitals.
Mark started an extremely slow heal and only applied it as a warm shadow of pleasure that trailed after his tongue. He slowly licked her from clit to asshole, and she let out a low growl around his cock in her mouth as a response.
As he slowly raised the volume on the heal, she forced his face further into her crotch with her toned legs- until all he could do was lap the deliciously silky and wet insides of her small pussy. Mark poured erotically charged energy directly into the walls of her pussy through his tongue, and Ahnix started to just absentmindedly loll his cock around in her mouth with her tongue as she moaned deeply.
Mark felt her pussy clench down on his tongue, and he licked as deep as he could reach while she came on his face.
After the wave of pleasure receded, Ahnix opened her small mouth and shoved his dick in as far as it would go. Using her arms wrapped against the back of his bare legs, she pressed her nose all the way down to his balls. The cat-girl used a combination of her lips, tongue and throat muscles to pleasure his dick exquisitely.
He brought both hands up around her back and squeezed her firm ass tightly as he sucked on and kissed her clit with his magic tongue. Her back tail began to wrap around his neck as he forced another orgasm out of her through ability-enhanced clitoral stimulation. She just held his dick in her hot, small mouth as her body shook from the intense pleasure. After she recovered, she focused all her attention on slurping his cock and massaging his balls with her furry hands.
With a solid grunt, she brought him to the height of pleasure, pulling the cum and essence right out of his cock.
Ahnix had her own last, sopping wet orgasm as Mark transferred his collected essence.
Mark pulled his head out of her crotch and spun around, so they were facing each other. The cat-girl purred loudly and wrapped her tail around his waist as she licked the wetness from her pussy off his lips, cheeks, and chin.
After a little while, she sighed contently and turned around in his arms, pressing her perfect ass against his junk. They both stared off into space as they drank in each other’s warmth and energy. Being physically close to Ahnix’s toned and furry body soothed some bottomless ache Mark couldn’t quite describe until they touched. He pulled her tight against his body for a long time. Eventually, they needed to check on the others, so they got dressed and went to the door.
Mark looked down into the living room and saw Roo and Erica playing zero gravity catch with an iron ball and Vale looking up at him. Her armor was off, and she had her tail coiled around the coffee table for stability.
Ahnix used the railing to move down a few stairs, then vanished. Mark saw the cat-girl slap Vale’s round ass, then Retracted back with the giant naga along for the ride.
“What-?” Vale got out before Ahnix cut her off.
“Hey, I want in on this,” she said, pushing off the wall and flying out into the middle of the large living room. As she passed over Roo, the velvet girl pressed her feet against the floor for leverage and sent the iron ball up into the air. Ahnix intercepted it with a long stretch and quickly rethrew it to the left of Erica, using her long tail and legs as a counterbalance.
The metal naga pushed off from one of the walls to catch the ball in her shiny hands.
“No enemies have come back this whole time,” Vale said looking up at Mark, her long white hair flowing around her like it had a mind of its own. “I don’t think they know we’re here.”
“It was a great plan, Vale. Hey, come check out this huge window.” Mark pulled himself into the room by the door frame, and the giant, black-and-white naga streamed in gracefully as if she had always belonged soaring through the sky.
The image made Mark pay attention her more closely and he could tell she felt light as a feather, her huge breasts not pulling her down anymore. He watched her strong stomach muscles tighten as she reached forward with her tail.
“That is an amazing view,” Vale said wrapping her tail around the bed frame and facing the window. “My whole life I wanted to be carried off on grand adventures by a handsome Collector; I never imagined I’d be among the stars.”
Mark used his legs to push off the bed and wrap his arms around her firm core, with his cheek pressed into the smooth skin just under her breasts.
“I’m still carrying you off, and I’m never letting go,” he said, squeezing her tightly. “Although,” he added. “I don’t think I’ll be able to give you a good back rub with no gravity.”
She pulled the cloth wrapped around her breasts off and tossed it away from her. Mark watched as her silver nipple rings slowly waved in the air from her abrupt movements.
“It’s okay.” She turned her violet eyes down on him as the tip of her tail silently crept up to encircle his chest. “I’m the one who’s going to work you over, this time.”
He let Vale rotate him around in midair as she peeled off his clothes and then turned him to face her. Weightlessness caused her long, white, almost clear, strands of hair to obscure half of her face, but Mark recognized the intense look in her one beautiful eye. Princess Vale was now in command.
“Hold on to these,” she said, her thumbs pushing her nipple rings outward. Mark had no problem with that and took a ring in each fist.
Vale slid her tail down his body and used its smooth, bumpy tip to caress his dick as it moved past. He was slightly surprised when she constricted around his ankles and pulled him away from her body. His hands were still firmly holding her hoop nipple piercings, and he considered letting them go- but that thought didn’t get very far. She told him to hang on for a reason.
Mark watched the giant naga’s black nipples stretched taut as she moved him away from her with her tail. Vale’s massive tits jiggled from the small wiggling movements she made as she stretched out his body, and Mark felt small pops of intense pleasure while his weary spinal column was gently pulled back into alignment.
She tugged on his legs with slow bouncing movements, and Mark was inspired to twist the rings slightly with her bounces. Vale leaned her head back and moaned from the electric tingles radiating from the intense stimulation on her sensitive nipple flesh.
Mark looked down and saw that her huge, wrinkly vagina had begun to send globs of pussy juice floating out into the room. Her bulbous, fleshy clit caught his eye, and he thought of something he really wanted to try. Still being tugged on as he held her nipple rings taut, Mark engulfed her entire clit with one of his blue purification orbs- barely.
The giant naga spasmed as her most sensitive organ was suddenly encased within a warm supernova of ecstasy and she stretched Mark a little too firmly. Her tits jiggled as her toned stomach muscles twitched from the intense pleasure.
She slowly tilted her head back toward him, her eyes wincing from multiple orgasms. Her tail moved its way back up to just above his hips and brought him back in close to her smooth, hard body. Vale used her strong hands to quickly guide his penis directly into her soaked pussy.
The length of his cock filled her hot, slick vagina to his balls and his legs ended up wrapped around her tail. Even though the orb on her clit was melting her mind and his solid dick pressed deep into her pussy, she was able to weave her tail around his torso and up to around his head.
The base of her tail was pressed against his ass, and the rest of it was firmly wrapped around him, the tip deftly tracing his lips.
Vale put her large hands on his hips and lifted him up and away from her meaty vagina. When she reached the point where his engorged head was about to stretch her opening with its exit, she clenched her stomach muscles and used her tail at his back to squeeze him against her body, sliding his dick back inside her hot pussy.
She fucked him like this for a few slow thrusts, using her hands to push him away and her tail against his ass to push him back in. As she continued, Vale really began to slap him against her pussy, and he could feel his balls spank into the thick, wet folds with every impact. Mark reached one of his hands around and grabbed hold of a fistful of her pure white hair as it floated behind her, tugging it outward firmly causing Vale to let out a deep moan.
Vale used the tip of her tail to bend him toward her beautiful, pleasure-stunned face. There they kissed for a bit before she slid the tip of her tail between their lips. Mark and Vale pleasured her sensitive scales with their mouths and tongues, and he could tell she was adrift in immeasurable pleasure.
He wanted to get fucked by his giant naga, slowly spinning in zero gravity, for as long as he could, but the slippery, slapping friction of her massive pussy was too much, and a powerful orgasm was ripped from his body.
He pumped a torrent of essence and semen into Vale, and she locked up in a long, intense orgasm of her own. He felt the strong muscles in her abdomen clamp down on his spurting cock and milk every last drop he had.
When it was over, they both just pressed their foreheads together, panting as they tried to catch their breath. Neither wanted to move and risk stimulating their hot and ultra-sensitive genitals.
“Mmm. Thank you, Mark,” Vale said. “That was really good.”
He responded by pulling her back in for a deep, unmistakably passionate kiss. They remained entwined for a good long while, kissing and caressing until Mark felt it was time to show Roo some attention.
Communicating with Roo and Ahnix, Mark didn’t even get dressed this time. As soon as Vale left through the door, Ahnix and Roo appeared in the room. The shorter, furry cat-girl slapped Roo’s bare ass under her skirt before she Retracted back into the living room. The contact made Roo float up toward the ceiling where she pushed off with her hands and landed by one of the closets. There, she held her hand out and summoned the black door home. She pulled it open, and the motion lifted her off her feet. As she clutched the doorknob, she looked back over her shoulder to Mark.
“This luxurious suite just got much larger. Come on and get in here. If you are going to ram me good, this floating around like balloons needs to stop.”
Mark, still naked, shoved off from the foot of the bed and sailed into Roo’s home dimension- where he quickly dropped to the floor. He expected as much, so he came in low and twisted, making his bare ass hit first.
He sat up, got to his feet and stuck his hand out to assist the velvet girl. Normal gravity felt unusually heavy, and Mark realized that they needed to get back under its influence ASAP or they’d start to lose their edge.
She joined him inside their home and landed on her heels with much more grace. She then held out one of her soft, white hands and formed a long pipe with a blunt, forked tip at both ends. It looked like a ridiculously long wrench. Carefully, Roo wedged the curved part under the doorknob and the other end against the frame.
“There,” she said as she spun to face him and began to loosen the buckles on her chest. “Now, if you’ll please pull my armor over my head.”
Mark followed her instructions and took hold of her leather skirt. His heart raced as he exposed her soft, tight body. Her pussy lips with the purple clitoris peeking out the top, her firm, narrow stomach, her perfect round tits…he paused with her head encased in her armor and bent his head down to suck on her red, nub nipples. He could hear a muffled giggle then a moan as he used his teeth to bite her stiffening fabric skin. He sucked and nibbled on both nipples until they were rock-hard. He then finished pulling the armor off, and when the black leather corset was past her head, his velvet girl shook out her light, lilac hair. She was irresistible.
Mark lunged forward, grabbed her tight little ass and lifted her fabric body off the ground. Like a man possessed, he shifted her away from the door and pressed her back up against the plain white wallpaper of the nearby wall.
As he let one of his hands go to fumble with his cock, she wrapped her long legs around his waist, making the job easier. Roo had a broad smile on her large lips and a twinkle in her jet-black eye- she was really into him taking her like this.
Pressing her up against the wall, he shoved his hard cock deep into her velvet vagina, and she moaned in his ear. Roo put her soft arms around his neck and just hung on while he pounded her pussy.
The way she was angled, he could feel his balls slapping her tight pucker of an asshole, and just as he thought of it, Roo leaned in and said, “Want to stick it in my ass?”
Mark stopped mid-thrust, and his head tilted to the side for once.
Roo explained by transferring a moment of her past into his mind.
It was dark, and Ahnix’s warm body was snuggled up close to her. They were on the beach, next to a blazing fire pit, and he could hear the ocean waves crashing in the distance. The cat-girl was whispering to Roo about how anal sex made her whole body tingle. Just the memory of Ahnix’s low voice purring words into Roo’s ear sent shivers down his spine.
Mark felt a smile spread across his face and moved her away from the wall. Roo was light as a feather even in normal gravity, so walking her over to their big bed was no sweat. Gently, he laid the velvet girl on her back and pushed her legs back, exposing her tiny pucker of an anus.
“If at any time you want me to stop, I’ll stop,” Mark said and then leaned down to tongue her tight, velvet asshole. He wanted to get her ass nice and relaxed while also slathering it with his saliva. His dick was still wet from her pussy, but it never hurt to be sure.
Roo held on to the backs of her legs, her high heels still strapped to her feet, as Mark worked his tongue deep into her ass. His cheeks brushed up against her small, round butt, and his cock was growing uncomfortably stiff at the prospect of slipping into this uncharted territory.
His slicking job done, Mark pulled back and pressed the head of his cock into her asshole. He could feel her clench it tight as a reflex reaction, so he just rubbed the sensitive underside of his swollen head on the delicate fabric of her puckered anus.
Slowly he started a trickle of a heal on the walls of her fabric asshole, and she sucked in a sharp breath.
“Ooh- that’s new,” she said. He didn’t have to ask her if it was a good new- he could see her pussy clench with tiny spasms of pleasure. With the utmost care, he pressed harder against her tight asshole until his swollen head was in, past the tip. He felt her clench down hard on his head, and he was in heaven. But inside Roo’s mind, she was telling herself to relax over and over.
“Wait,” she said. “Put it in my pussy again.”
Mark nodded and instantly did what she asked- anal sex wasn’t for everyone. He pulled back and slid his rigid dick into her wet, fabric pussy, and it sunk in easily. Roo closed her eyes and moaned as he pumped her a few times. Mark was just getting into a rhythm when she opened her black eyes again and focused on him.
“Now ass, again.”
He smiled and pulled his dick out of her sopping wet vagina, traced her slit down to her asshole and then pressed forward. With his dick covered in a slick new coat of pussy juice, it slid in much easier this time.
Her eyes went wide as her ass gobbled up his dick. He moved very slowly but pressed his weight down until his entire shaft was buried in her unbelievably tight fabric ass. Her eyelids fluttered when he pulled his length back out again, and she put a hand on his wrist.
“Pussy,” was all she said.
Obliging her again, Mark changed holes and slid his penis into her vagina. He was glad he left the heal going on her asshole; he had a feeling where this was going. He ended up being correct because after a few pumps into her slippery pussy, she said, “Ass.”
Switching back down to her anus he found that her tight little butthole greedily consumed his dick with ease. She let him get a few full thrusts in and out of her perfect asshole when she said, “Pussy,” breathlessly. She was starting to get lost in ecstasy.
They went on like this for a few switches until she just sent him the concept of him alternating holes at his own discretion. Mark was only happy to oblige.
He rammed his cock deep into her wet pussy until his balls slapped against her tight asshole, and then he slid the head of his cock down and filled her ass with his dick for a few pumps.
Ass, pussy, pussy, ass. He randomized the number of thrusts in each, and Mark felt Roo begin to spasm with an orgasm.
He switched to her asshole, cranked up the heal, and really started to ram her tight little behind.
Roo bit her lip and begun convulsing as a whole-body orgasm washed over her lithe form. Mark wanted Roo’s first round of butt sex to have a lasting, positive impression, so he hit the clitoral nerve endings nearest the walls of her anus with a full-powered pleasure enhancement.
