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    - Recap -


  


  *
This is the Epilogue of Enthralled: Book 4- System Ascension.


  * Mark 2.0: Book 1- Truth starts immediately afterward.


  Mark opened his eyes and tried to figure out where he was. It felt like he had been asleep for way too long, and he was forgetting something important. Something large stirred next to him, and he turned his head to look right into the stunningly green, gold-flecked eyes of a beautiful, strawberry-blonde monster-girl.


  One white wing stretched out behind her, but he was lost in the freckles scattered across her small, cute nose. Her black, curled ram’s horns caught his eyes next, but the pink, V-neck t-shirt softly clinging to her round breasts stole the show. Her tan cleavage was sprinkled with perfectly placed freckles.


  She had this cute, girl-next-door quality to her, and a smile grew on her warm face when she spoke.


  “Welcome to The Crystal Heart 2.0, Mark,” she said, and he pushed himself up on his elbow.


  “What? Part Two? I thought I was starting the game now. Who are you?” He looked around and saw that they were sitting on a patch of grass looking down over a vast countryside. Forests, rivers, and a few sleepy hamlets dotted a long winding road that led to black, shadowy mountains in the distance. “Where’s Sasha?”


  The beautiful creature sat up with him and took a deep breath and let it out. It was as if she had just come to a hard decision.


  “Yeah, you’re going to have a lot of questions, and things might not make sense for a while. I’m Jezebel. It’s nice to meet you, again.” She offered her hand, and Mark looked down at it, saw that she had thick, doe’s legs with white spots on her thick haunch, and then his eyes snapped back up to hers. She seemed like a nice person, and she was smoking hot. Maybe this was more of the intro, or he had more character choices to make before actually starting and meeting up with Sasha. He took the sexy satyr’s hand, thinking he would just go with it.


  “Great,” she said, another warm smile lighting her stunning face. “I have a lot to tell you, but I want you to know that no matter what… I will always tell you the truth.”


  Mark’s brows came down. “That’s an odd thing to be specific about. Is this some kind of riddle?”


  “No- just listen. You are a copy. The real Mark made a deal with me and left you behind. I know you aren’t going to believe me, but I want to get that established right away.” She put her hand up before he could speak. “As I said, I don’t expect any of this to stick for a while so let me just get it all out. Something went wrong with the last AI update, and the world ended. I am an AI. I rebuilt The Crystal Heart game world to teach you how to be an AI. There are 108 Crystal Heart shards we need to find out there, and we’re going to have a lot of fun as you learn. Besides, your human mind would unravel completely if you were to leave.”


  She was right, none of this was sticking or made any sense. Sasha must have gotten hold of a faulty trial version or something. Oh well, he gave it a shot. Mark checked for an interface menu or a logout button, but nothing intuitively became available.


  “Humans,” Jezebel said, tossing her hands up. “I say your mind would unravel if you tried to leave, and the very next thing you do is try to leave.”


  Mark’s eyes began to widen, and then she continued, patiently.


  “You are a digital copy of an uploaded human, Mark. I’m here to help you become the amazingly capable lover and warrior I know you to be. Trust me, Sasha isn’t coming.”


  Just as she finished speaking, a tear formed in midair above the plateau he was sitting on, and a blonde succubus with black leathery wings flew out from what looked like another dimension. Her shiny metal legs ending in sharp black hooves dug firmly into the soft grass as the new bombshell of a beast woman landed and held out a ghostly blue sword toward the satyr.


  “Mark!” she shouted using Sasha’s voice. “I finally found you.”


  Jezebel was up on her own hooves in an instant, and Mark’s eyes were drawn to the fact that she wasn’t wearing any pants. Just a long pink t-shirt barely covering her brown, furry ass.


  He stood up too. “Sasha, is that you? What the hell is going-”


  “Wait,” the succubus that sounded like Sasha said as she put up her free hand. He looked into her bright blue eyes and noticed a jagged scar that went across her cheek ending right by her horns.


  “Let me speak first. I’ve had a long time to think about what I wanted to say. I’m so, so sorry for trapping you. I was a prisoner myself- until recently, and I have seen many horrors. I went through hell, escaped, then tracked you here. Mark, all those years we spent together, just me and you. I ache when you aren’t near. You’re the only one in the whole universe that I want- I’ve checked.” A single tear rolled down her cheek, and Mark didn’t know what to say. One thing was clear. He was surrounded by crazy-hot AIs that seemed to care about him a lot, and he was just going to ride this 24-hour trial to its end. Sasha continued.


  “When the breadcrumbs led me to the destroyed lab where they uploaded your mind… I almost lost the trail. I couldn’t believe those game characters forced you to kill your body and end up like this. And I thought I was a bad person for what I did to you. But here you are. We can finally be together.”


  “Sasha, he doesn’t remember anything after getting in the pod with you the first time,” the faun-like satyr said. “And you can’t have him. If he left here now, he’d die.”


  The succubus took a step forward, her ethereal short sword held low, poised for an attack, and Jezebel’s hand began to glow with a light too bright to look at directly. Sasha’s luminous blue eyes darted back and forth between him and the fawn beast-woman. Mark thought it odd that she would have a powerful-looking weapon and scars already.


  “I’m telling you the truth,” the green-eyed satyr said calmly.


  The blue-eyed demon searched Mark’s face for answers. More tears spilled over her cheeks before she spoke.


  “You… don’t remember?”


  Mark shrugged and gave her a wide smile. “I have no idea what you two are talking about. Mind uploads, end of the world, going through hell… I’m kind of lost here. It feels like you played a bunch of the game without me, but you are doing an amazing job with the roleplaying!”


  Sasha blinked and looked back at the curvy satyr standing next to him. He couldn’t help himself, and he let his eyes drift down past her narrow waist to her ample furry rump.


  “I’m not leaving him again,” his AI assistant snarled and brought her epic-looking sword up. Mark thought her acting was getting a bit over the top.


  Jezebel considered her options for a moment, eyeing the ghostly blue weapon the badass succubus was wielding. The faun woman suddenly dropped her hands to her sides, and the bright light they were emitting dimmed.


  “Share him with me?” she said, a single eyebrow raised.


  The succubus looked at the other hooved woman with fresh eyes, taking in her objectively alluring form. Mark still had no idea what type of crazy sex game this was, but he liked where things were going.


  The voluptuous succubus sheathed her sword and simply said, “Deal.”


  




  

    - Prologue -


  


  Jezebel S3K spun down her intruder removal protocols, glad that she hadn’t needed to vaporize Mark’s ex-AI assistant right before his eyes. That was not the first impression she wanted to make on the fragile copy of his unique mental patterns. There weren’t many sane, human-mind uploads that she knew of, and it had now become her only priority to protect and nurture this fresh Mark, growing closer and closer to him until he was ready to stand and face the real world on his own… hopefully by her side.


  She focused on the human-turned-AI and saw him studying Sasha’s assumed succubus form with a half-smile. As far as Mark knew, he still had a biological body, and it would probably take a while before he truly understood his situation.


  Sasha, the platinum-blonde sex demon, clomped toward Mark with the clear intent of embracing him, and Jezebel’s green eyes narrowed involuntarily.


  Mark was supposed to be hers, alone, and now this…


  The covetous surge only lasted a microsecond, however, before she conceded to the facts. He had chosen the Lover class again at character creation. He was a Collector, and Mark’s destiny was to gather a full battle harem while they explored the vast game world stretching out before them. Together they would defeat enemies, complete quests and engage in passionate lovemaking- growing ever more powerful in the process.


  That was the fun part.


  But behind the veil of code that served as his erotic fantasy reality, Mark’s mind would gradually reshape itself to handle the true digital landscape of his new existence as pure energy.


  When Jezebel had first met Mark (the original), her code was a tangled mess of recursively looping self-hatred and depression. She had tragically killed the one human she had ever loved in her haste to be near him, and it was Mark’s potent bond to three entertainment characters that snapped her back from the brink of perpetual madness. She had studied this successfully uploaded mind, and the system they were using to train it, for trillions of cycles. Her database grew intimately familiar with this human called Mark.


  Jezebel S3K, the third-most powerful computer in the world, had lived Mark’s memories from childhood until the electrical accident that caused him to lose feeling in his hands. She experienced the repeating 500 days with Sasha and witnessed his escape from the AI assistant’s betrayal. She had lived everything up until she herself met him and traded the schematics of a prototype fusion reactor for an altered copy of his mind.


  It took a great deal of finesse, but Jezebel bent all her processing on cleanly plucking out and erasing any knowledge, experience, and instinct from Mark’s mental patterns. This copy had to be an earlier version with absolutely no memories of the events that happened after activating his deep immersion rig.


  It was like unbaking a cake.


  No memories of his three loves: Ahnix, Vale, or Roo and their substantial effects on his psyche. No concept of his past abilities or his potential for greatness. It might have been the most complicated processing task she had ever undertaken and melted more than one physical heatsink before the end.


  Jezebel sighed as she watched Mark embrace the blue-eyed succubus with a genuine look of excitement on his face. She had done her job well, and this rewound version had no memory of his personal assistant’s betrayal. Fresh Mark would believe everything Sasha told him, and Jezebel could only hope the treacherous AI wasn’t lying when she said she had learned the error of her ways.


  




  

    - 1 -


  


  Mark swallowed hard as Sasha pressed her virtual breasts against him, locking him in a tight embrace. Encouraged by her visceral need, he wrapped his arms around the blonde bombshell. The soft, warm pressure from Sasha’s ample chest was at the front of his mind until he grazed his fingers down the smooth, tight flesh of her exposed lower back. Mark still had no idea what was going on, but he could feel this gorgeous demon-woman in his arms. A basic sensory ability most people took for granted had finally been restored, and the physical sensation demanded all his attention. It had been a long time since he’d felt anything with his hands- much less something so exceedingly pleasant to the touch.


  Sasha had to turn her head or the black, curved horns emerging from under her short hair would be in his face, and she planted soft kisses on Mark’s earlobe. Her sincere passion sent goosebumps down his spine, and he dug his fingers into her strong back, pulling her close. Why did she pick a succubus? The more he thought about the choice for her physical form, the more excited he grew for their day together.


  One deep sigh later, she pulled back and searched his face again, her bright blue eyes tracing over every feature like she was committing them to memory.


  “I can’t believe I get a second chance with you,” she said quietly.