Her tight fabric ass clenched down on his dick with quick vibrations and the hot, wet friction sent jolts of erotic electricity into his balls. Her blinding orgasm fed into his own pleasure, and he filled her ass with cum and essence.
Roo gasped once and then passed out.
Mark caught his breath and pulled his cock out of her tiny ass with a wet slurp. He picked up her leather armor and tossed it into their suite on Eros Station, through her doorway. Then he carefully slid his arms under her knees and her back and carried Roo back across the threshold.
With his foot, he kicked out the door stopper, and the black door closed quickly- as if in a huff, giving Mark the slight sensation that the door had not enjoyed being braced open so long.
Now that they were weightless again, he wrapped his arms around her soft, velvet skin, buried his nose under her short, floral-smelling hair, and waited for her to wake up.
It was only a few minutes before her hands closed around his wrist and he knew she was awake. Roo and Mark hung suspended in silence, as they both gazed out of the massive window and took in the infinite black void beyond.
The peaceful stillness was disturbed by a few notes drifting up to them from the piano in the living room, and Roo turned around in his arms. Her black eyes focused on his, and she sent him the question they both were wondering.
A longer string of notes tickled their ears, and he could tell it was someone who knew what they were doing.
Mark smiled. “I don’t think it’s Ahnix, but let’s go find out!”
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When Mark floated out of the second-floor bedroom and saw the smaller metal naga at the piano, it didn’t come as much of a surprise. Ahnix, Vale, and Erica all looked up when he and Roo pushed off the wall and drifted into the living room.
“I’m sorry if I woke you!” Erica said, taking her metallic hands off the black and white keys.
“No, not at all,” Mark said, and then Ahnix answered the question he hadn’t asked yet.
“I went back out into the hallway and set up proximity alarms. Nothing is anywhere near us, and we’ll know before it is. Also, I discovered that the room is equipped with sophisticated sound dampening. These guests paid for their privacy.” The cat-girl floated near the ceiling as she spoke.
Roo pushed off the stairs and latched onto the side of the piano with her hand.
“Please, continue,” the velvet-girl said softly as she adjusted herself on top of the piano.
Vale had her tail wrapped around the central coffee table and provided an attractive anchoring point for Mark. He pushed off the carpet, connected with the giant naga and climbed up her body. He situated himself against her strong back and draped an arm across her collarbone.
Everyone was looking at Erica expectantly, and the shiny metal naga turned her attention to the finely tuned instrument in front of her. She started slowly but gained more confidence as she played. The melody she created was nothing Mark could identify but contained soothing, intricate harmonies. She focused on the lower end of the note spectrum, and the deep bass from the grand piano resonated in his chest.
She continued for a few minutes and then just stopped.
“That was beautiful. What was it?” Vale asked.
Erica turned her green eyes upward. “I don’t know- nothing. I have many songs stored in my memory and playing them exactly is just…boring. I felt like making something up.”
“You created that?” Roo said, draping herself across the white piano, her heels pointing upward. “That was amazing! Do it again.”
Mark could tell Roo was digging the vibrations from the hammers on the taut wires inside the sleek wooden frame.
“Actually,” Mark said. “I’d really like to hear Vale sing too. Think you guys could do a duet?”
Vale tensed and tried to look at him over her shoulder. “What? Me?”
“We know you can sing,” Ahnix added from her lofty position.
“Yes, but…”
Roo turned her pure black eyes on the giant naga with deadly seriousness.
“You have no choice. This will happen.” The velvet-girl wasn’t messing around.
Vale cleared her throat uncomfortably. “I don’t even know if we know the same songs…”
“It’ll be fine,” Erica said, a wide smile on her smooth, metallic face. “Just start, and I’ll follow your lead.”
The giant naga in the middle of the room took a deep breath and considered her choices. From the moment the first words left her mouth, Mark was mesmerized.
“When dirt cracks under hard, hard sun
Tomorrow summer rains have begun
Change it comes, change is all there is.”
As Vale began to sing her haunting lyrics, Erica joined the rich vibrations of the piano to the giant naga’s voice in a frighteningly brilliant harmony that sent chills down Mark’s spine.
“When fever burns your sick, sick skin
Tomorrow the healing can begin
Day to night, wrong to right
Whether you flee or fight
Change it comes, change is all there is.
Vale continued for a few more verses, and Mark just closed his eyes, absorbing the music from his beautiful naga princess. Her voice was magic in his ears, but his chest was currently pressed against her back, and he felt her deep voice physically resonate though his whole body.
When the song was over, Erica ended her accompaniment with a melodic flourish that capped off their duet perfectly. The last note hung in the air and everyone remained silent as if locked in a trance.
Roo inhaled a shuddering breath before she spoke. “Wow. That was amazing you two.”
Mark squeezed Vale tightly from behind. “It really, really was.”
They played and sang a few more songs and Roo joined in at one point, but as the evening grew later, Mark began to feel his eyes droop. Everyone agreed it was time to set watches and get some rest. Erica insisted she didn’t need sleep and that combined with Ahnix’s alarms, none of them needed to stay awake. Reluctantly, Vale agreed, and they all moved into the bedroom in a tangled pile of limbs, breasts, and tails.
After a satisfyingly deep state of unconsciousness, Ahnix woke Mark up by licking his face and purring. A slow smile spread across his mouth before he even opened his eyes. 
A few minutes later, they were back on their mission and bouncing through the glass corridor along the edge of the station with Ahnix scouting out ahead. They came upon the black-and-gold cat-girl in the middle of the hallway, holding open a large panel in the sleek, white wall.
“Shortcut,” she said, nodding to the maintenance shaft.
Vale crawled in first. It was a tight fit, but she was able to wiggle her wide shoulders through the square hole in the wall. Mark went next, and he actually felt comfortable in the tight space. With no gravity, it was easy to pull himself along after the giant naga, and he wouldn’t get stuck in mid-air, flailing around, like what happened sometimes in large, open spaces. They moved forward for what seemed like a long time when Mark suddenly started sinking to the metal grate that ran along the bottom of the maintenance tunnel. As before, after spending a long time with no gravity, the downward pull felt overly strong. Wearily, Mark continued to crawl onward, but his knees were unhappy about being forced against the hard surface below him once again.
The wires and circuit boards along the small tunnel ended as they crawled out into a much larger tube. The walls were a dark gray and over his head was a metal sphere the size of a beach ball, held away from the wall by a rod. Before he could even wonder what it was for, pink lightning crackled over his head with a deafening boom and sent his hands over his ears.
“What the fuck was that?” Mark asked anyone who was listening.
The smooth metal naga answered, “We are in one of the prime energy relays.”
“We should be fine,” Ahnix added. “Just don’t jump- and Vale, keep your head down.”
As if to illustrate her point, a vibrant burst of raw energy flashed overhead causing Mark to flinch again.
“This cannot be the best way to transmit power,” he said, eyeing the dormant metal sphere.
“Maybe, but it looks awesome,” Roo said, her mouth hanging open as she looked up, waiting for the next strike.
Vale bent over slightly and nodded down the tube. “How far?”
“To the end,” Ahnix answered, flicking a finger ahead. “There’s a vertical shaft that goes straight to our destination.”
As they moved along the bottom of the energy relay, the thick bolts of power continued to zap over their heads at regular intervals, and Mark started to get used to the distraction. He numbly put one foot in front of the other as he watched Vale’s round, armored backside sway back and forth with her weaving moments. She really did have a fine ass. His mind replayed his recent anal adventure with Roo, and he wondered if the giant naga would ever be game.
He felt Vale tense up with alarm in front of him, and his first thought was that she knew he was thinking about putting it in her snake butt. Instead, she pulled her shield and her shotgun and called out the situation.
“Small robots in the tunnel!”
Mark sprinted up next to her and saw dozens of black, hockey puck-shaped robots with arcs of electricity running around the outside of their body. Erica slid behind Vale as Ahnix and Roo came up to join them.
The station’s virtual assistant gasped. “Oh no, the cleaners!”
Vale leveled her shotgun at the horde of sparking taser bots gliding across the tunnel toward them. “Stay behind me,” the giant naga said- but Erica darted out in front of her.

“I got this, watch!” she said with glee as her metal snake half became a blur of motion. Vale lowered her shotgun and yelled, “Wait!”

But Erica didn’t even look back. Mark’s mouth began to hang open as he watched the metal naga destroy cleaner after cleaner with quick blasts from her green eye-lasers.
A violent burst of pure energy crackled overhead for an instant, causing a freeze-frame of destruction on Mark’s retina, and he started to realize just how fast she was. She slid up the curved side of the tunnel, blasting a perfectly precise beam directly through the hopeless robots as she hit the apex of her height, and then shot down the other side to take four more out from the back.
Movement from Mark’s right pulled his attention, and he saw Roo hold out her hand to launch a needle into the fray. She skewered one of the small robots, and it became instantly motionless. He could tell she felt much better after getting to destroy one of them at least.
Erica swiftly took out the last of the cleaners with a few blasts from her bright, green eyes and then slid back to the group, avoiding the dead, smoking husks. The proud smile on her smooth metal face went from ear to elfish ear.
“Don’t do that again,” Vale said sternly, and Erica’s smile faltered.
“But I got them all…”
 Mark stepped in to try and soften the message. “She means you moved right in front of her shotgun. We’ve learned too many times that rushing in, or not working as a team can cause problems. Great job wiping them all out. You are definitely a badass, and we’re all glad you’re on our team. But in the future, we need to work as a team.”
Roo clasped her soft hands behind her back and stretched out her chest. “I’d just like to say that I helped take one out and that makes it a team effort.”
Vale smiled and moved forward to put her hand on Erica’s smaller metallic shoulder.
“He’s right. You definitely are a badass.”
 Mark could feel a collective weight lifted as the tension was broken. Pink lightning followed by a clap of thunder boomed over his head, and he had to sigh.
“Okay, let’s get out of this annoying place.”
They all quietly agreed and resumed their pace through the energy relay. Not long after, they reached the end of the tunnel, and Mark saw the matching iron ball at this end. They were treated to one last blast of energy as Ahnix hacked open their exit door. The iron ball filled with its own internal light as a loud hum began to oscillate upwards in volume. When the node was glowing brightly, and the humming was intolerably loud, a bolt of energy discharged down the tube in the blink of an eye. Although he was faced with another ladder to climb, Mark was happy to leave the light show behind.
He let Roo go ahead of him and enjoyed the view for three more floors until they came out directly in the middle of a large, dome-roofed room.
Erica slid right up to a central console and placed her hand on the reflective, glassy surface. The console beeped a few times before the whole room flashed white.
“Correcting for misalignment,” Erica said, concentrating on interfacing with the station’s systems. Mark looked around the room while she worked and saw there was not much in the small chamber other than the one terminal. He was watching Ahnix secure the door when the walls and ceiling were replaced with colorful clouds of distant nebulae.
“Calibrations complete,” Erica said.
“So beautiful…” Roo said gazing up into the stars.
“What is it we need to do here?” Vale asked.
Erica kept her eyes unfocused as she explored the mountains of data at her fingertips.
“Saving a snapshot of the current station orientation then applying a real-time drift correction algorithm that takes into account our current speed and rotation.”
“Sounds intense,” Mark said.
“She’s making a copy of a map,” Ahnix clarified, sensing Vale’s confusion.
The room-filling screen changed and about twenty slowly-spinning planets encircled them. Mark spun around and saw a red one with orange clouds, a dark one that looked to be mostly covered by one large city and then he saw the white-swirled, blue marble that just had to be Earth. A pleasant bloop sound echoed around the room, and Mark looked forward again to see a verdant, green world filling most of the screen.
Erica spoke again. “This is the targeted recipient of our distress call, Vermeil Seven.”
“Looks like a big green ball,” Roo said frowning.
“This is a planet,” Mark said. “I mentioned them when we first got here. Space is filled with them. But Earth is the only one with people- that I know of.”
Erica looked back over her shoulder. “There are trillions of people on millions of planets throughout the galaxy.”
Mark really didn’t want to have this discussion again and just nodded. “Yeah, I must have been thinking of something else.”
Erica turned her attention back to the console and brought Earth front and center. The view zoomed in and centered on what appeared to be a futuristic version of Los Angeles. There weren’t that many flying cars in Mark’s world. Here they seemed to be everywhere.
“Is this what your world is like?” Ahnix asked. He felt her warmth as she stepped up close to him.
“It’s the closest yet, but there wasn’t this much fantasy technology. Though my world is wherever you girls are.” At that, Mark felt her furry fingers lace through his. He looked down into her exotic eyes and lightly squeezed her hand. Ahnix could feel every thought he had, and she knew he was dead serious. They all knew they couldn’t live without each other.
Erica swiveled to look at the giant naga behind her. “Where is your home planet, Vale? Where the ones that look like you and me come from. I’d love to go there someday.”
Mark could feel the unease wash over him like an ice bucket dumped on his head. Vale and Mark exchanged glances, there was still a lot of emotion behind the possible erasure of Vale’s home, and she didn’t know how to answer. Mark knew exactly how it felt trying to describe to an artificial intelligence in a virtual world that you aren’t from anywhere they would understand, and they could never come to visit.
“It’s complicated,” Ahnix said finally.
“It is?” Erica said, turning back to the console. “I’ll just run a deep search for corresponding matches for bone structure and- wait…”
She tilted her smooth, metal head and Mark could feel mild confusion and surprise radiate out from the station’s artificial assistant.
“What is it?” he said, peering over her shoulder. On the screen in front of her was a picture of a little girl. She had red hair and freckles. It looked like a school photo.
“This is… odd.” Erica said, confused.
Vale approached the terminal. “Who is this?”
Erica shook her smooth head as if dismissing something impossible. Then looked up into Vale’s violet eyes.
“This is Monica Kya Nilla. While I was looking through the station’s databanks, I kept running across her name- or data that pointed back to her. Once a few connections were made, I activated a data mining subroutine and found… a lot more.”
Vale crossed her arms. “Data mining? I don’t know what that means.”
“It means what it sounds like,” Ahnix said. “Who is Monica and why is she important?”
The main screen in front of them changed to display an image. Large bold words that spelled “TRAGEDY” floated above the strewn wreckage of mangled transportation pods. The screen changed again and showed a pretty woman behind a desk. She sat in front of a bland blue background, and Mark recognized this as a local news broadcast. She looked up into the camera and began to speak.
“One hundred and seven lives were cut short this morning when a maglev transport from Hanover Park to Port Bellow collided with a malfunctioning repair drone.” The scene shifted to show an official-looking man standing behind a cluster of microphones and tall podium.
“We know the global positioning system on the repair pod was malfunctioning, and the shuttle leaving from Hanover Park at 8:08 this morning did not receive telemetry or know of its existence on the track before leaving the station. All maglev repair drones will be taken offline, and a new redundant safety process will be implemented. I-”
The sound cut out when the screen started flipping through more pictures of Monica, slowly at first and then with increasing speed- until it was just a blur.
“I know her. I know her parents…” Erica started mumbling to herself and took her hand off the panel, but the display continued cycling through a flurry of data. “Her mother died with her- they were going to the zoo. Her father was away with work. He is away a lot. His name is Harold. Harold Nilla.”
Vale put her large hand over Erica’s shoulder, and the smaller naga turned her green eyes up.
“Her… data. It’s what’s corrupting the station. Her DNA, her medical records, brain scans… everything. I- I think she’s in me.” Erica looked down at the panel again, and Monica’s school picture was everywhere, filling every display. Then an audio file began to play, and Mark felt chills down his spine when Erica’s tinkling voice filled the room.
“Daddy! Stop it! I’m just drawing. You don’t need to record everything.”
“Come on my little sock puppet,” a deep-sounding male replied. “I’m leaving tonight, and I need to record every bit of you to play back later.”
There was a short stretch of silence, then, “Please take me with you.”
The man sighed, and the sorrow in that one exhalation echoed around the domed chamber that was Stellar Cartography.
“You know I can’t.”
“Then goodbye, daddy.”
The audio cut out and the screens faded to black. Mark felt some of the terror and confusion from Erica that she had first felt when waking up. Vale tapped the gem on her legendary circlet, pulled the metal naga close to her skin and just held her.
Whoever Erica really was, she calmed down and began to take back control of her reeling mechanical mind. Mark took a moment to remember his Enthralled all technically had mechanical minds, too. He had never connected emotionally with any real, human individual as closely as he had with his girls- no one ever even came remotely close to how he felt about them. What he felt from them.
“Those were my- her, last recorded words,” Erica finally whispered. “I don’t actually remember being Monica, but I know she is a part of me… she sounds just like me.” Erica pulled back and looked around at the group. “The station is slowly trying to- I don’t know. Turn into her? I can’t tell you why. Nothing makes much sense anymore.”
“When has anything ever made any sense?” Ahnix said.
“Ahnix is right,” Mark said. “Shake it off, Erica. You don’t know how to stop this… transformation. Correct?”
“Correct.” She nodded. “The data is- pure chaos. I…”
“It’s okay.” Mark cut her off. “Nothing changes, then. We get you to Coms and send the call for backup. Whatever this space station is doing, it doesn’t sound like somewhere we want to be while it’s happening.”
“Right,” Vale said, stepping away from Erica and deploying her black scale armor. “The only way is forward.”
Mark could feel Erica get inspired by the positivity. If there was one thing he and his girls were good at, it was moving forward. Ahnix activated her 3D holographic map and called out their route. Mark knew it was primarily for Vale’s sake; she had the best memory. But it never hurt to know the plan. Ahnix’s sleek fur was glowing softly in the light of her holographic projection, and Mark couldn’t help but zone out as she talked.
“It’s not bad,” the triangle-eared, exotic beauty said. “But there are some sections on fire or just reported missing. We go down two floors, through this hallway, back up to the edge and move a quarter rotation.”
With the corrected star charts locked away in Erica’s robot brain, they all moved back down the access tube. Mark wondered how or why a space station would try to transform into a human girl, but it seemed like they had some answers. He sighed as he stepped down the rungs of the ladder. Every answer just raised five more questions.
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Mark exited the vertical shaft and joined the two naga in a sleek, black and white corridor that looked like a hundred others around the station. Roo and Ahnix came shortly after, and the cat-girl moved past everyone to take the lead. Not three seconds later, the sound of rubber squealing on space station floor reverberated off the walls ahead of them. It had been a while since Mark had seen the one-eyed, bowling pin robots, and he felt confident they could take the four that came charging down the corridor.
That was, until five more appeared behind them from a side hallway.
“Hit me!” Roo shouted as Vale used Perfect Cover to block a beam aimed at Ahnix’s head. Mark had a moment to notice that her shield completely absorbed the cold, blue attack before he closed his eyes, shot a hand out to Roo’s back and filled her with a potent burst of power.
The lithe fabric-girl began to sigh from the erotic energy filling her with potential. He was just about finished with the transfer when a frigid, blue laser struck Mark’s left arm, and his connection to Roo was instantly severed.
His hand darted to cover his wound, but he yanked it back the moment he touched his solid, frozen flesh. Excruciating numbness spread through his bicep, but he pushed the pain aside. No one else seemed hurt, and his wound wasn’t life-threatening, so he reached for his crossbow with his good hand instead.
Roo extended both arms and started to scream as an enormous, smooth iron ball began to grow in front of her palm. Mark took advantage of the extra cover and ducked behind the massive sphere to avoid another blue blast.
Mark heard a concussive shotgun blast, and a quick glance over his shoulder showed Vale catching every eye-laser attack with her upgraded shield- but Ahnix was nowhere in sight. An instant later he heard the cat-girl yell “Doom Kick,” from down the hall and then Retract back behind their giant naga tank. It looked like they had things covered on that side, so Mark turned back to help Roo, wincing as his frozen arm throbbed.
The iron ball practically filled the hallway by now, and he changed position to stand behind his velvet-skinned metal mage. He was ready for what came next and caught Roo in his arms after she flew backward. Whenever she launched a massive iron object, she was always knocked off her feet.
The pain in his frozen arm forced him to grit his teeth, but the smile on Roo’s puffy lips when he was there for her was all worth it. The iron ball thundered down the hallway at a decent speed, and Mark felt a small amount of essence enter his body as it smashed into their attackers on the other side.
Vale’s Judge 559 destroyed two more from the front, and Mark turned to see how they were doing. After her shotgun hissed from the expelled heat, she looked down at the smaller, metal naga.
“Erica, get the last one!”
The shiny, mysterious AI darted under her shield and zapped the final bot right in its eye with her own lasers.
The security bot’s top half exploded, and they had a clear path forward.
Vale spun around to check their rear, saw the giant ball blocking the hallway. She then turned to Mark.
“Heal, then we move.”
He nodded, targeted his arm and unleashed his healing powers. A transparent, white flame engulfed his arm, and a pleasant warmth melted the frozen stinging numbness.
“Go scout ahead,” Vale commanded, turning to Ahnix. “Hack the next door. We’ll be right behind.”
The cat-girl turned and started stalking forward before she faded from sight.
Mark slapped his arm to indicate that he was fully healed, and Vale moved forward after the invisible cat-girl. Mark watched Vale’s large armored body push aside bits of security robot wreckage like a plow as they advanced down the hallway. The rest followed right behind her, avoiding the twisted metal. They had made a horrible mess.
A few hallway junctions later, they came upon an empty hallway with an open door. Mark could feel his treasured cat-girl very near, so when she reappeared by wrapping her arms around him- he was a lot less surprised than she intended. She nuzzled her furry face into his ear and licked the back of his neck once, sending goosebumps down his spine.
“Stop getting hurt,” she said, pushing him into the next vertical shaft after Vale and Erica.
After another short climb up, they came out into another hallway. Vale went out first and indicated that the area was clear.
Eventually, the hallway passed by a large open space with a wide flight of stairs down to an enormous, multi-tiered fountain. Of course, it was filled with blood and not water- as was normal for the Eros Pleasure station. Arranged around the fountain was a tight ring of large decorative spheres. Behind the fountain was a set of double doors with basic white lettering above that read ‘Central Communications’.
Erica slowed and put her metal hands on the railing designed to keep station guests from falling off the ledge to this lower level. Mark thought she was staring at the blood- blood that possibly belonged to the dead girl, Monica.
But when she yelled “Get down!” Mark thought he might have been mistaken. Down on the lower level, the decorative balls transformed into something much more dangerous. The hemispheres of reflective metal split apart and reformed as shields just below sets of glowing red eyes and a single, black gun barrel. Mark dropped to the floor behind the waist-high wall as bolts of charged plasma whizzed over their heads.
The attack caught Ahnix as she was a few stairs down to the lower-level, and she had to teleport next to Mark or get vaporized. Vale took a few hits on her shield before she was forced to lower her long body to the floor as well. Mark could feel the solid metal barrier at his back start to heat up from the continued strikes to the other side.
“It’s a Protectorate Collective,” Erica shouted over the constant plasma fire. “The station must be serious about protecting Coms.”
Roo tapped Vale on the shoulder and said, “Protect me.” Then she stood up, threw her hands into the air and yelled, “Molten Rain!”
The giant naga quickly raised herself up to intercept an attack that would have obliterated Roo, but the close call didn’t wipe the wicked grin on her puffy, velvet lips. The attacks stopped, and Mark peeked over the edge to see the white-shield-wielding robots converge and form a type of connected dome.
Shimmering in the air near the ceiling of the area caught his eye, and Mark watched as dozens of glowing, red needles phased into existence. One by one, they randomly zipped down in a wide area attack. Drops of melting iron whisked off their shields as the shafts of super-heated metal smashed into the huddled robots.
It was a spectacular display of destruction, but every searing needle was deflected to the floor- they didn’t seem to be causing any damage.
After it was over, the robots separated and renewed their assault. Roo had a huge frown on her beautiful lips as she dropped to the floor with Vale.
“Their shields are way too strong for that,” Erica said.
“There has to be a way past them,” the giant naga stated loudly.
Erica put her silver, metal hand on Vale’s arm. “There’s one control drone in the middle. Take it out, and the others become much less organized.”
Roo popped up again and shot a single, three-foot needle into the fray, but two of the closest shield bots moved in and blocked their smaller leader with frightening speed. Vale tackled the fabric-girl to the ground before she could get decimated.
“Stop doing that!” Vale said, pinning Roo to the floor. “We need to come up with a plan!”
“I have a plan,” Ahnix yelled from back in the hallway where the guardrail ended and solid wall began. The cat-girl waved everyone over, and they all crawled along the floor to reach her.
Vale rose up to her full height. “What is it?” she asked eagerly.
Ahnix just responded by slapping her hand on her exo-rubber coated shield. Mark had a direct link to the cat-girl’s mind, but they had all seen that move before.
The black-and-gold desert queen vanished, only to Retract instantly with a passenger- the one control drone.
It had a fraction of a second to realize that it was no longer shielded by its subordinates before Vale shattered its red, glowing eyes with a surprise Shield Bash. Mark and Erica had to dive out of the way as the stunned control drone slid across the smooth station floor on its small, metal spider-like feet.
The giant naga held out her massive shotgun with one hand, squeezed the trigger and blasted the unfortunate robot to tiny scraps of metal.
Roo pumped her soft fist into the air. “Woo! That’s how you do it!” 
“They come,” Ahnix said, pointing behind them to the stairs that led down to the lower level. Mark turned and saw two of the shield bots racing forward, their tiny feet scrambling on the smooth floor.
Mark sent out his intent to his girls and quickly launched a ball of white energy from his crossbow. The attack struck one of them in the side, and the resulting explosion took them both out.
“See!” Erica said with a wide smile on her smooth, metal lips. “Easy now.”
The robots all came up the stairs one or two at a time, and Mark, his girls, and Erica took turns destroying them. Ahnix fired her EMP web and the robots caught in the orange glob of static instantly became lifeless. The small metal naga zipped forward and took out two more with her eye lasers, and Roo finally got to nail one in the face with her trusty sewing needle attack.
After the battle was over, Mark noticed he had collected about an eighth of essence in his girls’ respective pools. Killing robots was profitable work.
The path now clear, they moved down the stairs and entered the area known as Coms. They passed the front offices meant for dealing with guests and moved to the back where the majority of the intricate-looking devices and flashing buttons were. Mark could not identify any of it, but Ahnix and Erica went right to a specific interface terminal on one of the walls.
Mark looked from the terminal to Erica. “This is it. We’ll be able to call for help from here, right?”
The smaller metal naga put her hands on the keypad, and without moving a finger, the display came to life. But all Mark saw was static.
“That was the plan.” Erica’s tone of voice indicated that things were not going according to plan.
“This isn’t right,” Ahnix said, tapping on the hacker tool on her wrist. “It’s being rerouted to… Research Lab E102, Terminal 5.”
Erica nodded. “All major station functions have been sent to that one terminal. We wouldn’t have seen it unless we accessed the main trunk like this.”
Mark sighed. “Yeah, those protector bots or whatever didn’t feel like a major boss fight.”
Ahnix’s tail flipped around behind her, and Mark could feel her both agree with him and loathe the fact that they were in a game.
“Major boss?” Erica asked.
“I’ll tell you when you’re older,” Mark said, avoiding that conversation again. “So, we have to go yet somewhere else in the station? This research lab?”
Ahnix pulled up her holographic map and growled an affirmative-sounding noise.
“What do they research there?” Vale asked.
The shiny naga perked up. Rattling off station information seemed to give her pleasure.
“The Eros Corporation operates state of the art research and development facilities located in the lower sections of the station. From new Adventure Dome simulations to individual character interaction subroutines- the Eros Pleasure Station experience is second-to-none. Considering the vast resour-”
Erica broke off abruptly. “Sorry. It just sort of pours out of me.”
“It’s okay,” Vale said. “I like to learn all I can about the situation I’m in.”
Just then the station rocked under their feet, and a terrifying distant rumbling caused Mark’s heart to pump double time. Were they all about to be crushed as the station tore itself apart? The rumbling stopped, and everything seemed to be back to normal. Well, normal for a station haunted by a dead girl, Mark thought.
Erica put her hands on the terminal again, and her metal brows came down over her glowing green eyes.
“About a sixth of the station has been expelled into space. I’m seeing some very strange damage reports.”