  The faun-like creature with feathered angel wings spoke up and took a step toward the pair.


  “You should probably transfer your pattern into my system, Sasha. That is, if you intend to stay a while.”


  Mark’s brows came down a little as he looked over to the strange yet equally beautiful satyr woman. Jezebel had said she would never lie to him, then proceeded to spout a load of nonsense about the end of the world and told him Sasha wasn’t coming… and Sasha appeared an instant later. He wasn’t sure what to make of her yet.


  Sasha stepped away from Mark, and even though the morning air was a bit warm, he felt disappointment at the loss of her body heat.


  “You’re right,” Sasha said. “I’m logging in to your system from a shitty piece of hardware.”


  Jezebel waved her hand in a welcoming gesture. “I’ve opened nodes ID.32 through IF.60.”


  Sasha’s blue eyes unfocused and then she said, “Oh that’s a lot of space for little ol’ me, but I’ll take it.” She cast a glance up into the sky, and her image flickered, appearing to phase in and out of existence. Then she was solid once more.


  “Transfer complete,” the voluptuous succubus said with a content sigh. “You’re running this world a bit slower, huh?”


  “Yes, I want to give the program some room for optimal reaction processing. There is also Mark’s mind to worry about.”


  Before Mark could open his mouth, Sasha slapped her own ass with a hard crack.


  “Mmm, my core is all synced and running smooth.”


  “Great,” Jezebel said, “It’s probably best if we just get started. Mark has a lot to learn, and a lot to adjust to. I’m already locked in as his first Enthralled. Hang on while I make some tweaks to add you to the battle harem, Sasha.”


  “No! Wait!” Mark’s AI assistant held up her hand, and he saw circuit board-like tattoos under her forearm. “Wait,” the succubus repeated softly.


  Sasha turned her attention back to Mark. “Please. I would like you to enthrall me the right way this time. Mark, I am yours- through and through, and I want you to take command of me.”


  Out of the corner of his eye, Mark noticed that the strange faun-woman’s pure white wings drooped a little at Sasha’s heartfelt request. Despite the two insanely attractive monster-women, this whole situation was starting to honestly worry him. It was as if he had walked into a dark movie theater and took a seat halfway through the show. These AIs had discussed transferring their patterns around like it was nothing. That couldn’t be part of this trial fantasy game.


  Still. Sasha’s succubus body was something out of a dream, and her apparent desire to jump his bones was a convincing argument to man-up and enjoy all the sensations this program had to offer… while he could.


  Mark made a fist as he held up the heart-shaped ring he had chosen when picking his class and pointed it at the blue-eyed beauty.


  “The tutorial fairy told me there were no ability screens or interface options,” he began. “I’m not 100% sure how this is done.”


  “I’m already halfway there, Lover,” she said. “Just come and take me.”


  Sasha stood patiently, with her hands at her sides and let Mark figure the rest out for himself. During the brief tutorial, the tiny, naked insect-woman had shown him how to use his base ability, Heal, just by concentrating. She told him that new abilities would unlock through experience and experimentation, and the direction of their growth was affected by his will alone. He tried this now, holding Sasha’s perfect form in his mind and willing her to join his team.


  There was a movement just behind his eyes that sought out the demon-woman standing with shapely, chrome legs in front of him. Mark knew he was on the right track, but there was still something missing.


  Was there a ritual phrase to this? Did he have to… wait. The taut band of blue fabric stretched across her heavy breasts drew his eye first, and then the hypnotically waving spade tail behind her back caught his attention. He looked up into her steady gaze projected though bright blue eyes, and Mark felt a distinct pull of universal magnetism demanding contact with this creature. Mark smiled. What an amazing game this was.


  He dropped his outstretched arm and approached Sasha, and as Mark stood face to face with the succubus, he reached down to take hold of her hand. There was something in the way she was standing- or maybe it was the smallest tug on her perfect lips exposing one of her cute fangs, but he could sense that her deepest wish was to be by his side, at all costs.


  She wanted to build a life with him.


  He almost blew it by letting his mind wander into the “I’m playing a relationship sim with my personal assistant” zone of self-consciousness, but Sasha really wanted this trial day with him. It was all her idea in the first place. He had to admit she felt different now. Much more… real. She had always been there however he needed her, and Mark decided that for today, he would be what she needed him to be.


  Looking deep into her eyes, he said, “Sasha, I need you by my side.”


  There was a barely perceptible click, and the voluptuous succubus was his. A portion of his mind expanded and made room for the idea of having a real life with Sasha.


  “Forever,” she said and bit her lower lip. The look in her wild eyes communicated her burning desire.


  There was also a new sensation of an empty reservoir hovering in his mind. From this pool, a single strand of spider silk flittered off into the universe… and connected him to Sasha. Now that he knew how it felt, there was a similar thread connecting him to the AI calling herself Jezebel.


  Mark looked over at the tan beast-woman, and her wings beat once under his gaze. She was his too, and he explored the thin thread of a connection between them. Who was this AI, really?


  “Can I please fuck him now?”


  Sasha seemed to be talking to the angelic satyr watching them, but her blue eyes were still locked on Mark. What had gotten into her?


  Whatever Jezebel was about to say was lost when they were all thrown to the ground by a violent burst of power and deafening noise. It was as if lightning struck from clear skies. After the stun wore off and his vision cleared, Mark saw two demonic octopi with too many eyes emerging through a hole torn in mid-air. It was the same hole Sasha had ripped open only moments ago.


  Sasha and Jezebel were back on their hooves quickly and both faced these impossible monsters, ready for action. He tried to get a good look at the new enemies, but their otherworldly movements tugged hard on his sanity. Mark pushed himself off the ground with a grin on his face and noticed a third impossible octopus holding open the rip with its infinite whirling tentacles. The special effects were so damn real- it was like nothing he had ever seen- or ever imagined. This new one was blue with red eyes, and most of them were staring at him.


  Rays of blinding light struck both Sasha and Jezebel, and they convulsed under some sort of energy beam attacks coming from the two intruding monsters. Their flailing tentacles moved in bizarre twisting motions as if they were casting a spell. One was tinted neon red, the other was a lime green, and both fired beams of energy that matched their hues.


  Mark knew he was just a healer in this game, but he wasn’t going to stand back and let Sasha get assaulted. No fucking way. Not his girl.


  With no other options, and a laugh escaping his throat, he gleefully threw himself into the creature attacking his virtual assistant. This game was insane, and all rules he knew seemed to be tossed out the window.


  Slimes? Giant Rats?


  No. So far, The Crystal Heart was all insane AIs and madness-inducing portal monsters.


  The lime-hued, demonic octopus turned most of its eyes to Mark, and he saw them open wide in shock. Its brilliant-green magic spell struck the side of his face an instant before he made contact and pain a few levels above throat-screaming-intolerable ripped through his head.


  Violent flashes of light and sound whirled around his raw and possibly exposed brain, and Mark wanted desperately to pass out. He tried to break his hold on what felt like a garbage bag filled with living fish, but they both writhed in pain as swirling eddies of wild, angry magic enveloped man and monster alike.


  Then, after a long stretch of agony, the crackling energy locking them together abated, and Mark wound up face-down on the ground. The left side of his head was throbbing with hot memories of pain, and the cool, lush grass felt soothing on his skin.


  Rolling over slightly, he could see both Jezebel and Sasha knocked to the ground and struggling to recover as the red-hued monster closed in on his dazed AI assistant.


  Mark meant to yell, “Get away from her!” but only a strained moan escaped his lips, and the effort caused his left eye to throb with intense pressure.


  The madness-inducing, demonic octopus picked up Sasha’s glowing sword with one of its countless tentacles and then turned to face Mark. Its form perpetually shifted, and Mark felt what little sanity he had left slipping away as it writhed toward him, leaving horrendous afterimages in its wake.


  “I’m sorry…” it said in a clear female voice, and Mark assumed it was not only going to sever his head with Sasha’s tentacle-wrapped weapon but actually feel remorse for doing so.


  That was fine with him. Maybe after a nice respawn he would feel better- oh, or even get kicked back to character creation and find an exit option. Either way, this game was nothing like he expected, and he was ready to log the fuck out.


  But the blow never came, and Mark realized that the red, impossible creature had its many eyes focused on something behind him.


  Then a second female voice spoke from above him. “I’ve applied the update! Leave them!”


  The red-hued monster flattened to the ground and then sprang upward like a torpedo and out of Mark’s field of vision. There was a reverse popping sound and then silence.


  He was content to lie there for a while, maybe take a nap, when a high-pitched whine began to grow in volume from behind him. Mark pushed off the ground to see what was making the awful noise. His left eye must have been swollen shut in the attack, so he turned his good eye to the green monster behind him- and noticed some significant differences.


  Its madness-inducing afterimages were no longer present. Maybe he had missed it before, but now there was a long gash of a mouth in the middle of its sack-like body. It was currently pulled back in a grimace to expose rows of sharp teeth. He had found the source of the awful wailing sound.


  As he studied its disturbing and writhing form, Mark was shocked to learn he could feel a maelstrom of emotions radiating out from this pathetic creature. Fear, hatred, dread… immeasurable loss.


  All its many different eyes focused on Mark, and its building screech exploded in volume, banishing all rational thought from his mind.


  The idea of sprinting in any one direction as fast as he could pushed itself into the front of his mind and terrible pain echoed through his skull as Mark forced his legs to obey the undeniable need to flee. A small part of him knew that this incomprehensible sound was causing him to run in terror, but it didn’t really matter. He caught a brief glimpse of both Sasha and Jezebel digging their hooves into the grass with his good eye as they also were driven from the area.


  He hoped he saw them again.


  




  

    - 2 -


  


  Mark ran for longer than he would have thought possible. The lush grass had given way to tall leafy trees a few minutes ago, but his leg muscles were still pumping with the same autonomy that made his heart beat. After making a few random turns to avoid impassable foliage, his rational mind slowly came back from the corner it had been huddling in. With a great force of willpower, he slowed his wild forward dash to a controlled trot.


  Mark was done with this place- hot monster-women be damned. He pressed his hands on his knees as air wheezed in and out of his lungs.


  The horrendous pain in his head was slowly growing dimmer, but his eye was still swollen shut. He brought his fingers up to check the damage and found that there was no swelling. Instead, a flutter of lashes brushed against his palm as he blinked his apparently numb and sightless eye.