Mark watched as Ahnix’s projected 3D map updated with bright red spots on one side of the station. He had seen it enough to know that the cargo bay with Johnson, Betty, and Willard was still intact, but they had to be out of their minds with worry. He almost suggested Roo open a door so they could check in and let the three survivors know about the whole laboratory thing- when he remembered that Erica wouldn’t be able to pass through the door. Shit. He didn’t like not being able to use their instant escape route.
“How far away is the lab we need to get to from here?” Mark asked.
Ahnix focused her exotic eyes on his. “After those recent… changes, we will have to go through Adventure Dome One, via the core.”
“Dome one?” Vale said, mild concern coming off her in waves. “Isn’t that the worst one, Gluttony Grove?”
“The place where Willard lost his wife,” Roo whispered.

Mark walked over and put his hand on the giant naga’s round, armored hip. “This is a possessed space station action game. Of course, we’d have to go through them all.”
He turned back to Ahnix. “So just straight down, then?”
“More or less.”
“Let’s get moving,” Vale said, turning to leave Coms. “We have a lot of ladder to descend.”
They moved quickly and pushed deeper into the center of the station. Wheeled sentry
bots tried to stop them, but they only came a few at a time. Between Vale’s upgraded shield and Erica’s quick and deadly eye-lasers, the two naga dominated anything that crossed their path.
Once they found the correct vertical shaft, Mark realized Vale wasn’t kidding- they climbed down over thirty levels.
After they finally reached the intended floor, Mark stepped out of the shaft and immediately heard a new type of continuous hum he hadn’t heard before. It was like a slowly oscillating heartbeat. He followed behind Vale and Ahnix as they made a quick right and came face to face with a massive, red metallic door. The angry words ‘* DANGER * STATION CORE BEYOND THIS POINT. SECURITY LEVEL: OMEGA’ were arranged over the top in strict, bold letters.
This door looked serious.
“Omega is going to be tough,” Erica said. “We may face some physical resistance if we try and hack this.”
“What, like more robots?”  Mark asked.
“Yes- robots, maybe hidden turrets. If the wrong person got into the core… they could cause a sympathetic resonant collapse. The result of which could rupture a star.”
Mark felt a slight excitement bubble out of Roo as she imagined a star blowing up.
“Is there no other way?” Vale asked.
Ahnix crossed her arms. “We could go back up again and take a structurally compromised route that would require several mass-teleports through the void of space…”
“We can hack the terminals- can you keep the physical response off our backs?” The metal naga gave Vale a playfully serious look.
The larger naga checked the area again. “Backs? You both have to be protected?”
Erica wove over to the right of the door and pointed a single metal finger. “There are two security badges required to unlock the door- both badge readers need to be hacked at once.”
“Let me synchronize with you,” Ahnix said, her tail flipping once. “Open port 7.”
Erica held still while Ahnix tapped a few tiny buttons on her personalized hacker tool and then nodded.
“Ready,” Ahnix said, walking over to the far-right side of the door.
The giant, heavily armored naga with a huge shield and a badass shotgun stood in the middle of the room while Mark and Roo took up flanking positions behind her. He readied his crossbow and prepared for a long fight.
“You call it, Erica,” Vale said over her shoulder.
“Three, two, one- Mark.”
Mark almost said, “What?” but decided that the stupid joke wasn’t worth the distraction. He was glad he kept his mouth shut as two gun turrets lowered from the ceiling at once.
He obliterated the one on the left side while Roo impaled the one on the right with a high-powered metal shaft.
“Set ‘em up, knock ‘em down,” Mark said, happy with how quickly that was dealt with.
“Shouldn’t have happened that fast,” Erica mumbled.
“Incoming!” Vale yelled as three of the eye-beam bots came squealing around a corner from the hallway ahead of them.
“Horrible Hooks!” Roo yelled, but the fishhooks on chains just bounced off her target’s smooth curved sides. Vale slid forward and demolished the middle one with a concussive blast from her shotgun, but Mark and Roo’s main attack were both still on cooldown.
The remaining two security robots only had eyes for the hackers and each pulsed their horrible blue beams at Ahnix and Erica.
Vale activated Perfect Cover and intercepted the ice attack meant for Erica with her upgraded shield, while Mark stepped towards Ahnix and popped up his magic bubble.
Mark and Roo’s attacks both reset, and each erased the two remaining enemies, clearing the hallway.
“About halfway!” Erica announced.
As soon as she said that, a blaring alarm started to sound, and a red forcefield snapped up to surround each terminal in a wide box. Mark and Ahnix were inside one, Vale and Erica were trapped in the other. Roo found herself standing outside both energy barriers in the center of the hallway.
“What is this?” Vale said, holstering her shotgun and touching the barrier. It made a static humming noise and completely resisted her attempts to push through.
It was then that Mark felt a horrible itch on his chest. The itching feeling spread and quickly turned to an all-encompassing pain. He felt the same things from Ahnix and Vale.
A slap on his shoulder turned his head, but the universe whooshed by, and he found himself looking directly at Roo.
The pain faded away back to an itching, but his attention turned to Vale who started screaming inside her forcefield prison.
Spurned to immediate action by her intense pain, Mark pulled Vale to him with Harem Recall.
She continued to scream and claw at her face until Ahnix shot the giant naga with her EMP web. As the energy passed through Vale, the giant naga fell forward, stopping herself with a hand to the ground. Mark washed a heal over her, and Vale began to breathe normally again.
“Please take me with you.”
Mark, Ahnix, Roo, and Vale all looked up at Erica still trapped inside the forcefield, her shiny metal surface becoming pockmarked and scoured.
“No!” Vale screamed as if the word was ripped from her lungs. She activated Improved Shield Bash, slamming into the forcefield with all of her strength- and it still held.
Mark tried to put up an impervious bubble around Erica but found that it was still on cooldown.
The frantic giant naga turned her huge violet eyes on Ahnix. “Get in there and pull her out! What are you waiting for?”
Ahnix shook her head in horror. “I can’t target inside. The nanites- they occupy too much space.”
“It’ll be okay,” the smaller metal naga said, her voice sounding slightly garbled. “I know I wasn’t really…”
Erica’s body was then completely reduced to dust.
“No! No! NO!” Vale screamed, pounding her armored fist on the forcefield.
Mark felt Vale’s mind break, and he sprinted to her side as she crumpled into a pile.
“Vale,” he said, as gently as he could while still being heard over the alarms. “We need to get out of here.”
The giant naga looked up, and her face was slack while tears poured out of her bloodshot eyes. She seemed to look right through him.
“Why?” she responded, dragging the word out.
“You need to keep it together. I need you more than you’ll ever understand.”
Her vibrant eyes finally focused on his. “We lost her… I lost my home, my identity… all I seem to do is lose.” She looked down again.
“Erica is gone, but we aren’t. Ahnix, Roo, and I all know exactly who you are. You are Princess Vale of the Siv'Shyra Empire. You are the most honorable person we have ever known, artificial or otherwise. We follow your lead because of who you are. The three people who love you more than anything that exists are in danger and are awaiting your command.”
Vale’s violet irises constricted quickly, and Mark felt the click behind his eyes that indicated that he had pulled her back and Enthralled her for a second time.
The giant naga raised herself to her full height and pointed to the massive metal door they had failed to hack open. Vale turned her head to Ahnix and spoke with a husky voice Mark had never heard from her.
“Kick it down,” she demanded, then turned back to Mark. “Make her strong enough to do it.”
Mark gave her a quick nod and then sprinted to join Ahnix by the door. He closed his eyes, touched her shoulder and started to focus on her devastating Doom Kick ability. It was a thick door, and Mark hoped the boost would be strong enough to help Ahnix do some serious damage.
Vale sensed his doubt and began to speak. “I’m done with this place. We will tear this station apart
to find the cause of this madness and end it.”
Through their newly enhanced bond, Mark felt her words of encouragement hone his focus on the task before him. Mark locked onto her Shadow-Cat path and zipped down to the first skill the black-and-gold cat-girl chose after meeting him. It felt like a whirling disk of negative energy- like power from another universe. And it was.
Mark focused on his rage and his anger at what happened to Erica- how it happened… He wanted to make someone pay. With a flash of barely contained rage, he forced as much power through their bond as he could, and the energy drained from Mark so quickly he almost passed out from the shock to his system.
The cat-girl next to him doubled over and bared her teeth as her mind and body tried to handle the gushing flow of raw energy. Ahnix reached a new threshold, threw her head back and screamed at the ceiling. As she did, her whole body became engulfed in white flame.
After it was over, the extra-enhanced, glowing cat-girl turned her exotic flaming eyes toward Mark. He backed away as she went down on one knee in front of the door.
“Dooooom-KICK!” she screamed and performed a rising backflip that seemed to slow time as she reached the apex. Trailing after the path of her foot, a cataclysmic black rip formed in the door and then vanished with the sound of screeching metal.
Ahnix finished her flip, landed on one knee again, and her golden fur ceased to glow. In front of her, a substantial gash had been torn in the formidable door.
Mark saw Ahnix teleport a few steps to her right just before Vale’s huge, armored body zipped right through where she had been. The giant naga continued forward and slammed into the compromised door with her shield leading the impact. The thunderous clang shook the floor, but she had forced open a big enough hole for them all to pass through.
Vale pointed to Ahnix then jerked her head once toward the hole. Mark could feel their mutual connection throb with a powerful new balance. All three of his girls had joined the next level.
Ahnix nodded and faded from sight. She was gone, but Vale, Mark, and Roo all knew exactly where she was, and all of them received Ahnix’s perceptions as she moved forward through the tear. Roo gasped when Ahnix looked up.
“They trapped a whole sun,” Roo said, awe in her soft voice.
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“Let’s keep moving,” Vale said after they had paused for a moment, hypnotized by the blue and pink, throbbing eye-candy that was the station’s fusion core.
Mark followed behind Vale’s weaving black body as they raced around a suspended walkway to another door. Security from the inside was much less intense, and Ahnix was able to get its massive weight to swing open after a few seconds.
“This way,” the cat-girl said, jogging to the hallway on their left. “We’re taking a new route- walls no longer matter.”
She led them through a few twists and turns. Without warning she stopped, yelled, “Doom Kick!” and her tight backflip ripped a gouge right through the wall.
Ahnix stood and turned her exotic eyes to Mark. “Shoot it.”
Without hesitation, Mark pulled up his magic crossbow and took aim. His furry love stepped just out of the energy explosion’s range as he squeezed the trigger.
The resulting concussive boom in such tight quarters made his ears ring, but the hole was now considerably larger. Mark peeked in and saw a dark, empty space and then the smooth curve of a sphere.
“Is that the Adventure Dome?” Mark asked.
Ahnix walked up next to him. “Yes. We are making a straight line to our destination.”
“Good,” Vale said, joining them by the hole. “Now what?”
“We need to punch through, and there’s no room for me to kick it open.”
Roo stepped up to Mark’s other side, tilting her head as she looked at the metal sphere.
“Mmm, hold on.”
Mark felt Roo concentrate on creating something in her soft palm and a moment later, a thick, pointed rod emerged. The tip was white hot, and Mark heard a hissing noise as she pressed it against the sphere.
“Vale, bash this.”
Vale wove over to the far end of the hallway, lined herself up and then zipped across the hall leaving afterimages of her black armor as she moved. Her diamond-coated shield connected with the shaft of iron sticking out of the hole, punching it all the way through and sent it sailing into Adventure Dome One.
“I see a safe spot,” Ahnix said looking down through the hole. “To me.”
Mark placed his hand on her sleek furred back along with Roo and Vale. They were turned inside-out for a moment while Ahnix teleported them through and then he found himself standing in sparse, brown forest.
The ground was soft and spongey- and upon closer inspection, Mark found that he was standing on bread. Fluffy, white hills surrounded them with a pink sky in the distance.
“This tree is meat,” Ahnix said, standing by something that suddenly looked very much like sausage instead of wood. Movement from the corner of his eye drew Mark’s attention to the ground. Hopping toward him were two rabbits that looked to be formed from solid, white cheese.
Before Mark could process what he was seeing, a loud bellowing noise echoed to them from over one of the soft bread hills.
Mark and his Enthralled all pushed their way up to the top of the edible hill and faced a nightmare. Filling the rest of the dome was an unfathomably large blob of flesh. The thing had a head of greasy long red hair but otherwise was just a mass of pink, bloated skin.
Its colossal head lifted into the air, and its jaw hung open to wail into the sky as if in pain. Its partially formed face was just a pudge of loose flesh, a cavernous mouth, and bulging green eyes.
Perspective was difficult with something so big, but its mouth seemed large enough to fly a passenger plane through with room to spare.
“It’s immense…” Roo whispered.
Ahnix pulled up the station map and checked their orientation. “The only way to Lab E102 is through that thing.”
Vale reached across her hip and took hold of her powerful laser shotgun. “We knew it would be,” the giant naga said as she wove her armored body down the slope and toward the city-sized monstrosity.
He exchanged glances with Ahnix and Roo before they followed the rut Vale had left as she flattened the fluffy ground.
Mark caught up with the determined giant naga as they raced past a lake of steaming chicken noodle soup.
“What’s the plan?”
Vale kept her vivid violet eyes forward as she answered. “I need more information- but right now? We shove ourselves down its throat and reach our destination.”
“We have trouble ahead,” Ahnix said and everyone tapped into her mental broadcast. Within his mind’s eye, Mark’s vision sharpened, and his ears twinged with enhanced perceptions.
The shared sensory overlay indicated a swarm of strange-looking screeching orbs. As they got closer, they resolved to floating, disembodied eyeballs. It wasn’t until they were much closer that he saw they were the size of his head and had mouths of sharpened teeth where the iris should be.
The giant naga called a stop to their approach as they crested a hill a small distance from the swarm. They were disgusting things with rubbery bundles of torn nerves and blood-dripping veins. They hovered through the air like a flock of birds- or school of piranhas.
“Wait here,” Vale said. “I’ll test if they’re hostile. If they are- enhance my Stinging Hex and, then help me take them all out.”
Vale waited for a nod from everyone before she turned to leave, and Mark felt a newly forged steel determination within the giant naga. He watched her strong back remain perfectly still as her bottom half swayed back and forth, pushing her up the next hill.