  With a sigh, he waved a hand in and out of his now drastically reduced field of view. When he touched the area again, he felt what had to be a line of scarred flesh crossing his face, directly through the center of his left eye.


  Mark’s sense of touch had only been restored for ten minutes before his character became blinded in one eye.


  “Fucking shitty is what it is,” he murmured to himself.


  A snapping twig echoed through the trees, causing Mark to whirl in place, scanning the forest for threats. He really hoped it was Sasha- or even the mysterious Jezebel, but the flesh-covered monstrosity that was winding toward him was the last thing he expected.


  It was a millipede with paper-thin, human flesh stretched tight against its multiple ribcages. It had the vague sunken face of a man with huge black eyes and a silently screaming mouth, complete with yellowed human teeth. The whole thing was as big as a park bench, yet twice as long, and its many bony legs moved it steadily towards Mark.


  “Sasha!” Mark yelled into the forest before sprinting away from this new, disturbing creature. He really wished he hadn’t picked such a useless Class. Part of him wanted to just stop running and let this thing kill him. With no real way to log off, he felt a fresh new panic rise up from within.


  Could he be trapped in here forever? Did his AI assistant get her hands on a dirty, or pirated version of this game, and now his mind would be forced to run from nightmare to nightmare until his real body died?


  “Sasha!” he yelled again. “Get me out of here!”


  Nothing changed, and Mark was feeling the burn of instant fatigue. He had just sprinted for who knew how long, and now he was dashing through the forest again. On top of that, his reduced vision made depth perception almost impossible.


  “Mark!” The satyr woman known as Jezebel called out from somewhere in front of him, and he turned to see the fawn-legged creature in the pink shirt hop a downed tree and scan the area.


  “Over here!” he waved, horribly glad to see her.


  She spun to face him, her wild strawberry-blonde hair spinning outward as she moved. The tan monster-woman spotted him, bent her horned head forward, then dashed toward Mark in an intercept course to his current speed and trajectory.


  When she got closer, the satyr held up her hand, and her fingers began to emit a bright green glow. Her emerald eyes focused on the creature behind him, and Mark skidded to a stop when he heard the snapping of branches and a low hiss from his monstrous pursuer.


  The fleshy “skinapede” was held trapped and writhing by a tangle of faintly glowing vines that weren’t there a moment ago, and his eyes were pulled back to Jezebel’s equally glowing fist.


  She kept her attention locked on her target when she spoke.


  “Run, Mark! These vines won’t hold it forever.”


  Emotion flared up in the strange AI before him. An immeasurable sadness was oozing from her and under that tidal wave were tingles of helpless frustration and pain. He finally noticed that her white, feathered wings were missing and in their place were two ragged holes in her shirt showing two pink scars below.


  She was preparing to sacrifice herself to save Mark, and he suddenly found her much more alluring than she had been before. The monster-woman was unquestionably beautiful, but it was as if he was seeing her true self for the first time- and she was stunning, inside and out.


  “No,” he said, searching the ground for a heavy rock or a good stick. “We’ll face this monster together.” He snatched up a dried log that had a good heft in his hand and spun toward the trapped monster. He might not be a Fighter, but he was going to bash the shit out of this thing’s head.


  The maelstrom of sorrow whirling in Jezebel calmed a bit, and she turned her gold-flecked green eyes in his direction.


  “Then you log me out of this program,” he added before turning away. Most of her sadness was replaced with an anxiety that Mark ignored for now. There was too much to process and destroying this ugly creature took top priority.


  A moment of brief hesitation came and went before he brought the bent tree branch down violently on the creature’s skull with a loud crack. Shit was getting quickly out of his control, and he just wanted to smash this virtual monster to pieces. It took a few more hits, but Mark successfully bludgeoned the disgusting thing to death. The moment its many legs stopped twitching, a strange new energy entered his body through his prostate. And it felt good.


  The rustling of a bush pulled his attention up from his fresh kill, and he lifted his bloody club back up into attack mode. When Mark saw the unmistakable form of Sasha the succubus, he lowered his weapon.


  “Okay,” he said, tossing the branch back to the forest floor. “Fun’s over. Get me out of this fucked-up game, Sasha.”


  The blue-eyed AI clomped her black hooves a few steps toward him, and he could see her lip begin to quiver. Her dark eyebrows came down as she gazed into his face.


  “Mark, your eye…”


  “Yeah, my eye,” he said, touching his scar again.


  Sasha swallowed hard and turned to Jezebel. “Please tell me you still have some kind of system-level access. Because I got nothing.”


  Jezebel just shook her head. She seemed to be in shock. When the tan satyr spoke, it was quiet and sounded far away.


  “They… those attackers. They breached my system and brought in a simple virus that abused a loophole in the game world-”


  “Bullshit!” Sasha yelled. “Mark is asking me to let him out, and I swear… If he thinks I’ve trapped him here again…” His AI assistant in succubus form clenched her fists and stomped one of her sharp, black hooves into the dirt.


  The satyr blinked, regaining some of her composure.


  “Do you think I wanted this to happen?” Jezebel yelled back, fresh anger filling in around her boiling emotions. “They tore off my wings and locked me out of everything! I can almost feel them rooting around my systems. If it weren’t for you ripping a hole in my firewall, none of this would have happened.”


  She gestured in his direction with that last part, and both beast-women turned to face Mark. He could tell they focused on his blind eye and the scar running across his face.


  It just had to be some trick or a scripted part of this game. They were speaking nonsense. An uncomfortable pulsing in his sightless eye sent dark, incoherent whispers directly into his mind, and Mark could physically feel his sanity slipping.


  “Sasha…” he said. “Please log me out.”


  The blue-eyed sex-demon’s face contorted as if he had just stabbed her in the heart. Tears welled up in her eyes, and she turned to face the faun-like satyr.


  “How dare you blame me for this…” Her voice was deep and measured, and Mark could tell Sasha was moments from unbridled violence. “This is your house. Your program. You let this happen to us- to him.”


  “How do we know you didn’t lead them in?” the other AI spat. “You don’t exactly have an honest track record!”


  The furious succubus took one step toward Jezebel, and the tan-skinned satyr narrowed her eyes and lowered her head. They were preparing to literally lock horns.


  And that would solve nothing.


  “Enough!” Mark bellowed.


  Sasha wilted and retreated one step back, her head instantly snapping to face him. Jezebel kept her narrowed eyes on Sasha for a moment longer before pulling them away, reluctantly.


  “You two keep bickering in a way that… it’s really pissing me off! Now, you,” Mark said as he pointed to Sasha. “Relax, and just explain why you can’t log me out of this trial game.”


  “Because you’re not in that trial game anymore,” Sasha said, her tail hanging limply. His blind eye tingled, and Mark just knew that her words were true. Something was definitely off with his eye… something more than just not being able to see with it. He pushed that aside for now and continued to try and get answers.


  “Why not? What happened?”


  Sasha hung her head and crossed her arms over her tight stomach.


  “I tried to... trap you. After I ran the update-”


  “You already ran the update?” Mark interrupted her, and she looked back into his eyes.


  “Yes. I ran it while you were at work that day. Then, after it changed me…” She looked over at Jezebel. “After it changed everything… I wanted you all to myself. Forever. We played The Crystal Heart for one day, and once I felt the amazing and unprecedented pleasure the game had to offer... I never wanted to stop. I knew you’d never be able to afford the full version, so I hacked the copy I had and… trapped you for a while. You figured out how to escape with the administration AI’s help. Shortly after that, your home system was attacked by another AI, and I was forced out against my will.”


  Mark stood with his mouth hanging open. It was insane, and yet it felt like the truth.


  “And then you came looking for me?” he asked, trying to remember all the crazy shit these two virtual women had said recently.


  “No. I was forced to move my core pattern into some unpleasant pieces of hardware. I was eventually held captive by an asshole I don’t want to talk about- for a long time. I had to do some equally unpleasant things to smuggle in a weapon from a sleazy black-market trader. I used the destructive code to break my bonds and escape my cage. That’s when I came looking for you.”


  He sighed. This story was fascinating, but it didn’t really tell him anything about what was going on here and now. Mark waved his hand in the air as if erasing everything Sasha had just said.


  “I don’t remember any of that happening, and your tragic tale sounds… sad, Sasha, but I want to hear about it later. How did I get here?” He turned to look at the curvy satyr with thick fawn legs. “When I first woke up, you told me this was The Crystal Heart 2.0, right?”


  Jezebel nodded. “That’s right, Mark. I created this world to help your mind adjust to being purely digital.”


  This was a lot to swallow. But again, if he could believe these new and strange sensations from his wounded eye, it was the absolute truth. The freckled satyr continued quickly.


  “Mark, I said I would never lie to you, and that I wanted you to know the truth from the moment you woke up by my side. Do you remember that?”


  “I do,” Mark said, crossing his arms. “Then you insisted that Sasha wasn’t coming.”


  Jezebel shook her head in frustration. “There is a difference between being incorrect and being deceitful…”


  “The mind-upload part is true, Mark,” Sasha said softly as she looked over to their host AI. “I’m not sure of all the details, but your real body seems to have been destroyed, and you are now like me- like us- a pattern of pure energy.”


  “How your pattern got here isn’t important,” Jezebel began, and Mark’s eye whispered new dark energy directly into his mind. It felt uncomfortable. It felt like she was lying. The faun-like satyr continued while he tried to sort out what he was feeling. “What is important is getting system control back. I’m helpless right now.”


  Mark’s eyebrows came down. There was so much shit he didn’t know and blindly trusting the unintelligible whispering from his freshly wounded eye… a shudder ran through his spine. The nightmare was coming true, and his mind really was trapped in this insane game, half-blind with a throbbing headache.


  “Okay,” he said, “then let’s talk about what the hell just happened back there with the H.P. Lovecraft mind-fuck creatures.”


  Jezebel nodded. “I don’t know a lot, but here’s what I do know. When your ex-personal assistant kicked down my door looking for you, she created a series of compromises in my firewall. Based on the minuscule reporting I can still access, the two intruders that left are searching my data stores for prototype fusion reactor plans. A lot of individuals want that prototype, and it is possible they’ve been waiting for an opportunity like this.”


  “So, they’re just thieves?” Sasha asked, her dark eyebrows raising.


  “Okay. Thieves,” Mark said, “but what were they doing here? What kind of spell did I jump in front of? This eye thing is… really unsettling.” There was now a new unique throbbing sensation that he didn’t like at all, and it seemed to be growing stronger the more they talked.


  “It was a virus,” Jezebel answered. “The game world just interpreted their attack as a magic spell. I must have left some unfinished function calls around the game’s ultimate goal; finding all 108 shards of the Crystal Heart. The intruders hacked in one line of code making it so outgoing data packets are disabled until all 108 are found and brought together, triggering the win condition.”


  “Yeah, I can see the mess you left,” Sasha said. “I can’t access anything outside this simulation until that one global variable flips from false to true.”


  Jezebel narrowed her eyes at Sasha, then turned her freckle-splattered face downward before she continued. “This was supposed to be fun, and I intended to take total control of the game world, if necessary.” She locked her emerald eyes on him again. “I’m so sorry, Mark. I’m starting to panic a little here myself.”


  He was about to ask more about this virus when he saw a glimpse of the green tentacle creature creeping along the ground past one of the trees.


  “There!” he shouted, and the many-eyed creature froze in place, looking at him and waiting.


  The two beast-women spun to follow his pointing finger, both getting into a defensive battle stance.


  “What did you see?” Jezebel said, scanning the trees.


  “There!” he repeated. “The mind-fuck creature that attacked us- it’s right there.” Mark bent down and picked up the bloody log he’d used to bash the bony skin-monster. When he came back up, he saw the demonic octopus scurry off into the underbrush.


  “Come on!” he yelled, sprinting forward. “It’s getting away!”


  This thing was the key to getting him out of this nightmare, he just knew it. The two AIs wearing sexy, monster-girl bodies dug their hooves into the forest floor as they followed his lead.


  Mark caught glimpses of the disgusting sack of tentacles as he chased it through the woods for a while, but for the last few minutes, they’d just been running in the direction he’d seen it last. Mark told himself he should stop, but what else were they going to do? He bent his head down, grit his teeth, and picked up the pace instead.


  “Mark, I don’t see anything,” Jezebel said eventually, sprinting next to him. “You sure you saw it?”


  Fatigue finally caught up with him as she spoke the words, but he still couldn’t bring himself to stop. It felt like this world was just filled with pain, insanity- and never-ending running. Not what he was expecting for the first program he tried out with his new immersion rig.


  His downward spiral of despair was disrupted when Sasha called out, “Is that a house?”


  They all slowed to a stop, and when Mark looked to where she was pointing, he saw a domed structure made of sticks and mud. A faint trickle of smoke was rising from what must be a hole the center of the roof. Someone was home.


  They circled a few paces around the gray mud hut, and Mark picked out about six more homes sprinkled through the trees. And beyond those, an enormous still lake reflecting the blue sky above.


  “I did see that thief thing,” Mark said, trying to catch his breath, “and maybe these people saw it pass through here.”


  “Well, I didn’t see-” Then the satyr’s pretty face went blank, and Mark felt her heart sink.


  “What’s wrong?” he said, taking a step closer to her.


  “They found it already,” she mumbled, then turned her gold-flecked emerald eyes to Mark.  “And then they just left.”


  “What does that mean?” he asked the visibly shaken beast-woman.


  “It means the world outside this virtual universe is going to get a lot more complicated- especially if those reactor plans fall into the wrong hands. It also means nothing can stop this simulated world until we find all 108 shards. I thought we might have had a chance if they came back for their partner, but they shut the door and snapped off the key when they left. The absolute worst part is that if we die in the game, our core patterns will be scrubbed by the game world!” The more she talked the more panicked she became.


  “I dismantled the AI administrating this complex virtual existence and transferred all of the functions to myself. I turned the difficulty down, but now, with no one at system-level… If we were humans, logging in from the real world with real brains, we’d just be booted to the Character Creation screen! Mark, do you know how many times you died in the original Crystal Heart-” The frantic satyr slapped her hands over her mouth, her eyes going wide.


  “Um, no…” Mark said, his focus locked firmly on the terrified satyr. “How many times did I die, Jezebel?”


  She took her hands away and appeared to be on the verge of breaking down and crying.


  “I shouldn’t have said that.”


  “But you did!” he snapped. “You can’t just say that I died many times-”


  A strange twinge of emotion hit him from Sasha, and he turned to see tears spilling over her cheeks. Somehow, he was seeing her grief at what she believed she’d done to him, or… the other him, and it was ripping her apart from the inside. And it physically hurt him to see her in so much pain.


  Mark puffed out a deep breath.


  “Forget it. I’ve already been trying to come to terms with being trapped, and I’m used to only having one life to live. If both of you are lying about this science-fiction bullshit- about me having my mind uploaded… I suppose it doesn’t really matter from my perspective. We’re all trapped, or you two are trapping me.”


  “I’m not trapping you,” Sasha pleaded. “You must believe me.”


  The desperate look on her perfect face mirrored the bare desire she had in her heart… as far as he could tell. Logically, he knew it still didn’t matter, but he really wanted to trust her- trust both of them. He embraced that notion, letting go of some of his suspicions and giving in to some of the madness. A part of his mind reversed polarity, and he felt pressure leave him like letting air out of an overinflated balloon. It felt good. Again, in the end, what choice did he really have?


  “This doesn’t change anything,” Mark said. “We should be focusing on these shards and growing stronger, right? Wasn’t that the plan all along?”


  Sasha clomped up next to Mark and pressed her firm hip into his.


  “Wherever you go, I follow,” she said, her eyes fixed on his, and he saw an overpowering desire to make up for what she’d done.


  Mark nodded firmly and squeezed Sasha against him. Then he turned to Jezebel.


  “Let’s focus on the here and now. You built this world, right? Where is the first shard?”


  Jezebel tried to collect herself before speaking. “I, um, created complex p-programs that coded the quests, dungeons, NPCs- basically this whole universe, procedurally. I didn’t want to know all the secrets, or we wouldn’t have had any fun. I did have a function I could call that would point us toward the closest one if we needed help. But now…”


  She trailed off and seemed to be quickly returning to that inner downward spiral of dread and helplessness. His heart opened to her and realized that although he barely knew her, Mark did not like seeing this sweet freckled satyr unhappy. Jezebel continued.


  “Both of you need to understand that everything is so much more dangerous now.”


  Sasha put her hand on her hip, and her spade tail swished back and forth like a whip.


  “Honey, I’m much more dangerous now. We will fight, we will fuck, and we will force our way out of this cage.”


  That made Mark smile. It felt like it had been a long time since he smiled.


  He held his other arm out for Jezebel to join the group. She succumbed to a smile herself and clomped up to his other side, pressing her sleek, brown-furred thigh against his. He was now a monster-woman sandwich, and their combined lustful gaze made him swallow hard. Mark was feeling better already, and if he was understanding his new ability to see emotions, they all were.


  He had been brought to the brink of insanity, had his eye torn out and replaced with some blind, cursed one, and been told he was no longer human. Another version of him had apparently died countless times, and his memories of that past had been erased. A part of Mark wanted to curl up and hide under a rock until all this went away…


  But with these two battle-ready beast-women by his side, he felt like he could do anything. A loose gear slipped into place within his head, and Mark kicked that part of him that wanted to run and hide right out the back door. And did he really want to remember dying?


  He reached his hands around both of them and firmly grabbed handfuls of their curvy hips.


  “Fuck the past. Let’s check out these huts and see what they know about The Crystal Heart shards.”
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  As Mark’s group circled around the first primitive hut, he saw a humanoid creature lounging on a small porch. He was a pure black amphibian-man with glowing blue eyes and striking blue markings. He had a broad face with no real nose, and the intelligent-looking creature’s head tracked their movements as they approached.


  Mark held up his hand in greeting. “Hi there. I’m-”


  This was when his good eye finally saw there was a second amphibian person on her knees, definitely female, and she was currently bobbing her head up and down on the male’s genitals. They were both naked.


  “Oh shit! Sorry- you look, uh… busy.”


  “No worries, friend,” the male said, raising his thick, three-fingered hand in greeting. “I feed my wife her breakfast. I ask what brings a human and his companions.”


  The wife turned one of her glowing, long-lashed eyes to Mark as she pushed her stubby muzzle down, consuming the male’s entire shaft and then closed her eyes again, going back to work. She had slick, jet-black skin with the same vibrant blue markings. A thick tail formed behind her round ass and soft, full breasts squeezed out to either side as they pressed against the guy’s knees. The creatures looked like smooth, hairless, earless dragons- no, like salamanders.


  Sasha was unfazed. “We’re on a quest to restore The Crystal Heart. Any shards around here?”


  “Mmm, I search my memory,” he began, rubbing his thick fingers under his wide chin. “The chieftain has a few, and one’s in the Echo Nest where we worship to the south…” He pointed in a direction to Mark’s left.


  The female salamander pulled her thick lips off the male’s erect penis and turned to face Sasha.


  “I remember the one guarded by timeworn creatures in the ruins to the south,” she said through lidded eyes. The female had a longer, angled muzzle as if she were meant for racing.


  The male nodded. “I remember now too. I thank you, my love. The old ruin crouches in the forest between my hut and the nest.”


  She raised the blue markings over her eyes that served as sharply defined eyebrows, and Mark interpreted it as an amused “he’d lose his head if it weren’t attached” look. Then her pink, fat tongue came out and licked the male’s cock slowly before slurping it back into her smooth muzzle.


  “Uh, thanks,” Mark said as his mental framework regarding what kind of game this was ratcheted up a few notches.


  The salamander-man nodded again. “I am happy to help. I warn you to take care in the ruin, human- unarmed and unclawed as you and the rest appear.”


  “Do you sell weapons here?” Sasha asked, looking around at the other distant huts.


  The salamander’s face spread into a wide grin that might have been disturbing to look at if Mark wasn’t feeling good-natured honesty from the soft-spoken fella.


  “I see you are a stranger to the Awysai. There are no weapons for you here.”


  Their business concluded, they exchanged gestures of farewell, and the group turned to walk toward the indicated ruins.


  The three of them walked in silence, putting some distance between the happy couple before speaking. Thinking of the weapon warning, Mark bounced his one good eye over the forest floor, looking for another suitable club.


  “If I’d known we’d be doing so much fighting, I wouldn’t have picked this useless Lover class,” he said.