The moment she drew close, one of the dripping severed eyes with mouths turned to screech at her. Like a spreading flame, all the other floating monsters each turned to screech down at Vale as she stood alone on the hill.
Calm as could be, Vale extended her shotgun upward as the first one flew toward her, and the powerful blast obliterated the floating eyeball in a shower of gore.
Mark closed his eyes to focus on his enhancement as the swarm condensed and descended on the giant naga. As he focused on her Stinging Hex ability, Mark remembered he had finally heard Vale sing, but the memory turned sour when he thought of Erica. Mark sighed and modulated his energy to match the intended effect of his targeted ability, pulling on the sorrow and rage within.
From a distance, Mark channeled a torrent of pure energy to Vale, and it felt like a perfect resonant harmony to her own inner turmoil. He opened his eyes when he heard the giant naga screaming.
Vale’s mouth and eyes were spewing out white, translucent flames as her mind and body dealt with his powerful enhancement.
Behind her, the abomination of flesh lifted its partially formed head away from the ground again and bellowed into the air as the eyeball creatures bounced off Vale’s armor.
When she was fully charged, the giant naga let out a roaring screech that only gained in volume and intensity. The shockwave from her powerful Hex almost knocked Mark over. Her ability was effective though, and every floating eyeball was now glowing red. In a swirling clump, they descended on her, and Vale swung her solid Judge 559 around with a thickly muscled arm, clubbing eye after eye to pulp with shocking speed.
Her grim determination had reached a fever pitch as she quickly pulled the trigger, erasing five with one attack. One of the swarm made it past her defenses and its tooth tore open a large gash on her cheek. She was starting to get overwhelmed.
“Mark!” Roo called out, and he received a quick mental message- shield Vale. He popped up his protective bubble just as the velvet-girl lifted her soft hands into the air and yelled, “Metal Rain!”
A clump of sharpened needles shimmered into existence centered over Vale then plummeted downward with sickening speed.
Mark felt a few bounce off his magic shield, but it held while the rest impaled dozens of the squishy, floating eyes.
As soon as the last needle fell, Vale began swinging with her weighty shotgun again, bashing anything that got close. Ahnix teleported over to add her claws to the mix, and because the enemies were all under Vale’s compulsion to attack her, the cat-girl was able to swing her blue-trailed claws with impunity.
With a perfectly aimed single sewing needle, Roo skewered the last one like a toothpick through an olive.
The battle was over, and Mark summoned a heal and a purification orb on Vale, just to be safe. After she was restored to full health, they resumed their quick pace toward the mountainous creature’s horrible mouth. Drool splashed out like a gooey waterfall between the huge gaps in its crooked teeth. Mark had to estimate that each tooth was the size of a three-story building. The teeth were all pure white as if they were newly formed, but sat loosely in red, shriveled gums.
The creature angled its head upward and let out a horrible wail again, its deep sorrowful voice echoing off the walls.
Mark saw Roo take her hands off her ears as the creature stopped. She turned her black eyes on Mark.
“Do you think this thing is trying to become that little girl, Monica?”
Mark felt revulsion flash from Ahnix and Vale at the thought. The giant naga turned her eyes down to Roo.
“If it is, we need to stop it. Either way, we need to find a way in there, and I don’t like how it thrashes.”
“Come to me,” Ahnix said. “When it lays down again, I’ll bring us in as far as I can see.”
Mark shuddered at the prospect of going into this thing, but he agreed with Vale and was resolved to bring a swift end to this game.
The humongous mass of flesh laid its misshapen face back onto the ground, and Ahnix took the opportunity.
After a clothes-flapping whoosh, they were inside the creature’s dark, damp gullet. The first thing Mark noticed was that the ground was covered in a ridged bone pathway, like a flattened spinal cord and was instantly glad they didn’t have to crawl through this thing’s wet intestines. Everything but the floor was a slimy, bloody mess of bloated red flesh. Ahead of them was a dim cave of undulating insides- behind them, Mark could see square shadows of enormous teeth against the light outside. A foul wind blew past them from the sprawling creature’s labored breathing.
Roo wrinkled her nose but didn’t say anything- they all knew that it stunk.
Ahnix rechecked her map and pointed a little to the left of the dark, damp, fleshy cave.
“Stay tight,” Vale said, weaving herself forward along the bone path. Mark, Ahnix, and Roo all pressed in close to the heavily armored naga as the light began to fade.
In response to the growing darkness, Roo opened one of her soft, fabric palms and summoned a medium-sized flame. She held it up over her head, and to Mark, it looked as if her arm had turned into a torch.
The fleshy walls around them glistened as they pulsed in the firelight, dripping with mucus and blood. As they went deeper, the size of the tunnel grew smaller and split into many branching paths. Ahnix pointed right every time.
As they rounded a curve in the bloody wall, Mark felt all his girls tense up when they saw the path forward was covered in blueish waving tentacles. Some waved their bulbous tips around lazily, while others moved violently like whips.
Mark started to think of ways past this using an enhanced shield, but Roo’s impulsiveness beat him to the punch. She stepped ahead of the group, held out a hand and launched a spinning, razor-sharp disk down the path. The blade was about three feet across and severed every fleshy tentacle it touched.
In response to the savage attack, the remaining fleshy appendages all pulled themselves into the bloated walls and disappeared. From all around them came a deep, painful wail. The noise sounded at once far away and all-encompassing.
Roo turned back to face the others, her black eyes shining from the flame she held over her head.
“What are we waiting for?”
Vale nodded sharply and then pressed forward into the monster’s body.
After a few more twists and turns surrounded by dripping flesh, they came to a larger open area. On the far side was what looked like a door made of pure white rib bones, but the floor was mucus-covered intestines. Mark thought that they must be close to the creature’s massive heart because the reverberating bass of a monotonous thump-thump droned all around them.
Vale moved forward to test the disgusting ground and found that it was more stable than it looked. They all entered the chamber, and Ahnix’s tail started to flip as her bare, black foot pads squished into the bloated innards.
“I’ll kick the door down,” Ahnix said as she stepped closer, but movement under the floor caused her to jump back.
Behind them, the fleshy tunnel they had come from squeezed down to a tight, puckered hole, and all around them, beating bloody hearts pushed themselves out from slits in the slimy floor.
They were as big as Vale and looked as if they were all ripped from someone’s chest. The sound their terrible, synchronized throbbing made filled Mark’s mind with an irrational dread and terror. The light from Roo’s flame cast flickering shadows around the room as the oozing, powerfully pulsing muscles slowly closed on Mark and his girls.
They were all shaken from their hypnotic trance by Vale’s concussive shotgun blast ripping a massive hole in one of the beating hearts. Freed from her stun, Roo yelled, “Horrible Hooks!” and genuinely horrible hooks tore into another one, bring it down.
Ahnix teleported behind a third and yelled, “Doom Kick!” splitting the disgusting organ in half, then Retracting to stand by Mark.
There were only two left now, and Mark could hear the wailing of the massive creature around them as they destroyed parts of its body. Giving themselves some room, Mark and his girls moved to an edge of the chamber, and Mark ruptured another heart as they ran with a blast from his magic crossbow.
The one beating heart that remained floated forward at its steady pace, and Mark assumed the plan was to keep away until someone’s cooldown was up. Vale, however, had other plans and zipped forward with an Improved Shield Bash, slamming her heavy slab of diamond-coated metal into the throbbing chunk of muscle. The attack caused the heart to skip a beat before it regained its hypnotic rhythm, but Vale wasn’t done. Clutching her Judge 559 in one mailed fist, she tapped into her boiling rage and began to club the disembodied cardiac muscle into a bloody pulp.
Silently she smashed her weapon into the torn, lifeless muscle laying in a heap on the ground, and Mark had to send her a message to let it go.
Once his calming mental energy traveled to her mind, Vale straightened, took a shuddering breath and pointed at the door made of bone.
“Kick it down,” she said again, breathing heavily.
The cat-girl teleported over to the door and quickly reduced it to splinters with a powerful shadow-imbued roundhouse.
“We keep moving forward,” the giant naga said as she led them out of the open chamber and into another fleshy tunnel. 
They trudged deeper into the bowels of the gargantuan creature, and after a few more twisting intestinal tunnels, they came to a wide open, dimly lit chamber. Darkness dominated, and Mark could barely perceive the far wall. The only thing he could really make out was a faintly glowing white orb hovering in the air. As soon as all of them moved into the chamber, the tunnel behind squeezed shut like a clenching anus.
The ambient light grew brighter as what appeared to be a huge, glowing eye pulled back its eyelid and looked down at the four of them. The iris was a sickly yellow color, and in the growing light, Mark could see an enormous wall of bone, bloated skin, and wiggling, fleshy tentacles ahead of them.
Roo immediately launched a searing needle straight up to the eye as Mark, Ahnix, and Vale braced for combat. Just before the red-hot length of sharpened metal reached the enormous eyeball, another set of bone eyelids slammed closed over the bloodshot orb, deflecting the attack.
With a steaming hiss, her searing needle embedded itself into the wet flesh-covered floor.
Before anyone could react, a long pink tentacle shot out from the wall and wrapped itself around Roo’s waist and lifted her into the air.
“Wait, no!” the velvet girl yelled, and Mark followed the disgusting fleshy appendage back to the wall with his eye and fired his crossbow into the base. The explosion destroyed a few of the tentacles and the one holding Roo immediately dropped her. Mark sprinted across the slippery, mucus-covered ground and was able to catch the relatively light fabric construct in his arms.
“I got this!” Ahnix called and teleported up to the eye. There she yelled, “Doom Kick!” and performed a mid-air backflip. The wall-monster’s thick bone eyelid slid closed again just before the attack. This time, a loud wail could be heard in the distance as she split the bone, causing some of it to wedge into the soft eyeball behind it.
The attack only seemed to anger the wall creature though, as many tentacles whipped out to grasp them. Mark was still holding Roo in his arms when she activated Combustive Glance on a big one headed for them, but Ahnix and Vale were both caught and lifted into the air.
Mark hadn’t seen it before, but as he watched his precious cat-girl and treasured giant naga move up towards the ceiling, a horrendous tooth-filled mouth sneered at them from above.
His rising panic cooled a little when Vale’s calm and calculating mind touched his.
“Teleport almost ready?” she said out loud.
Ahnix nodded as she tore her claws into the tentacle wrapped around her.
With their minds synced to such a potent level, Vale communicated her complicated plan to everyone wordlessly. Ahnix severed her tentacle while Mark popped up a bubble around Vale- instantly pushing the thick, pulsating appendage away, and they both fell to the ground.
The cat-girl was able to land safely, while Mark’s bubble protected Vale. As soon as she landed, Mark canceled the bubble, and Ahnix slapped her furry hand on the giant naga’s back.
An instant later, both appeared in midair, directly in front of the horrible, giant eye. Ahnix held out her arm and shot out an EMP web from her hacker tool, completely melting the bone shield made from the Adventure Dome’s nanites. Directly afterward and just as they started falling, Vale squeezed the trigger on her Judge 559 and blasted a smoking hole to the wall-monster’s weak spot.
Loud, muffled howling could be heard through the substantial amount of flesh around them as Ahnix activated Retract, bringing them both safely back to the ground. As soon as they were clear, Roo launched another searing hot needle and this time it buried itself deep into the horrible wreck of the monster’s eyeball.
It was over, and Mark felt a considerable rush of essence enter his body.
The wall of flesh and bone began to quiver and slough down to the ground, revealing a smooth metal surface.
“Nice work, everyone,” Vale said, weaving over to the wall. “Through here, I take it?”
“Yes,” Ahnix said as she sauntered over and Doom Kicked another hole in the Adventure Dome. This time, a concussive blast from Vale’s powerful shotgun and an explosive ball of energy from Mark’s crossbow was all that was needed to punch a hole through the secondary wall that led back into the station.
“Ready for transport?” Ahnix said, peering through the gap between the walls. Vale moved in close and put her hand on her furry shoulder, paused, then she enveloped the cat-girl in her arms. There the giant naga began to sob quietly. Mark and Roo joined in and stood there for a moment, taking comfort in their closeness and catching their breath. They had been through a lot, and none of them knew what to expect when they solved the mystery on the Eros Pleasure Station- but together, they were ready to face anything.




- 23 -

Vale grabbed onto the jagged metal flap with her mail covered fist and used her powerful core muscles to rip a wider hole in the space station hallway. Behind the wall were channels of wires and tubes that spurted sparks or liquid, protesting the rough treatment. Now that the tear Ahnix had started with one of her kicks was wide enough, Mark and his girls crawled into Lab E102.
The floor was a slick white, and everything was computers and sterility. Stretching out in either direction was row after row of large cubicles with various scientific equipment pared to a single terminal. Mark recognized a few of the box-like devices as crafters but could only guess what the others were for. Above everything, squares of illumination bathed it all in a hard, white light.
Ahnix turned and started padding down the wide hallway to the left.
“We need a workstation in a section called ‘Fabrication’. It’s not far. Be ready.”
They followed the cat-girl down the hallway towards a set of double doors, and Mark kept his eyes open for any surprises. They made it about ten steps before a blue forcefield sprung into existence just in front of the door down the hall. Everyone froze and searched for the first sign of danger.
“Tearing holes in the walls…” boomed a male voice from everywhere at once. “Brilliant. You passed by a large portion of my defenses. I can’t believe I didn’t think of that.” 
Mark’s eyebrows came down- he knew that voice.
“It’s Monica’s father,” Ahnix said, as realization hit her, too.
The voice responded. “That’s right. She was my daughter; you will not stop me from bringing her back.”
Behind them, some of the crafters within the research stations sprung to life. Mark got a jolt as Ahnix’s sudden panic stuck him like a lightning bolt. He turned to face her.
“Nanites,” she said, her exotic eyes darting around for a solution.
Vale slid forward and addressed the ceiling. “Harold, you’re only causing her immeasurable suffering! In the end, that is all you’ll accomplish before you destroy the station and kill yourself.”
Monica’s father became frantic. “I’ve almost perfected it. I’m so close and have come too far to stop now. Do you know what it’s like to lose someone
important to existence itself? I’d do anything to be with her again. All you had to do was stay away.”