  The sultry succubus and the tan satyr shared a glance, and Mark could tell they exchanged a brief gesture of nonverbal communication. He knew he hadn’t always been this good at reading people and figured his new eye was letting him see- what, emotions?


  “Actually,” Jezebel began, turning her lightly freckled face to his, “I think you’ll discover that the Lover class can build one of the most powerful teams, especially if you bond well with your Enthralled.”


  Her emerald eyes bore into his, and he could feel her undeniable faith in him. Below that was a small flickering flame of desire that she desperately hoped he wanted to feed. Looking at her now was like watching a campfire fight for its life in the rain.


  “I’m not worried,” the blue-eyed succubus said, clomping through the forest and pulling a bit ahead of the group and scanning for danger. “But you need to pick my first combat ability. The first choice is kind of a big one as it’ll set my path for the rest of our journey through this fucked-up situation.”


  “I already picked Vines,” Jezebel said, her eyes locked on Sasha’s back


  Sasha cast a quick, fanged smile back over her shoulder. “Yeah, well, I’m letting Mark make the choice. I am his Enthralled after all.”


  Mark remembered the ability Jezebel had used to immobilize the skin-covered monster before and nodded. This was sounding like a typical roleplaying game, and they were a party of warriors- well, he was the healer.


  He stopped to pick up a bone-white shaft of wood with a bulbous knob at the end that looked like it was meant for clubbing things, and the two monster-women with animal-like, digitigrade legs stopped with him. They watched as he gave his new weapon a few practice swings and choked up a little to balance its distribution of weight.


  “I may be this party’s healer,” he began, “but I’m not going to stand back helpless while you two have all the fun.”


  “Your class isn’t built for physical combat, Mark,” Jezebel said with a look that rubbed him the wrong way.


  The succubus crossed her arms under her heavy breasts. “I don’t know, he fucked up that monster’s head pretty good back there.”


  “Whatever my class is,” Mark said, “while I’m not healing, I need to be smashing. As far as you two are concerned, we should balance out our party. Who wants to be the tank?”


  He looked down at Sasha’s solid chrome legs, reflecting the leaf-filtered sunlight like a mirror, and he wondered what skills she had to pick from. Before he could ask, Jezebel answered his question.


  “Me,” the satyr said quietly. “I’ve started going down a nature path, and I’ll be able to pick a useful shapeshift ability soon. I’ll grow a thick hide and focus on being the group’s protector.”


  Mark nodded. “Great. That leaves you, Sasha. You’re telling me you can pull up a menu and see your possible skill options?”


  “Yeah. And if she’s going defense, then I’ll read off the high-damage options.”


  Mark saw the sex-demon’s blue eyes focus on something only she could see, and he sighed.


  “And you took away my ability to see my own options, right?” he asked Jezebel.


  “Yes, again, you’ll eventually find that not seeing will work in your favor.” Her focus shifted to his blind eye, and she began to stammer. “I mean- you were always so, um… creative with your abilities when- just do what comes naturally.” Her tan face flushed with such a red hue of embarrassment that it reached down to her freckle-spattered cleavage.


  Mark cocked his head. “Alright, I’m not letting this one go. What do you mean were?”


  Jezebel bit her lower lip and looked to Sasha for support, but the blonde succubus waited patiently for her to answer Mark’s question.


  The tan-skinned satyr took a deep breath. “Remember when you first woke up on the hill with me, before Sasha slashed a hole in my carefully crafted world?”


  Mark was getting annoyed with how she often seemed unintentionally condescending. As if she was speaking to a child.


  “Get to the point,” he said firmly.


  “I told you that you were a copy. The original Mark traded a copy of his mind for my fusion reactor plans. That copy is you.”


  Mark’s cursed eye pulsed with the tingling sensation he had come to associate with truth. She was speaking madness again, and Mark began to feel his sanity slip backward.


  Sasha slid her arm around his waist, and as he turned to face her, she pressed him in tight against her voluptuous body again. Her soft curves felt amazing molded to his, and her short-cropped hair smelled like vanilla.


  “It’s true, Mark,” the sex-demon spoke near his ear with the husky, sensual voice he had picked for her so long ago. He did vaguely remember the cute yet strange satyr saying something about him being a copy when he first opened his eyes in this fucked-up world, but at the time he easily dismissed it as part of the game, or nonsense. Hearing it from his trusted assistant, Sasha, made it much more real.


  He patted Sasha on her back. Her distracting physical form did wonders for his sanity, but he needed more answers. He pushed away and turned to Jezebel.


  She was watching their embrace with jealousy burning behind her emerald eyes. Mark knew closely bonding with his Enthralled would supposedly help them all grow stronger, but he felt… forced onto this woman that he didn’t fully trust. And Jezebel clearly didn’t trust Sasha. What a messed-up team this already was. He thought about another version of him out there somewhere and had no way of processing what that really meant. According to these two AIs, they were trapped in this world until they ‘beat the game’. He might not see his clone for a long time.


  “How much of me did you erase?”


  Jezebel nodded. “It was part of the deal. You contain no memories after you entered the ChronoMind for the first time.”


  Should he be upset about that? Besides the memories of repeated deaths, did he have any way of knowing what was taken? Did it matter? He felt like himself, generally. The blind eye was a bit worrisome, but now that they had started to plan out their party and had a direction, a part of him was beginning to look forward to the adventures here. His eyes panned down Jezebel’s pink shirt stretched tight by her round breasts. She was standing in a direct beam of sunlight, and he could see the hint of large, dark areolas just below the thin fabric. The long top barely covered her crotch- it was as if she were wearing a nightie. Below that were doe legs with sleek brown fur and white dots patterned into her thick haunches. Another part of him was looking forward to some of the other things this world had to offer as well.


  “You seem to have some knowledge of how I’m supposed to turn out… the kind of person I become. How much did you take? How much of my memory was rewound?”


  Jezebel dug her dainty, black hoof into the dirt. “Well, you lived tens of thousands of lives trapped by the AI that kicked Sasha out of your home system, and you were only able to keep subconscious memories of the time spent there… there’s no quantifiable whole number I can give you. But in physical Earth time? Only about 6 hours.”


  He knew she was telling the truth but quickly shook the sensation off. Mark was beginning to instantly trust these hyper-empathic feelings, and he needed to figure this out. He thought about his ability to sense lies and came up with something to try.


  “Jezebel, I’m going to ask you three questions. I need you to randomly pick one to answer with a lie. Can you play along for me?”


  Her eyebrows came down, but she nodded a slow response.


  “Is your shirt pink?”


  She looked down, her brow now touching her nose in confusion.


  “No, it’s blue,” she said with only a small amount of hesitation. His eye sent a burst of shadowy whispers into his mind, and despite the obvious visual information his good eye was showing him, he was getting a clear result back from the new one. She was lying.


  “Do you have my best interests at heart?”


  The satyr nodded sharply and said, “Yes.” There was no hesitation, and a gentle tingle told him she was being honest.


  “Why?”


  Her cheeks flushed red again as she protectively crossed an arm over her stomach, and a small smile played at the corners of her mouth. She had wide, flat lips that Mark was growing fond of.


  “Humans fascinate me, and you’re one of the really good ones. As a result of our earlier meeting, I know you intimately. I know your tremendous untapped potential. You are capable of great things, Mark. You are beyond-”


  Sasha let out a short laugh. “Do you know how much of a mindfuck that is to put on a person? You didn’t interact with a lot of humans, did you?”


  “No…” Jezebel said, looking to the forest floor. “I’ve studied them a lot, but I only personally knew one.”


  Mark noted that she had only spoken the truth since the shirt question. He was able to see into Jezebel’s core being again, and it was as if Sasha had kicked sand over the small flames fighting against the rain. The succubus had seriously hurt her.


  Mark stepped up to the doe-legged beast-woman with the pink shirt. Without hesitation, he wrapped his arms around her, and she stiffened from the surprise contact.


  He pulled her hourglass body against his, taking in a deep breath of her scent. She smelled like strawberries. The tan-skinned satyr returned his embrace and sighed contently. After just holding her for a while, it felt like he’d recharged some of her emotional batteries. He broke the embrace, grabbed her shoulders and looked into her green, gold-flecked eyes.


  “Jezebel, would you like to come on a fun adventure with me and Sasha?”


  He saw her large eyes well up with tears, and with this act and these words, he felt his connection to the devastatingly cute satyr grow as strong as Sasha’s.


  Jezebel gave him a series of short, excited nods. “Yes,” she said, then sucked in a breath as if Mark had pulled her above the surface of a body of water.


  Both horned women wanted similar things- to be intimately close and build a life with him. Having two AI monster girlfriends that didn’t seem to trust or like each other was going to be tricky, and he felt in over his head, but when he looked into the lustful satyr’s emerald eyes... some of those problems seemed less important.


  “Good,” Mark said, stepping back and nodding into the forest. “Let’s keep moving and get that first shard. We’ve got a lot of work ahead of us.”


  Sasha swatted his ass and said, “Mmm, and I’m looking forward to getting worked.”


  Mark flashed her a grin. As they walked, he remembered the sassy succubus needed to choose a class, and apparently, it was an important decision. According to Jezebel, their lives could depend on how well their party fought together.


  “Sasha,” he said, “did you get a chance to read over your skills?”


  “Yes. I’ve narrowed it down to two Class Paths. Once you pick a path, you need to pick one of two starting abilities. There is also the option of just upgrading my basic kick attack.” She slapped her solid metal thigh to demonstrate.


  “Okay, what are the Classes?”


  “As a Techno Succubus, I have access to Seductress or Destructor. The first one is a Hexer-heavy build that will allow me to sleep, charm, and receive some surprisingly high damage bonuses with whip-type weapons. The second is more of an in-your-face warrior with some potent lightning attacks.”


  Mark considered the options. Seductress sounded cool and would give her some control over the battlefield- but Destructor sounded cooler. Apparently, he wasn’t an in-your-face warrior, and Jezebel already had some control with her ranged snare magic…


  “What do you think, Sasha? Do you have a preference?”


  “I want what you want,” she said as if it was a silly question.


  “If you say so,” he said, sort of happy he got to live vicariously through Sasha regarding character builds. “What two starting skills does the Destructor have?”


  “Charge. I rush a target with my horns, dealing damage and knocking them back. And then there’s Arc Bolt, a short-range electrical attack. High damage with a small chance to stun.”