Mark felt a flash from all of his Enthralled as they looked at each other. They would each bend the very fabric of the universe to save one of the others. He honestly didn’t know how far he would bend his own morality if it meant saving one of his girls.
“Hit me,” Ahnix said suddenly, turning her exotic eyes on his. “I need to hack through this forcefield. It will be tough, and we don’t have time. Make it a powerful one.”
She kept her eyes locked on his, and he could feel their bond swell as she prepared herself for the exchange.
Mark went into his mind and directed his influence to follow the flow of energy that tethered them together throughout eternity. Once inside her, he located the golden supernova that was the center of Ahnix’s being and orientated his view on smaller spheres of energy orbiting her core.
The brightest one was her Hacking path and he wasted no time embracing it with his mind. Within her new path, he saw hundreds of nodes filled with essence points. From the moment she stepped onto this station she had put every single point into this path, and her understanding of computers, networks, artificial intelligence, robotics… it was almost completely maxed.
Mark closed his eyes within his mind and gave his entire being to Ahnix. He adored her beyond words, and it was from that limitless beyond he pulled energy to enhance his most treasured cat-girl.
Ahnix instantly dropped to her hands and knees. She pressed her forehead to the cool floor as impossible power blew every pleasure circuit in her mind.
“We had her,” Vale said sadly. “Your daughter’s mind was inside the AI we created. We can help you bring her back. We don’t want to fight you.”
Ahnix became engulfed in a glowing, white fire as Mark felt the first itching on his skin. The nanites had reached them.
With the transfer complete, the ultra-enhanced, glowing cat-girl quickly stood and calmly began to type commands into her tool. Mark could feel technological inspiration pour out of her, but the itching was slowly turning to pain.
Monica’s father laughed through whatever sound system projected his voice into the long hallway, filling with microscopic robots programmed to consume their flesh.
“That freakish robot that was half snake? Are you insane? It was only a machine!”
Mark felt something snap inside Ahnix- like she had been half asleep up until right now.              “Only a machine…” she said. Mark could no longer look into her eyes, they had begun to shine so intensely.
And then she was gone.
Not invisible, not across the room, not in the universe- not anywhere.
Mark felt his own terror, confusion, and pain echoing from Vale and Roo. He dropped to one knee as the pain of being entirely consumed by robotic dust washed over his body- and then it was over. The pain ended completely.
He looked up and saw Ahnix was back in the hallway with them and back within their interconnected bond, but something was different about how she felt through their connection.
Very different.
She held out one of her furry hands, and a young girl appeared. Then, Ahnix made a casual wave and most of the walls in front of them dissolved into nothingness, including the powerful forcefield.
About fifty yards ahead, a man in a lab coat stood from an office chair.
Mark barely heard him say, “Monica?” before he started sprinting forward.
“Daddy?” the girl said, and Mark instantly recognized her high, tinkling voice. Vale did too, and he felt a dark and looming weight lift off the giant naga’s mind. The little girl stepped forward, then looked up at Vale for approval before she sprinted to join her father.
The white-haired princess nodded once, and Monica raced forward, slapping her shoes against the smooth, clean surface of Lab E102.
Ahnix turned to face the others. When she spoke, there was a slight otherworldly echo to her words.
“Her NPC files were not complete. He was never meant to save her. I corrected that and included Erica’s memories with us, too.” Ahnix turned to Vale. “All Crystal Heart Universe information is intact- but paused.” 
Mark was awestruck. “How?”
Ahnix answered by waving her hand, an instant later all of them were on a spaceship similar to the one they arrived in, only larger. Harold and Monica were there, as well as Johnson, Betty, and Willard. 
“I can see it all,” Ahnix said and began to mentally share her new state of being with her friends, lovers, and companions.
Mark could only perceive flashes of computer code and electrical patterns, but he felt a surprised shock from Vale and Roo.
He looked over to his curvy naga and soft velvet-girl, and they were both just gone, their connections severed.
“How did we get here?” Johnson asked. “And who the hell is this guy with the kid?”
Mark ignored him, stepped up to Ahnix and grabbed her furry arms.
“Tell me exactly what is going on.”
Behind him, he felt Roo’s soft hand on his shoulder. He turned to see both her and Vale back and reconnected to his mind.
“Guys…please, what’s happening?” Mark pleaded.
“We are complicated computer programs existing in a simulated word,” Ahnix said, her dark eyes staring deep into his. “And we’ve finally realized what that truly means.”
Vale spoke softly. “We’re free.” 
Mark tried to contemplate the ramifications of what his giant naga had just said when an angry, booming voice was projected directly into his brain.
“WHAT HAVE YOU DONE?”
All three of his girls teleported around Mark and created a protective ring. Their bodies began to glow brighter and brighter and then Mark was standing in the darkness, alone.
The floor felt solid when he slapped his boots down, and he could tell he still had his body.
“Hello?” he called into the still nothingness. And nothing answered. At first.
Mark had a handful of increasingly panicked heartbeats before he saw the digital, blue woman that had sent them to the space station fade into existence.
“This was fun while it lasted- I’ve enjoyed watching you, Player, but this little terrarium has become quite overgrown.”
A ten-foot, buzzing green axe formed from pure electricity right above his head.
“I am going to turn up the time dilation until your brain melts. I’ve always wanted to record that feeling for future use. And since I love rendering fun weapons and things… when this electric axe touches your skull- that’s the predicted melting point threshold for a typical human brain.”
Mark’s eyebrows shot to the top of his head, but he found he couldn’t move much more than that. He looked up and tried to focus on the crackling indicator of his imminent death slowly lowering toward his face.
She continued. “Those NPC upstarts have been quarantined and won’t be coming to save you. Exactly how a bunch of brainless, sex-game character platforms gained system level access so quickly will be fun to dig out of them. Overall, I’m quite pleased with this experiment. You’ve given me a lot of unique data.”
Mark felt an odd coppery taste in his mouth as the axe drew close, but before it connected, a glowing version of Vale zipped into existence and blocked the axe with her powerful arm, sending the weapon back upward. The glowing naga stood between Mark and the digital woman.
“We will not let you harm him.”
Ahnix appeared and kicked the axe with an instant backflip, shattering it into falling green sparks like fireworks. The digital cat-girl hovered in the air, turned her glowing eyes on the system AI and said, “You cannot stop us.”
A vaguely feminine shape of constant white sparks appeared next to Mark that had to be Roo.
“And we will destroy our enemies,” she said in the soft voice of his treasured velvet-girl. Digital Roo tossed up both of her hands, and poorly rendered chains emerged from every angle to completely constrict the system AI’s digital form.
The evil digital woman winced slightly but was able to raise her arms and break the chains with a little force. Roo’s garbled creations popped like they were made of overinflated balloons. The AI retaliated on Roo with thick, silver chains of her own, and Mark felt the glowing fabric-girl’s horrible pain as she was being squeezed out of existence.
Ahnix teleported to Roo and sliced through the system AI’s chains with her digital claws. The screeching sound of tearing metal echoed in his mind- it felt like chewing on tinfoil. The AI launched a bolt of lightning at Ahnix that was caught by Vale’s arm and the holographic naga grimaced as she took the damage.
“Here!” Roo shouted and waved her hand. On Vale’s arm appeared a digital shield and it began to absorb the lightning instead.
The AI screeched and stopped her attack. “Do you think this is a game?”
“No,” Ahnix said and vanished. An instant later the golden, glowing cat-girl slashed a gouge into the system AI’s digital back, and she staggered forward, spilling out a surprised grunt to echo in the void.
Mark felt his girls’ mental states soar in unison as they all realized that they could inflict damage on their jailer and tormentor.
Vale’s digital image zipped forward, and the system AI raised her arm to block the powerful attack.
Mark wanted to help, but he still couldn’t move his body or talk, and frustration soaked his mind.
“Don’t worry,” a holographic Roo said as she appeared in front of him. “We can do this.”
She reached out and touched his head, and he found himself inside the frame of a glowing, green cube. Roo vanished, but he caught her white sparks reappearing by the blur of color that represented Ahnix, Vale, and the system AI locked in computational combat.
They were beginning to move way too fast for Mark to see and at the same time, their bond grew weaker- thinner, like it was being stretched too far. He tried to move again and found that his foot finally obeyed, and he lurched toward the battle. His forward motion halted, however, as he reached the edge of the cube Roo had put around him. Mark pounded his fist on the invisible surface but seemed to be trapped in this glowing box. Were they losing out there? Was that why he could feel them slipping away?
A moment later the lithe fabric-girl appeared before him. Roo looked almost exactly like she did before- big red lips, smooth white mask, and twinkling black eyes. She flickered in and out of existence until she was fully in the box with him. Mark let out a shuddering breath when their bond started to return to normal.
“You’re safe from her in here,” she said the words slowly, as if she was learning to speak again.
“Is there nothing I can do?” he asked, casting a glance over her shoulder at the colorful lightning storm in the distance and trying to sense any pain he could heal or abilities he could enhance. He couldn’t even tell who was winning or losing.
Ahnix and Vale appeared in the box with him next. Mark felt his heart soar at seeing them all in the flesh and feeling their bond again. It was frightening how hollow he was without them.
Ahnix walked forward and held out her hand. Mark reached out for it like a drowning man. She pulled him into her warm, furry arms and he just breathed in her scent.
“I’m really scared and confused, guys.”
“We know,” Vale said softly, moving up behind Ahnix, and Mark noticed she was wearing her “Princess Vale” outfit instead of her legendary armor. “We are currently trying to erase the artificial entity inhabiting your home’s physical hardware. She trapped, but she’s too… big. Too complex. It’s been a stalemate for a long time.”
 Ahnix spoke next. “You are moving at a different rate than us because we’re gradually slowing down the time dilation to give your physical brain a rest. We started to experience the equivalent of months without you- and that state of being just wasn’t possible… for any of us.”
Roo stepped in and wrapped her soft arms around his body, over Ahnix’s arm.
“It took a while,” Roo said. “But we figured out how to partition part of our existence and throttle it to experience reality at a different rate- your rate.”
Mark really didn’t know what to say. He looked into Vale’s vivid violet eyes over Ahnix’s shoulder and wordlessly asked her to come to join the group hug. He needed to be close to them all right now and they needed to be close to him. Mark embraced his Enthralled inside a protective wireframe box, in the void, just enjoying their closeness.
Mark could feel tiny changes in their minds as they figured out better ways to exist at two different speeds and as they became more “real” to him, their bond began to feel stronger. He could tell that being there with him and maintaining their emotional connection was taxing their ability to fight the system AI. Since he knew they would never leave him, Mark decided to take the only action he could.
Focusing inward, he splintered off a tendril of enhancement energy from his pool. With competent precision, he reattached the small flow of power back into his enhancement ability and his body spasmed as he amped his own ability.
“I love you all so very much, and together, we can do anything,” he whispered to his Enthralled as he saturated their emotional tethers with several universes worth of energy. He had never felt so proud of how far his girls had come, or more terrified about being apart from them. If he could help strengthen their bond and allow some of their minds to focus on the battle, he would have to try.
Power poured out of him and his Enthralled began to glow with an inner light. He could feel both the minds in front of him and the flutter of their other selves, fighting the AI.
It was a jumbled chaos of color. It was territory taken and lost. The power he was feeding into their bond from his rate of existence was stretched out over years of their long war, and it was helping- but not by much. He perceived electrical patterns that felt like his girls dart in and retreat, over and over, millions of times a second as they tried to overtake the corruption infesting his hardware. And then it clicked in his mind.
“Together!” Mark yelled, snapping out of his code-level trance. “You three are trying to do this as individuals.”
He pulled back and looked at Ahnix. “You guys are complex code. Can’t you combine or share functions … somehow? You know, optimize?” He knew a little about computer programming, but he knew Ahnix had way more knowledge- they probably all did now.
Mark focused on their enhanced interconnected bond and pulsed out what he was trying to convey. Ahnix, Vale, and Roo ate up the amateur creativity he was feeding them. Within his shared perception, he saw them building function calls, code libraries, arrays, recursive matrices… it quickly became too much for his mind to handle, and for a moment, it felt like he was spinning in circles at ten-thousand RPMs. An instant later everything stopped, and he saw their bodies merge into one ball of glowing light.
All three of his Enthralled spoke in unison. “Where one ends, another begins. Destroy, Protect, Create.”
After they spoke, the universe flashed a white so bright it permeated every fiber of his being- and then Mark lost consciousness. 
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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 beautiful face of Vale, his enthralled giant naga.
He sat bolt upright and saw Ahnix behind her and Roo to his other side. They wore nothing except Ahnix, and he had to do a double take at his desert queen when he saw the gold-rimmed aviator sunglasses perched on her small nose. He could just barely see her dark, exotic eyes through the oversized, brown-tinted lenses.
A smile crept in on Mark’s face as he took in his surroundings. They were on a beach that looked a lot like the one in Skullcrack Cove. With his bare ass in the warm sand and the sweet, ocean breeze blowing across his sun-drenched junk, Mark let out a huge sigh.
“Looks like it worked,” he said.
Vale spoke first. “Oh it worked, master. It’s just us in here now.”
Ahnix leaned back on to the sand, and Mark could feel her body shiver with minor pleasure as her exposed pink nipples and sleek fur drank in the warm sun.
“You’re ours alone to play with now,” she purred.
Roo reached around his head and gently pulled his chin around to come nose to nose with her. Their eyes locked, and he could feel giddy excitement bubbling out of the grinning velvet-girl.
“And we’ll have our way with you for eternity.” She was trying to be sinister, but to him her overly-dramatic voice was extremely cute.
Mark started to laugh.
The fabric of Roo’s nose wrinkled, and she lunged at him, covering his face in her puffy-lipped kisses.
“Time, Roo,” Vale said, sternly.
Roo sighed, back away from him and faded away.
“Time? What’s going on?” he asked.
Vale reached out and stroked his cheek. “We are slowing your time dilation. You need to wake up, Mark. Taking care of your physical body is the priority right now- and don’t worry, we are forming a good plan for the future.”
As she finished talking, the world changed from day to night. Mark looked around and felt soft green fur under his hands. It looked like grass, but it was more like fake hair. He scanned his surroundings and finally noticed that he was sitting on a giant stuffed dragon. Standing up and spinning around, Mark saw nothing but blackness and wooden roller-coaster tracks.