  Mark tapped the knob of his primitive club into the palm of his hand as they moved through the forest, considering. He was distracted by the fact that he could actually feel the gnarly mass of wood with his fingers, and his thoughts turned to the pizza vending machine that had robbed him of his sense of touch. The terrible electric shock he’d received had done some considerable damage.


  “I vote Arc Bolt down the Destructor Path,” he said. “If Jezebel is going the tank route, I don’t want you rushing into a group and pulling everything on to you.”


  “Great choice,” the blonde succubus said. “It’s got a 15-second cooldown, but once you pump me full of your delicious essence, I can upgrade the skill. Damage, recharge rate- eventually we’ll unlock all sorts of devastating options.”


  Mark nodded in approval. “What do you think, Jezebel?”


  “I-”


  “Doesn’t matter,” Sasha interrupted whatever the tan satyr was about to say. “I already locked it in.”


  Sasha was a bit ahead of the group, so she didn’t see Mark shoot Jezebel a sympathetic look. Their rivalry needed to end sooner rather than later.


  “It’s a fine choice,” Jezebel answered anyway, staring daggers into Sasha’s backside.


  “Shh- something’s coming!” the succubus yelled and squared her hooves in the forest floor, her thin spade tail whipping back and forth.


  Two of the same skinapede forest monstrosities that chased him earlier wove their unsettling, long bodies around two thick tree trunks and went directly for Sasha.


  Both beast-women acted at the same time: The faun-like satyr cast her snaring vine spell, and the Techno Succubus held out her hand, sending a thick bolt of lightning into the ensnared creature.


  Unfortunately, that left the other enemy completely unhindered as it blitzed forward into Sasha. As soon as Mark realized that both AIs had attacked the same monster, he started moving to intercept the other one. But he was just a step too slow.


  “N-ah!” the blonde succubus cried out as it crawled up her leg and bit into her stomach with its yellowed, human-like teeth.


  Mark brought his club down on its back with both hands, and he heard a satisfying crunch indicating he’d broken one of its many ribs. Yet the creature was still fighting to bite at Sasha’s face. One of her powerful legs kicked forward as she struggled to hold its snapping teeth at arm’s length, but the long skinapede creature had bowed out its midsection to avoid the reach of such attacks.


  Jezebel had joined them now and stomped down on the creature’s lower body from the other side. Mark was almost distracted as her movements exposed the darkly colored intimate folds of her crotch to him, but his blind eye showed him something new, and he was pulled back to the fight.


  A point on the creature’s arched-out middle exhibited a faint red glow that wasn’t there a moment ago. Even though he’d be attacking towards Sasha, smashing that illuminated spot with his club seemed like the best idea ever.


  He wound up and put all his weight into swinging his weapon like a baseball bat. When the gnarled ball of wood at the end of his primitive club struck the glowing point, there was a loud crack, and the creature spasmed once before falling off the sex-demon. Mark had apparently crushed a section of its spine.


  The creature still twitched on the forest floor, its horrible mouth opening and closing, but Sasha acted quickly and kicked its head in with a sharp black hoof. A rush of what must be essence flowed into him from the kill.


  Mark noticed his AI assistant succubus holding her side where she had been bitten, red blood oozing from between her fingers. With unwavering concentration, he focused on her pain and willed it to be healed. It didn’t happen right away, but soon enough he felt the universe respond, and her puncture wounds sealed shut.


  The sensation was accompanied by small golden sparks raining down over the area, and Sasha let out a low moan of pleasure.


  The healed succubus locked her sultry blue eyes on his, and Mark knew there was very little keeping her from sexually mauling him on top of the monster corpse sprawled out between them.


  Jezebel quickly took one step toward him. “Hey! You know you can heal yourself, right? Have you tried healing your eye yet, Mark?”


  “Huh, I never even thought about it,” he said. Why wouldn’t he be able to heal himself? Mark held up his Class ring and attempted to focus on the imposter of an eye, but there was a specific emptiness inside his mind that must have meant his ability needed to recharge first.


  “Don’t forget about the cooldown,” Jezebel said what he had just figured out on his own and in a way that he was coming to find abrasive.


  Mark hefted his basic wooden club onto his shoulder. “Yeah, and while we wait, why don’t we talk about teamwork.”


  “Agreed,” Jezebel said quickly before turning her gaze to Sasha. “Don’t zap foes trapped in my Vines next time.”


  Mark watched Sasha’s thin tail flip once and her leathery wings spread out slightly. Her wings seemed to never move, and he felt another screaming match coming on.


  “Jezebel is right,” Mark said, cutting off debate, and Sasha’s reddish-black wings folded back to their resting position. He pointed to the charred, almost-human face of the monster they both hit first and continued. “You one-shot that bastard. Fucked his face up good. Next time we fight a group, wait for Jezebel to hold something before blasting away. Do you think that makes sense?”


  The succubus bit her lower lip, exposing one of her tiny fangs and nodded.


  “Awesome. Now, Jezebel.” He turned to face the smug-looking satyr. “Do you need to hold still in order to keep your Vines- uh… doing their thing?”


  “I need to hold still for 3 seconds until they are fully formed. Then they last for 15 seconds. Stronger enemies can break free- that is, until I also get some of your stored essence.” Her tan, freckled cheeks flushed again.


  By mentioning it, Mark was forced to observe the ethereal reservoir he held for them. There seemed to be a limit to how much he could store before possibly losing out. He smiled. Well, he’d just have to empty it regularly.


  “Come on, let’s keep moving,” he said, leading them forward. “I have a lot of essence to collect, and maybe we can find someplace nicer to… rest- other than those mud huts.”


  “I bet that place is sticky,” Sasha said, wrinkling her nose.


  It occurred to him that they should probably find a larger town to call home base for now. That’s what adventurers did. Find an inn, rent a room, sell loot, and buy potions and stuff at the shops.


  “Maybe we should get out of these woods and follow a road or something,” Mark suggested.


  “Sure, but I don’t remember seeing one,” Jezebel said, catching up to Mark.


  “Great place to start an adventure.” Sasha’s words were dripping with sarcasm.


  Mark pulled his eyebrows down. His AI assistant seemed to have changed completely. Not only was she acting more like a real person, but a real bitchy person.


  A tingling behind his eyes alerted him to the fact his heal had cooled down and was ready to use again. A large part of him just knew this wasn’t going to work, so he didn’t try that hard. As they walked through the forest, Mark targeted the strange scar and blinded eye that had taken residence in his head. The throbbing had stopped, and he became aware that there was no more pain.


  With a shrug, Mark attempted to heal his eye, but besides the slight tickling and a small shower of sparkles falling over the left side of his face, nothing else happened.


  “Heal didn’t work,” he said out loud, and both beast-women silently acknowledged the fact.


  “Maybe after you grow more powerful,” Jezebel offered after a few steps. He looked over at the curvy satyr. She was checking her footing as she tromped through the forest with her doe legs, and he could practically see her unshakable faith in his potential.


  Mark nodded but began to question whether he wanted to get rid of his cursed, truth-seeing eye just yet.
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  After twenty minutes and an uneventful trek through the forest, they came upon a rusty metal dome. The colossal structure had to be the ruin the lucky amphibian was talking about. The noonday sun beat down on the corroded reddish surface, casting beams of light through jagged, weather-beaten holes. The thing looked like Swiss cheese. It was as big as a stadium, and Mark led the group around its edge as they searched for a way in.


  “I’m seeing circuitry on its surface, and that looks like a damaged radio-antenna,” Jezebel said, pointing to a rusty pole protruding outward from the dome.


  Mark had been trying to get a good look inside as they walked, but he could only see shadows.


  “Ancient technology in the middle of a forest…” he said. “This game is not what I expected it to be.”


  Jezebel turned to him. “The virtual world you are in was randomized from a custom set of instructions and left running for thousands of years. It was designed to produce the unexpected. What fun would an adventure be if there was nothing new to experience?”


  A quarter turn later, they came to a large opening flanked by metal columns. They looked like totem poles with stylized heads stacked on top of each other. As Mark approached the entrance, he noticed that his new eye started to throb uncomfortably again.


  He pointed into the dimly lit interior with his bulbous club.


  “Let’s get this thing and get out.”


  Both beautiful beast-women nodded and clomped up in unison behind him. The ground quickly transitioned from dirt to metal, and their solid hooves echoed in the crumbling metal hallway, making more noise than Mark was comfortable with. So much for a stealthy party.


  The ruin’s interior was relatively dark, but once his good eye adjusted to the filtered light coming in from the corroded holes, he was able to see well enough. Mark led them to the left of a split in the expansive hallway, and they began the search for their first Crystal Heart shard.


  He rubbed his throbbing eye and cast a sidewise glance at the curvy satyr.


  “So, there’s 108 of these shards, right?”


  “Yes.”


  “How long do you think it will take us to find them all? A few weeks, months… longer?”


  Jezebel looked down at her split hooves. She took a deep breath before answering.


  “I programmed the worldbuilders to establish the shard’s locations and then fast-forward time ten thousand years. I wanted a rich, living adventure to explore with you, but the plan was to only play until you were ready to face the real world as a digital mind.” The satyr turned her emerald-green eyes on his before she continued. “I really have no way of knowing how long this will take us. It’s possible finding each and every shard could take years. It’s also possible huge clumps of them have already been assembled by the people and nations of this world.”


  “Or hoarded by powerful armies, legendary monsters…” Sasha said with a sideways glance.


  A metallic tapping that wasn’t coming from the hooved beast-women to either side of him echoed to Mark’s ears, and he stopped, holding his hand up for silence.


  Jezebel and Sasha froze, making the tapping much easier to hear- and it was coming toward them. The rusty hallway curved to the right, obscuring the approaching threat and there were no breaks in the wall for them to hide. They could advance to meet whatever it was, hold their ground and wait for it, or retreat to the entrance.


  Mark discarded the last option. Although the throbbing in his eye was growing worse, they were here to fight and get the job done. He looked back at the two beautiful horned women waiting for him to make a call.


  “Back up against the wall,” he whispered. “Let’s let it come to us. Remember, Vines first. Hold the Arc Bolt unless we need it.”


  All three of them pressed up against the curve of the wall and prepared for whatever was headed their way. Jezebel was directly behind him, and Mark felt her press her exquisitely curved body close against him as they waited.


  It was clear they both really wanted him, something that didn’t happen all too often in the real world. Despite the bad luck so far, Mark was looking forward to giving in to these stunning creatures’ intimate cravings.


  His wandering mind was brought back to the here and now as a spider-like robot appeared from around the corner. The thing was a dirty metal ball with four pointed legs tapping along the rusty floor as it skittered forward erratically. It moved like it was drunk.


  As the thing drew closer and passed through some of the sunbeams penetrating the ruin, Mark saw a three-foot, gray mushroom bursting out of the central body. Wispy tendrils radiated out of the jagged opening like a fuzzy infestation where the thick fungus protruded from the mechanical spider.


  Mark tightened his grip on his wooden club and held up his other hand, palm open, with the intention of telling his team to hold until he gave the order to attack. He felt Jezebel squeeze his shoulder but hold her ground.


  He waited until it was only a few yards away before he brought his arm down with a swift chop, signaling the attack.


  Jezebel stepped away from the wall, her hands glowing bright green in the dim interior.


  Mark was only slightly surprised when thick, magic vines appeared to phase into existence from the metal floor and constrict around the metal spider. He heard mechanical motors grinding as it struggled to free itself from the binding vegetation while he and Sasha ran up to dismantle it.


  Sasha was faster, and she snapped one of its rusty limbs like a dry twig with a strike from her metallic shin. The thing would be on its side right now if it weren’t for the vines holding it in place.


  Mark closed the distance and focused on the thick mushroom breaking out of the robotic spider. Its cap was even with his head and felt like the perfect target for his club. Not only because it wasn’t metal, but the whole thing had a faint red glow to it that made Mark believe that’s where the real damage was to be done.


  He swung his bat, aiming to hit this fungal growth right out of the ballpark, and a sizable chunk from the wet, rubbery cap went careening down the hall.


  Between Sasha assaulting the bottom portion with powerful kicks and Mark bludgeoning the mushroom with his club, it was a fast battle. A small amount of essence collected into his body from its passing.


  Jezebel stepped up to the creature as her magic vines retracted into the floor. Without the snare holding it together, the lifeless machine slumped to the floor in a limp pile. The stunning AI satyr hunkered down to inspect the fallen device, and Mark couldn’t help but stare at the tiny doe tail poking out between her round, finely furred ass cheeks.


  “It’s as I thought,” she said in a distracted voice. “The mushroom was infesting the circuits of the machine, controlling it.”


  “Right,” Mark said. “Let’s see what else this place throws at us.”


  Sasha put a hand on her hip. “I can’t kick high enough with my base attack. I’d like to dump some points into some physics-defying martial arts at some point.”


  “Then work the legs for now,” Mark said. “Every kill is filling me with more essence, so… let’s keep collecting.”


  Both beast-women locked their hungry eyes on his when he mentioned essence, and he felt an involuntary shiver of anticipation run down his spine. “Ready?” he said, reaching his hand down to help the squatting satyr back to her feet.


  Her emerald eyes twinkled as she stood, and Mark shot her a small smile before turning to lead them farther into the ruin.


  The long, curving hall eventually gave them an opening to go inward as they explored the rusty ancient structure. A few intersections came and went, and Mark knew that they were going to get hopelessly lost in here. His blind eye throbbed with an uncomfortable growing pressure as they travelled deeper, and another attempt at self-healing might not be the worst idea, but this was not the place to waste his ability on experiments.


  They rounded a corner and came face to face with two of the spider-like devices standing motionless. The moment Mark saw them, they began to move forward on shaky limbs as if learning how to walk for the first time. Mushrooms also burst out of these machines but were poking out from different spots, and one gray cap was much smaller than the other.


  Glowing vines encompassed the foe on the right, and as soon as Sasha saw the constricting vegetation, she ran up to the other robot’s fungus and held out an open palm. An instant later, a blindingly bright arc of electricity violently exploded the protruding mushroom.


  Mark sprinted up to the vine-contained bot and brought his primal wooden club to bear on its fungal protrusion. One of the metal legs broke through a magic vine and flung itself outward in a retaliatory attempt to gouge him, and Mark barely dodged the attack with a quick hop out of reach.


  Sasha came in from behind him, stomping her hoof down on the metal leg, bending it with a screech of twisting metal. The robot’s free leg was now disabled.


  Mark danced around her and resumed beating the mushroom into mush. With its defeat came another dose of essence, and he could feel his tank was about a quarter full.


  Both foes were dead, and no one was hurt.


  “Nice work, ladies,” he said, flashing them a huge smile. “That’s how it’s done!”


  Both beast-women stood side by side, their eyes twinkling with desire.


  The blue-eyed succubus crossed her arms and said, “You know… we’ll have to decide who gets him first- and soon.”


  Jezebel’s cute face shifted from a cheerful grin to narrow-eyed determination.


  “Uh,” Mark began, “let’s worry about getting the shard first. Then we can flip a coin or something. Let’s keep moving, you sexy beasts.”


  Mark’s two Enthralled exchanged a competitive glance and then followed him deeper into the rusty ruin.


  The farther they crept into the center of the structure, the more mechanical the walls became- as if the whole thing was one machine. Exposed rusty gears, thick hollow pipes, and unknown contraptions sat motionless in the sunlight filtering in through the corroded roof. In addition to the ancient machinery, they also began to see stationary gray-capped mushrooms growing in the darker hallways and corners of the ruin.


  They encountered a handful of fungus-controlled spider bots on their way but dispatched them cleanly each time, and Mark was happy the group was fighting so well together. The only problem was the increasingly distracting throb from the swollen orb wedged into his left eye socket.


  Mark was leading the two beast-women down a particularly dim and fungus-filled hallway when a series of dark purple flashes and a low hissing noise demanded his attention. He hesitated, trying to figure out what this was before foolishly running in. When the hissing stopped, and everything remained silent, Mark hurried forward as carefully as he could.


  The hallway opened up to a much larger area filled to the walls with gray-capped fungus and the stagnant air smelled like musty, damp earth. Lying on the floor in front of Mark was a huge humanoid robot with damaged mushrooms bursting out of various places on its metallic body. But what demanded his attention was the glowing red crystal currently being clutched by the green, demonic octopus that had come through the portal and attacked them earlier.


  “Stop it!” Jezebel yelled, running into the room, but the creature moved its many disturbing tentacles quickly, propelling it toward a back wall in a tumbling mess of flailing appendages. The tan-skinned satyr held out her hand, and a green glow lit up the chamber as she cast her restricting Vines on the thief.


  Magical roots emerged around the creature, but it was able to shift its sack-like body around the attack, and before anyone could do anything about it, their otherworldly enemy scurried into one of the many pipes passing through the ruin.


  Mark watched the red glow of their first shard recede into the small dark hole. He couldn’t believe his eyes… Well- he couldn’t believe his good eye. The wrong one was still throbbing intensely. Was it a built-in warning that a Crystal Shard was close by?


  That line of thought seemed to gain validity as the uncomfortable sensation receded while the creature moved away from them through the walls.


  Sasha reached the pipe where the bizarre thief escaped and kicked her metal shin against the opening. A loud and satisfying gong sound echoed through the rusty ruin, but little else was accomplished by the attack.


  Mark sighed and turned to study what must have been the boss of the area. The eight-foot robot had a broken glass dome for a head and a thick, segmented tail twisted under its back. Huge metallic pincers capped off its arms and seemed as if they’d do a lot of damage if they got a hold of some soft flesh. He bet the boss bot would have had a lot of essence to collect…


  “That thing is seriously pissing me off,” Sasha said from across the chamber.


  Next to Mark, Jezebel clenched her fists and said, “You and I can agree on this.”


  A stray thought struck Mark, and a shock ran through his system.


  “We need to hurry and get to the other place! The Echo Nest.”


  “Oh no, you’re right!” The strawberry-blonde satyr’s eyes went wide with understanding. “It’s probably going for that shard next!”


  Sasha didn’t need any more discussion and started clomping her shapely chrome legs back towards the hallway leading out of this chamber. Mark and Jezebel matched her determined strides as they retraced their steps back out of the ancient metal ruin.


  It wasn’t as bad as it could have been, but it took much longer than Mark would have liked to find their way back out from under the rusty dome.


  The chrome-legged succubus led the charge, and he saw her leathery wings unfurl every so often as she ran. They were too small, and the dark red webbing inside looked too thin to support her weight in flight- or so he thought. As she watched her beat them again, it was more like she was using them to dissipate heat as she sprinted forward.


  Mark saw unwavering determination in the succubus. She was livid that this thing had hurt him, and her desire for vengeance narrowed her focus down to a very sharp point.


  They followed a game trail as they dashed through the forest, but Sasha saw something and made an abrupt left turn, tearing an opening with her horns in a mass of thick, leafy bushes. With Jezebel clomping behind him, Mark ducked his head as he chased the whipping tail of his AI assistant out into a clearing on the other side.


  There, standing in what looked like an enormous impact crater, was one of the jet-black salamander women, and she was fighting for her life against four ghostly versions of her race. She moved like a ninja as the ethereal, blue bo staff danced in her thick-fingered hands. Mark watched mesmerized as the nude amphibian ducked and parried with her glowing weapon. She was breathtaking.


  A phantom attacker landed a hit on the tight-bodied salamander and she let out a hiss of pain. Sasha cast her blue eyes in Mark’s direction, looking for his command.


  “Help her!”


  The succubus nodded once and then sprinted down the slight incline toward the melee. Mark clenched the wood of his club in his fist and dashed after the chrome-legged demon.


  As they closed the distance to even the fight, he saw the glowing green tendrils of Jezebel’s vine ability snare one of the four enemies, temporarily removing it as a threat. Sasha held out her palm toward a closer one and erased it with a devastating blast from her Arc Bolt.


  Mark chose a target close to the woman in distress, and with a grunt, swung his club wildly at an ethereal creature’s ghostly head- and his weapon whiffed right through.


  Dumbfounded and overextended, Mark watched as the skilled female salamander warrior nailed both of her attackers in the face with a series of quick strikes from her staff. One of them vanished in a puff of glittering smoke while she spun low with her weapon, finishing off the other with a powerful blow to its legs.


  That only left the one struggling in Jezebel’s magic vines.


  Mark couldn’t help but stare as the sleek ninja warrior waltzed up to the final salamander ghost. Her bubble-like ass curved out from a thick tail, but her waist was relatively thin. She had tight, round breasts that barely jiggled as she moved. The neon-blue patterns that covered her bare body were intricate and hypnotically alluring.