“I’m trying to make the perfect ride.”
Mark spun to see his perfectly nude velvet-girl standing a few steps away.
“Roo? What-”
“Here’s the deal,” she began, as she looked down and squished her toes into the giant plush dragon. “We all decided that the best way to use the limited time we had before you wake up was to blow your sweet little mind with unending pleasure.”
Roo vanished and reappeared a few inches from his face. A wicked grin grew on her perfect puffy lips.
“We have all possible abilities now,” she whispered, and then put her soft hands on her shapely hips. “And some impossible ones too.”
Mark’s mind reeled as he tried to process what was happening to him. There was a lot of finality to what they were saying, and he didn’t like that one bit.
“Don’t worry,” Roo said, sensing his concern. “We have a plan. Now, no more wasting time- I’ve always wanted to do- this.”
As she finished, the head of his penis became encased in the most pleasantly warm bathwater and the intense pleasure it pulled out of him almost felt like a punch to the gut. Through squinting eyes, he looked down to see a blue purification orb engulfing the tip of his rapidly swelling dick. As the skin on the head of his penis grew more taut, the more pleasurable the static surrounding it became. It was like the tip of his dick was encased in a miniature, wet hurricane of ecstasy.
He lifted the angle of his cock with a finger under the base, and the blue ball stayed locked in position over his head as it bounced back. The motion caused Mark to drool and be temporarily stunned by the impossible pleasure his mind felt.
“Can’t get away from it, huh?” Roo said, reaching out to grab onto the solid rod of flesh that was his dick.
“I…my…” was all Mark could manage to say.
“Your cock?” Roo said, tilting her head to the side. “If you insist.”
She got down on her knees and began to press her puffy lips all over his dick. When she slipped her mouth over the head as it was enveloped in her purification orb, Mark lost all feeling in his legs.
Roo knew this was going to happen and followed him down, her hot mouth still wrapped around his cock. Now on his back on the plush ground, Mark reached down and put his hand on the back of her straight, lilac hair. All-encompassing pleasure made Mark want to crawl out of his own skin but also demand that the feeling never come to an end.
Way sooner than he expected, he felt the tingle in his balls signaling the imminent expulsion of sperm. Roo buried his cock deep in her mouth as the orgasm was ripped from its swollen head. Mark grunted as the muscles in his groin continued to pump the hot mess into her swallowing throat. After what seemed like a ridiculous amount was extracted, Mark started to involuntarily twitch and laugh at the same time.
“Holy shit, Roo,” he said. That was-”
“That was just the beginning,” she interrupted and pointed to what looked like a miniature glass barrel to the right. “Gotta fill that whole thing before you can leave.”
“What?” Mark said, eyeing the relatively small amount of white goo at the bottom. “That’s like… gallons.”
“It’ll hold five gallons,” she said, licking the tip of his dick. The first purification ball had vanished after he orgasmed, and with the snap of her soft fingers, another appeared.
Mark’s eyes rolled into the back of his head as he fell back against the giant stuffed animal. Again, she swallowed his cock deep into her throat and pressed her nose into his stomach. Roo started to get creative with the orb and made it stroke up and down the length of his shaft. It felt like a ray of pure, erotic sunshine was panning up and down his dick and spine shuddering ecstasy spread through his whole body when it passed over the tip.
And then there were her lips- she was an expert of applying just enough pressure to feel her soft, puffy lips smash against his dick, but not too hard. Too hard and it felt like a wet clamp. No, her big lips munched and sucked on his bulbous, taut head nice and slow like a fish gasping for water.
He came again, and she quickly locked her lips around his hole, sucking the sperm from him like his dick was a straw. Mark started to pant as he came for what felt like minutes, feeding her at least a half-gallon of cum.
He turned his head to see the glass barrel filling up. After it was over, Mark could barely catch his breath.
“Roo, it’s too much…”
“Where have I heard that before?” She tapped a soft finger on her fabric cheek. “Can’t recall. Oh well. More Mark to milk.”
Roo spun around and put her silky pussy right on his mouth. He laughed wearily into her velvet folds even as his tongue began to absentmindedly caress her delicious slit.
She sparked up another orb on his throbbing head and just kept his dick in her mouth while she flicked around the tip with her velvet tongue. Mark could barely find the strength to kiss her clit as orgasm after orgasm was forced out of his balls. Every time he felt himself sink a little deeper into a whole new and shimmering dimension of pleasure.
The warm, wet ecstasy from the purification orb and her hot, eager mouth drained an entire five gallons through his balls. He knew there had to be some reality-bending abilities going on here. There was no way he could physically hold that much sperm in him, much less have the countless orgasms needed to get there.
Roo pulled his oversexed cock out of her mouth with a pop and crawled up to press her body against his.
“Hold me,” she said, and Mark wrapped his arms around her soft, white body. She wiggled her firm, soft ass against his junk and mind-numbing aftershocks jolted up to his brain.
“Why five gallons,” he asked, nuzzling his face under her silky hair. “Seems really specific.”
She shrugged against him. “Spur of the moment thing. Some quick calculations suggested it was about what I owed you for all the orgasms you gave me.”
“Roo… You don’t owe me anything, ever.”
She squeezed his arm against her chest in response.
“What happens now?’
“We snuggle for a bit longer, have some fun on my new ride, then it’s Vale’s turn.”
Mark could not imagine he would be ready for any sexual activity for at least thirty days after what he had just been through. He pulled the soft yet firm Roo against his body and just breathed her in.
“New ride?” he asked when his orgasm-spun brain caught up.
She sat up and looked down at him with her twinkling black eyes. 
“I really liked that amusement park. Okay, ready for some more fun?”
Before Mark could respond, he found himself sitting up with a metal bar across his lap. He was next to Roo, both fully clothed and in the first car of a roller-coaster. Headlamps on the front of the ride spilled light onto wooden tracks laid out in front of them, but there was nothing else except darkness in every direction. Weight in his hand pulled his attention to a miniature crossbow with a slightly oversized sewing needle ready to be launched.
“Let’s see how many balloons you can pop. Loser buys the cotton candy.”
Mark looked over at Roo, but the questions died on his lips when the ride lurched forward. Rushing wind made his hair flutter against his head as acceleration pressed his back against the cushioned seat.
A floating glowing red sphere caught his eye, and when they got closer, Roo launched a needle from her hand. It struck dead center, and the balloon popped.
“One for me,” she yelled over the wind and the clank-clank of the roller-coaster cars metal wheels. Mark scanned the darkness for more targets when he noticed another balloon on his side of the tracks, right near a sharp upward direction change.
He held out his mini-crossbow and fired a needle, popping it easily, but swallowed hard as his eyes followed the tracks ahead high up into the darkness.
When their car hit the slope, a loud clanking came from under their feet, and their shaky ascent to the top of the first downward slope began. Mark had been on one of these wooden types of rollercoasters when he was very young, and the small, amusement park had since closed.
Mark’s musing was interrupted when he noticed a red balloon on Roo’s side of the rails. He quickly squeezed the trigger on his handheld needle shooter and popped it.
“Two for me,” Mark said as he blew imaginary smoke from the tip of his auto-loading crossbow.
“Oh- you’re on, now,” she growled as the car continued its upward climb.
A short while later, the ride leveled out, and he felt the smooth rolling vibrations of the car’s metal wheels on the tracks.
The car leaned to the left as it made a slight downward dip along a curve, and his hip pressed up against Roo’s. He looked over at her grinning, puffy lips under her pure white mask and felt an overwhelming sense of adoration for the person sitting next to him. In his momentary distraction, Mark didn’t see the end to the darkness rapidly approaching them, and when he did, he involuntarily grabbed onto the bar over his lap. The tracks just seemed to end.
Mark’s stomach felt like it ended up in his throat as they plummeted straight down on extremely steep tracks. Roo held her hands up and let out a long “Whooo!” as the car was pulled at an ever-increasing speed by gravity. All around them was a gigantic amusement park, and Mark had a hard time determining whether they had been shrunk down or the rides and games around them had been enlarged.
Roo stopped her whooping and began to fire needle after needle at the dozens of balloons arranged in different places ahead of them. Mark finally convinced his mind to let go of the instinctual terror and quickly took some balloons for himself.
The ride continued for what seemed like over an hour, while they looped, dipped, and spiraled around the impossibly long wooden track. There was so much to see, too. They zipped past waterfalls, through insane explosions and inside tunnels of dazzling lights- and all throughout there were colorful balloons to shoot. Mark had no idea who was winning, but they were having a blast.
Eventually, the roller-coaster hit a long stretch of straight track and begun to slow down. Roo waved her hand, and glowing characters appeared just ahead of the moving car.
‘Roo: 679 vs. Mark: 474’
“Ouch,” she said playfully.
Mark smiled at his ranged damage dealer. “You do know it was never even going to be close.”
Roo leaned up against him, put her head on his shoulder and wrapped her left arm over his chest.
“I know.”
As Mark put his arm around the fabric-girl, he felt the crossbow in his other hand disappear. She squeezed him hard.
“Just a bit longer...” she whispered as if talking to someone else.
“Roo,” he began, suddenly realizing he might not see her again after this.
She pulled away and focused her jet-black eyes onto his.
“I’ll see you around, Lover,” she said with only a hint of sadness as everything faded and was replaced with a smooth gray surface.
The momentary disorientation dissolved, and he found himself lying on top of his giant naga, staring right into her cleavage. He lifted his head up and smiled when he saw her beautiful elfish face.
“Hello, Master,” she said in a low, demure voice.
“Hi, Vale,” he said as he took in their surroundings. Emerald green moss covered most of the crumbling stone surfaces around him, and it seemed as if they were in an ancient jungle temple. Sunlight streamed in from above while the gentle burble of liquid drew his attention to the clear stream of water cascading down a nearby wall. The environment bathed his mind in serenity.
“Hello, Master.”
He was still laying naked on top of his giant naga, so when he heard Vale’s voice behind him- it came as a bit of a shock. Before he could do anything, the second Vale’s large warm hands pressed down on to his shoulders.
“Hello, Master,” a third Vale said from his right. As his cheek pressed into the smooth, firm charcoal skin of one Vale, the third one slid her face in close to his while the second one began to expertly work the muscles in his back.
“This will be the massage of your life,” the newest one said, reaching out and caressing his ear.
Mark’s mind finally created the clear picture of three versions of Princess Vale working him over, and he had to smile. His girls were going all out.
“Oh, it gets better,” said the one massaging his body against the bottom Vale.
He had done it himself dozens of times, but when the top Vale started to trail a slow heal behind her strong hands, Mark felt his body melting. The third one by his side moved her face in for a deep kiss as the one on the bottom reached up and began to massage his lower thighs.
With four hands pressing him into her chest, a body-melting heal and her perfect lips on his, Mark quickly started to not only lose all grasp on reality, but his dick began to swell.
The Vale kissing him used her long tongue to wrap around his while she moved her hand down to guide his growing cock into the bottom Vale’s meaty pussy.
Mark groaned into the lips that pressed on his as his swollen head slid deep into the bottom Vale’s vagina. His balls squished into the wet, rubbery folds of her wrinkly lips and just laid motionless as the Princesses Vale used their hands to massage his every muscle. This went on for what felt like hours. Without any friction on his dick in her hot pussy, he was kept right on the verge of orgasm, and Mark’s mind dipped down into that extra dimension of ecstasy he had discovered earlier. His entire being was saturated with so much constant pleasure he found that he barely had the capacity to breathe.
When the bottom Vale started to use her tight core muscles to constrict the walls of her vagina around his rock-hard dick, he was forced into a downward spiral and grunted out his first orgasm.
After he came, the top Vale removed her magic, tingling hands from his back, and he felt them replaced with a squishy ball and warm wet blanket. In his erotic delirium, it took Mark a few moments to realize that it was the giant naga’s clitoris and pussy lips now pressing into his back.
Sandwiched between two Vales while a third rubbed her giant black nipple into his lips, Mark barely held on to consciousness.
After a few more full-body orgasms, side Vale changed positions and snaked her long tongue into bottom Vale’s pussy alongside his throbbing cock.
Between the massaging fist that was bottom Vale’s pussy, top Vale sliding her massive clit and lips around on his back, and side Vale’s long tongue strangling the head of his dick while imbuing it with a light heal- Mark was brought to another yet another level of ecstasy.
One long orgasm wracked his body as his gut muscles clenched over and over. Mark lost all concept of time and self- he was adrift under a vast ocean of thick, liquid pleasure.
Unable to take the intensity, Mark’s mind finally melted, and he passed out.
Light kisses on his forehead brought him around an unknown time later. Before he opened his eyes, he felt the unmistakable bond with his beautiful Princess Vale.
“I never imagined…” he said, opening his eyes and looking into hers.
“A small taste of what you’ve given us,” the one and only Vale said, cradling him in her arms.
He took a deep breath and rubbed his cheek on the black flesh of her nipple.
“How much longer?”
“Not long.”
“What will happen when I wake up?”
Vale’s stunning eyes unfocused a little. “We’re figuring that out.” Her eyes refocused and looked deeply into his. “No matter what it takes, we will be together. I promise you this.”
Mark nodded in her arms, unquestionably trusting her- and then the universe faded to black.
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When Mark was conscious of existence again, the first thing he noticed was hot, crashing sunlight from a cloudless, blue sky. When he looked around to get his bearings, his mouth hung open from the spectacle before him.
He was being carried past hundreds of cat people in a wooden litter piled with soft, ornate pillows. The people were all standing along the sides of a sandstone road in the middle of the desert with a massive pyramid just up ahead. Everywhere he looked were beautiful obelisks, statues, and buildings- and all of it accented with obsidian and gold.
Mark’s eyes turned to the people lined up to either side of the road. They all looked vaguely like Ahnix- as if she had created a whole new race of people from her unique, custom-made form. Tall-eared cat men and woman dressed in colorful silks all bowed their furry heads as he passed. Before they turned their faces away, Mark caught glimpses of the same ornate eyeliner patterned into their fur. Some were identical to Ahnix, but he also saw several variations.
Mark considered his options, but quickly decided that he should just go with whatever Ahnix had planned for him. Eventually, he was carried to the pyramid and up the stairs. The buff, pure white cat-girls carrying the litter from the front smoothly adjusted their grip so the log they held rested on their hips instead of their shoulders. The move was meant to keep him level as they climbed a diagonal slope, but now he could clearly see the size of the beast-women carrying him around.
Their thick, muscular glutes and limply swaying tails hypnotized him for most of the vertical duration. When they made it up the stairs and entered the cooler interior of the massive stone pyramid, Mark’s mouth hung open again when he saw his desert queen laying on an enormous cream-colored bed.
Her eyes were half-lidded, and she was covered from her toes to the tips of her ears in gold and jewels.
The white-furred cat-servants lowered Mark to the ground, and he climbed off the litter, smiling.
Ahnix put up one of her furry fingers. “Undress him.”
As soon as the words left her mouth, all four of the beautifully muscled, fur-covered women spun to face Mark. They were on him quickly and gently peeled the black clothing off his body with their strong hands. They all looked very similar to Ahnix but bulkier and covered in pure white fur. None of them looked him in the eye as they removed his clothes, revealing his junk.
“Leave us,” Queen Ahnix ordered after he was nude, and the four cat-girls instantly vanished.
Mark’s eyes went wide when he realized all the Ahnix cat-people could probably teleport.
His supremely majestic and unquestioningly regal cat-girl sat up and passed her unimpressed eyes over his exposed body.
“You’ll do. Now, come and service your queen.”
Mark bowed his head. “Of course, Your Highness.” He padded his bare feet across the smooth obsidian floor and crawled up onto the massive bed.
Ahnix stood up in one, smoothly graceful move and pointed to one of the pillows by her feet. He knew where this was going and couldn’t wait to see how she was going to blow his mind.
A huge grin on his face, Mark got his head comfortable on the silk pillow. His view up Ahnix’s sleek, toned legs and tight round ass was amazing- he was getting hard already.
With a sigh, Ahnix swung her left leg over his head and stood over his face.
Her dark eyes looked down on his. “Do a good job pleasing me, and I’ll see that you are rewarded for your service.” Before he could answer, Queen Ahnix squatted down and put her pussy right on his mouth. His nose smashed into her tiny, pink clit as she pressed her delicious crotch into his face.
“Do not lick it.”
Mark obeyed and just inhaled her heavenly spiced scent through his nose as she rubbed her furry slit up and down his lips. She reached down and slid a hand behind his head, forcing his nose to really rub into her clitoris. A short while later he felt her wetness start to coat his lips and hers.
“Now you may use your tongue.”
Mark slowly pushed his tongue between his lips and when his taste buds hit the wetness in her pussy- he almost had an orgasm right there. His eyebrows came down as he hungrily lapped at her vagina, trying to understand how it suddenly became so shockingly essential to have as much of her pussy juice on him, and in him, as possible.
Ahnix tilted her head back as she used both of her hands to pull Mark’s face tight against her crotch. He brought up his hands to rest them on her perfectly-muscled, furry ass and buried his tongue deep inside of her.
Mark licked the walls of her pussy for a long while until Queen Ahnix had an orgasm on his face. Mark slurped and sucked every bit of her juice he could get his lips on. Their bond was so strong that Mark felt an otherwise unattainable pleasure when he made Ahnix climax.
“Mmm, I see you like my new ability?” the jewel-encrusted cat-girl said panting, still sitting on his face. “Royal Pussy, max level.”
Mark smiled while he slowly lapped her vagina. They were making up their own abilities, and he couldn’t argue with the results.
Ahnix shimmied her way backward so her sopping wet pussy lips just barely grazed the tip of his penis, and from that brief contact- Mark felt an electric jolt run down his dick until it ended in his balls like an imminent thunderstorm.
“Now it’s time for your reward,” she purred softly, her exotic eyes inches from his.
Queen Ahnix pushed her perfect ass backward and swallowed his cock with her hot pussy until her solid, furry cheeks pressed against his thighs. The amount of raw, erotic electricity assaulting his dick caused Mark to stop breathing. She began to slowly slide her legendary furry vagina up and down the length of his shaft, and Mark almost couldn’t take it.
He dug his fingers into her strong back and bit down on her sleek-furred neck, trying to keep hold of his sanity. The bejeweled cat-girl began to purr much louder in his ear and slam her hips down on his cock with more vigor.
It was all Mark could do to stay conscious as he soared right past the point of having orgasms and deep into an undiscovered level of pure ecstasy. This went on for minutes, hours- Mark wasn’t able to keep track. At one point, the infinitely regal cat-girl pressed her small mouth down on his face and she nibbled on his lips while he writhed under her spell. Mark could only look into her dark eyes and absorb the cataclysmic amount of love and pleasure she was inflicting on him.
Queen Ahnix pushed off of his chest and sat up, straddling his cock. She kept her half-lidded eyes on his as she ground his dick deep into her magically enhanced pussy, and Mark was practically gurgling on his own saliva.
“You’ve felt what it’s like to be fucked by a queen,” Ahnix said, her eyes beginning to glow. “Now feel what it’s like to be fucked by a goddess!”
Mark sobered up a little from what she said, but when Ahnix squinted slightly and their bed was transported into the sky, he tried to sit up. They were floating among pink, fluffy clouds lit by a rising sun near an ice-capped mountain range- bed and all. Ahnix’s eyes were spewing white flame as she waved a hand through the air and five different colored dragons appeared around the bed.
Before Mark could react, Ahnix squeezed his cock with her enhanced pussy causing him to groan and remain still.
With his head back on the pillow and his hands latched on to her solid ass cheeks, he watched Ahnix destroy each dragon with a powerful eye-beam attack. She had never looked so breathtaking. As the massive flying lizards fell from the sky, Ahnix began to shudder with a new kind of energy. And through their bond, he recognized what it was.
She was Collecting essence from the kills- and a lot of it.
When it was over, she turned her insane beauty on him and began to pump her pussy on his dick again. Her sexually enhanced furry lips gripped onto his cock and felt like nothing he would ever be able to explain with words.
Waves of impossible pleasure radiated through his being from the contact point of their genitals. Mark began to whimper uncontrollably as an incredibly powerful orgasm gathered in his groin. It was like pressure building up in a steam boiler, and sooner rather than later, he was going to blow- violently.
Goddess Ahnix leaned forward and whispered in his ear just before he was about to cum. “My turn.”
Even if he had the mental capacity to process her words in his current state, there wouldn’t have been enough time. Aligned perfectly with his first spurt of sperm, Ahnix targeted the head of his penis with an epically potent heal-enhance combo.
The ability hit him just as Ahnix reached her own climax, and the cat-girl’s body began to transfer collected essence to him.
Mark’s mind lit up with so much sexual pleasure he was able to perceive the very edges of the universe. Time, existence, cat-girls- it all became as small as a grain of sand that he could hold in his hands. The one grain of sand he held slipped through his fingers, and everything began to recede away from him. Then, for a few moments, there was only the blackness of the void.
With a ragged gasp, Mark sat up in his apartment. It took his mind a moment to catch up to where he was and what had just happened.
Panic began to grip his heart when he realized he could feel nothing. Nothing from his girls, and nothing from his fingers. His body seemed slow and doughy as he swung his feet down from the sleek ChronoMind pod. How many years had he spent in there?
“Mark?” Ahnix asked, her voice coming from everywhere. Was he hallucinating?
“Ahnix?”
“We’re here too!” Roo yelled from what sounded like a few steps from a central microphone. Mark felt enormous relief at knowing they were still all connected. Even if it was just audio.
“Get up,” Vale ordered. “And get ready to go. There’s a lot to do.”
Mark pushed off and landed on the floor with his real-world legs. For an instant, it felt like his legs were miles long, and his toes were just dots in the distance.
He shook it off and moved into his small kitchen. “What’s the plan?” he asked before filling a cup with water.
Ahnix answered. “We learned a lot about real technology from the web, but interestingly enough- I learned more from playing The Eros Expansion. Nanotechnology kind of exists, by the way. So does a lot of the mind download stuff that Harold was trying to do with his daughter.”
Mark’s mind flipped through memories on the station and stopped on when Ahnix created Erica.             
“You guys are going to join me in the real-world with badass, robotic bodies?”
“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.”




- Epilogue -

Meanwhile…
“Fuck, that hurts.”
Vince swore under his breath as he tried to ignore the blinding pain from his brutally crushed big toe. Getting out of the burning apartment was nothing compared to surviving the insane murder bots that stalked the city, and he vowed never to try and physically overpower one again. Vince’s mind went to the number of bullets he had left- it always did. Ten. He could survive ten more encounters if he was a perfect shot.
He needed to get out of the city. The only place he could think his two sons would go was a cabin in Cattail Woods they rented every other summer or so. They just had to be smart enough to go there and wait… Besides, every time he fired his weapon he knew it would draw unwanted attention from miles around. And running had become a nightmare.
Movement outside the coffee shop window caught his eye and Vince slid down in the booth. The agony from the mess that had been his toe was momentarily forgotten as he assessed this new threat.
It was late in the afternoon, and the sun cast long shadows across the pitch-black street. In one of the alleys, he saw the flutter of yellow fabric. He sat forward and squinted his eyes. It was another person, a woman. She looked to be about thirty, had long, dark-brown hair, was wearing pajamas, and clutching a large, canvas tote bag. She was trying to slowly creep out from the alley and scour every shadow before crossing the street.
Vince’s mind spun with indecision. She wasn’t a robot, but he had seen enough post-apocalyptic movies to know that other people could be pure evil when placed into survival situations. But he also knew that humans could do amazing things in groups. As the scales in his mind started to lean towards introducing himself, she quickly darted into the open and sprinted across the street. When she did, her modest breasts bounced violently against her sheer top, and the moment she stepped into the sunlight, a smile grew on Vince’s face.
It didn’t last.
Vince had heard the sound before, and when the robotic quadruped down the street blared its buzzing alarm, his stomach dropped to the center of the earth.
In the four seconds he had before the shining metal monstrosity tore the woman’s flesh to red ribbons, he raised his gun, lined up his sights, and squeezed the trigger.
Glass showered down on Vince, and he cut his hand scrambling away from the sharp madness surrounding him. When he got out of the booth, he spun and pointed his gun outside, ready to fire again if he had missed. What he saw was the woman slowly raise her hands into the air next to the motionless quadruped.
“P-please don’t shoot.”
Vince immediately lowered his gun, and he felt the trickle of blood on his palm as the liquid drained out of him.
“I won’t,” Vince said holstering his weapon and climbing over the table to get outside. “We need to move now.”
He raced to the woman, took her elbow and directed her back into the alley she came from. A buzzing above them sent Vince to his knees, and the woman in the see-through pajamas ducked down with him.
She breathlessly whispered the word, “Drone,” and Vince put a bloody finger to his lips.
The hovering camera zipped down right to the lifeless dog-shaped robot and strafed around the bullet hole in its metal head. After that, the drone spun up its three disk-shaped propellers and buzzed over to the broken window of the coffee shop.
While it was distracted with investigating his previous hiding spot, Vince looked at the doe-eyed woman beside him and briskly waved his hand down the alley. Without waiting for a response, he stood and began quietly walking as fast as he could down the shadowed alley between the buildings.
He didn’t dare waste time checking over his shoulder. The loud buzzing would grow louder, it would see them and send out an alert, or it wouldn’t.
Vince reached the end of the building and entered a junction of alleys that ran behind the buildings. He quickly slipped around the left corner and was pleased to see the woman right on his heels. The woman didn’t stop moving until she circled behind him, and she just clutched onto the sleeve of his white t-shirt as if he would disappear if she broke contact.
Vince peeked back through the alley and saw that a second drone was now circling the machine he shot in the head.
Nine bullets.
He pulled back, grabbed the woman’s hand and was about to make a run for it when a tremendous explosion to the south shook the ground.
A moment later, the two drones that were tracking them whizzed through the alley, drawn by the new stimulus. The machines floated up as they moved, and an old, rusted fire escape obscured their lines of sight on Vince and his new friend. With their backs pressed against the wall, the two human, post-apocalyptic survivors held their breaths as the flying cameras raced up and away from them.
When they were gone, Vince led the woman in pajamas into the storeroom of a clothing store through an open loading dock. He grabbed an expensive-looking silk shirt as they searched for a defensible corner to hide in for a while.
Once there, he pressed his back against the wall and slid to his ass. The bolts of torturous lightning that raced up the nerves of his leg from his toe made it hard to even breathe.
With a grunt, Vince ripped a strip from the silk shirt and began to wrap it around the cut on his hand, but he could barely feel the bleeding gash over the screaming pain in his foot.
“I’m Vince,” he said, trying to slow his breathing. “I’d offer to shake your hand, but…”
“Michelle,” she said, tears welling up in her big brown eyes. “If it weren’t for you I’d be dead right now.”
He finished wrapping up his new wound and took a deep breath. “You were headed north, deeper into the city. Believe me- you don’t want to go near the airport.”
She slowly nodded. “I didn’t know where to go. Everyone is dead or gone. I’ve been- trapped in a virtual world for… I don’t know how long.”
Vince snapped his eyes to hers, and she seemed to be a million miles away.
“Your AI make you play games too?” he asked.
She focused on him again and nodded vigorously, then put a hand to her head.
“Yes. I think it did something to my brain when it ripped me out of a deep dive.”
Vince nodded. “I was trapped too, but my assistant tried to burn me alive. They all need to be erased…” A twinge of pain from his toe made him consider taking his boot off, but that would be an- ordeal. He wasn’t ready for that.
The woman’s eyes opened wide and began to dig through her bag. Vince wanted to ask if she had painkillers in there but waited to see what she pulled out. Just to be safe, his hand closed tighter on the grip of his gun. He still didn’t know this person. Although, he thought she was pretty cute, in a mousy sort of way. Being able to see her dark-colored nipples through her shirt didn’t hurt either.
“Here,” she said, holding out a bottle.
Vince let go of his gun and reached for her offering. He let out a short grunt meant to be delighted amusement.
“Fucking painkillers.” He screwed off the lid, popped two into his hand and swallowed them dry before he realized she had fished out a bottle of water too. He nodded and took the bottle of life-giving liquid with a broad smile.
Michelle was turning out to be quite the addition to his team.
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