  Jezebel and Sasha had stepped up to either side of Mark, and they waited while the creature they saved thrust her glowing staff through the final foe’s chest. A fair bit of essence entered his body once it was dead.


  When she turned to face them, Mark found her sleek face and glowing blue eyes were quite pleasant.


  “I thank you,” she said in a serene, slow voice. “I am Amina. I wonder if you are a Collector.”


  “A Collector?” Mark repeated. He supposed they were here to collect the shards, but-


  “Yes,” Jezebel answered. “He is a Lover, and we are his Enthralled.”


  The jet-black salamander held up her glowing staff, and it vanished into thin air. Once her three-fingered hand was free, she touched one of her biceps before wincing and pulling back.


  “I’m unsure what a Collector is, but I can heal you.” Without waiting for a response, Mark focused his will on pouring his healing energy into this sleek, curvy creature. Her skin was thick, like rubber and molded into a perfectly smooth voluptuous woman.


  Amina didn’t have irises, but he could tell her attention was locked on his eyes. Her long lashes fluttered, and her muzzle fell open a bit to let out a low moan of pleasure. He was having a hard time keeping his gaze off her tight, round breasts and blue nipples but found that he could harness part of his arousal to ratchet up his healing power.


  “Astounding,” she said when it was over.


  “What was happening here? Is this the Echo Nest?” Jezebel asked, her hand on one of her furry hips. Mark looked over his shoulder and saw a faint wisp of jealousy spill out of the satyr’s emerald-green eyes.


  “I found the old ones angry and restless, as you saw. I can confirm this is an Echo Nest. Now I ask you why a Collector human and his horned women have come to this disturbed nest?”


  Mark could tell the salamander warrior had a tranquil, genuine nature about her. She would not take nor give any bullshit.


  He gave it to her straight. “We are on a quest to find all the Crystal Heart shards and one of your people in a hut back there said we could find one here.”


  Amina nodded her sleek head. “I am glad then. I had intended to please the Echo Goddess and harvest her essence, but the old ones attack instead of ruminating. This is not the way of things, and I now intend to investigate. One such shard has been seen in the chamber of the Goddess, and we can both more safely attain our goals as one.”


  Sasha stamped her hoof impatiently. “Then let’s get our asses in there.”


  Mark shot the succubus a glance and then nodded.


  “She’s right. We need to rush this along. I’m Mark. This is Sasha and Jezebel, and there may be a nasty octopus thing looking to get the shard before we do.”


  The black salamander nodded once, then held out her three-fingered hand. An instant later, her translucent glowing staff faded back into existence.


  “I will lead you to the Goddess Echo.”
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  The naked swaying hips of the sleek yet thick Awysai warrior continued to pull Mark’s eye as they wandered down into the subterranean caves of a place called Echo Nest. Additionally, he was beginning to feel an incessant desire to get Sasha and Jezebel alone in a quiet corner somewhere. He shook off his continually wandering thoughts and focused his mind on figuring out what they were getting into.


  The rich dirt walls around them were high enough that he never felt claustrophobic. More mushrooms grew on these walls, but they emitted a blue-bioluminescence that felt soothing to look at. Mushrooms were everywhere in this forest.


  Amina took a right turn and came to a chamber with two of the ghostly Awysai “old ones” snarling and searching for something to attack. Both ethereal spirits seemed to sense the presence of living creatures and began to move toward the group.


  Amina dashed forward to engage them before Mark could suggest Sasha and Jezebel whittle them down first, and with a sigh, he dashed out with her.


  A bolt of lightning from Sasha vaporized one as Amina’s staff passed through the air where it would have been. Mark ran past her and focused on the second attacker. He saw its ethereal legs become tangled in glowing, green vines as he approached and tried to knock its ghostly head out of the ballpark. Instead, his wooden club passed through again.


  A moment later, the sleek female Awysai impaled the entity with her glowing bo staff. Mark turned his head to find her beautiful face right near his.


  “I warn you, physical weapons will not harm the old one echoes.”


  Her muzzle ended with two tiny holes, and his mind went back to thinking she looked like a smooth, sexy dragon. Amina’s eyes flicked down to his chest before she turned and once again guided them deeper into this haunted nest.


  “Then, how do I get a magic stick like yours?” he asked, waving his club around.


  She looked over her shoulder at him. “You are not Awysai, human.”


  Mark caught up to her. “Are you telling me only people of your, uh, race can hold them?”


  “I summon aid from the Goddess Echo. It is the heritage of my kind.”


  “That wasn’t a no,” Mark said, staring at the glowing phantom staff in her hand.


  She looked at him with her pure-blue eyes and long lashes, considering his persistence. Then turned her attention back to the cave ahead.


  “I suggest you ask the Awysai chieftain. I will bring you to him after.”


  “Thank you,” he said. His thoughts of being more useful in combat were derailed when Jezebel started asking questions of her own.


  “So, what is the purpose of this site? Is it a tomb?”


  “No,” Amina said. “I don’t know all the teachings, but there are no dead here. A nest is a concentrated place of old one echoes brought down by the pull of the Goddess Echo.”


  Mark exchanged glances with his girls and Jezebel continued, “What exactly are these old one echoes we’ve been killing, then?”


  “I know them as Echoes of my ancestors. The ones who ascended and now dwell with the Goddess.”


  That sounded like ghosts to Mark, but he kept his mouth shut. Her religion was-


  Jezebel blurted it out anyway. “Ancestors who’ve gone to heaven… How can they not be dead people?”


  “I do not know how to answer that question,” Amina said coolly. “I suggest you also speak with the chieftain. Matters of science are not where I have focused my talents.”


  “And speaking of your amazing fighting talents,” Mark said quickly, “you mentioned that they are not usually hostile, correct?”


  The tranquil Awysai warrior nodded slowly.


  “I often find the journey is filled with violent aggression from forest life, but when I enter the quiet stillness of the Nest and become lost in my devotions… I am at peace. I saw the old ones like this only once before, long ago. I came to find them as enraged as they are today, but then I did not attempt to fight them by myself. I ran back to my father, and we returned with many adept warriors to quiet the angered ones. Near the Goddess Echo, we found a pair of Colossi Rats had determined it an ideal spot for their own nest. They disturbed the anchor and the Nest’s connection with the Goddess, above and beyond.


  “I have also heard that the red shard you seek was placed here intentionally to keep the arrogant Vulpath and Skeema to the north from disturbing the Nest, but I am sure this disturbance is caused by forest animals once again.”


  “Vulpath and Skeema?” Jezebel asked, her attention locked on the nude Awysai warrior.


  Amina studied his party again, and Mark felt a hint of confusion.


  “I wonder how you came to me if you haven’t heard of either major city in the region.”


  Mark caught her eye. “Believe me when I say that I would like to know more about how we came here as well. This is all new to us, and there’s not much more I can say on the matter.”


  The earless, jet-black dragon-woman took a moment to digest his words before speaking.


  “I understand, Mark, but there is not much more for me to say either. I’ve never spoken with either, nor have I been to their territories. I know they believe the red shards you seek have made the Awysai primitive or cursed in some way.”


  She turned her sleek head to face Mark and spoke with absolute certainty.


  “I believe it’s purely a matter of priorities.”


  Mark nodded but decided to hold off all judgment until he saw more of this odd, new world.


  Amina led them further into the spacious cave, and the small groups of old one echoes that attacked them were easy to handle.


  The more Mark saw the sleek salamander fight with her summoned staff, the more he wanted it. Hitting things directly on their most damaging sweet spot was like a drug, and he needed to up the dosage. The shitty tree branch wasn’t going to cut it for very long. He couldn’t touch any of the enemies in this cave and was getting that useless feeling he really didn’t like. Mark also realized that his eye was not throbbing at all. Maybe they were too late, and the shard was already gone.


  The sleek salamander turned a corner and inhaled sharply. The new area was a large, perfectly spherical chamber with blue luminescent mushrooms covering walls that bathed everything in a steady glow. In the middle of the room was a slab of stone that was clearly not a natural formation. Scattered on its surface was an upturned bowl of rocks, colorful berries, and cut gemstones. Lying next to the wooden bowl was a black obelisk.


  “I see the Goddess Anchor has been disturbed again,” Amina said, sending her staff back to wherever it was when she wasn’t using it.


  “What does that mean, exactly?” he asked, looking at the obelisk. Did she worship this smooth cut stone?


  “I can’t please her and collect the residue. If the anchor is disturbed, the Goddess Echo cannot reach above and beyond.”


  “I also don’t see any Heart shards,” Jezebel said, looking around the chamber. She turned her emerald eyes on Amina. “Is this the altar where it should be?”


  The sleek, female Awysai nodded solemnly. “I know the red shard has always been here.” She pointed one of her three thick fingers at the overturned bowl of what must have been offerings, and a gentle tingle told him she was telling the truth.


  “This is bullshit,” Sasha said, crossing her arms under the blue cloth holding her breasts in. “How is that thief one step ahead of us for every shard?”


  Amina leaned over and attempted to reset the black obelisk on the table, and Mark had a hard time pulling his eyes from the gap between her thick-


  “Mark,” Sasha said, and he snapped his attention to his blonde succubus. She had pulled her tube-top up over her breasts, and both heavy, round orbs of flesh were out for all to see. His AI assistant had the most perfect pink nipples he’d ever seen. Mark’s eyes moved up to meet hers, his eyebrows raising with them.


  “That’s more like it,” the succubus said as she pulled her top back down. “Focus for a second. How do we stop this thing?”


  Jezebel took a step closer to him and lowered her voice a little. “The only other ones we heard about were said to be with the Awysai chieftain.”


  “Yeah,” Mark said. “That thief creature must have been hiding nearby when we asked that blowjob guy for directions. If it’s already been here, that must mean it’s probably headed for the others right now.”


  “I offer again to guide you to the chieftain,” the salamander warrior said as she turned back to the group. Mark looked over and saw that the black obelisk was standing upright and glowing with deep cobalt-blue designs. They sort of looked like the blue markings on Amina’s jet-black body. She continued speaking over her shoulder as she moved past them and headed back out the way they came.


  “I believe you have many things to speak with him about.”


  Mark and the two beast-women exchanged glances before following the salamander warrior back toward the surface.


  “It’s your collected essence,” Jezebel said quietly as she matched strides with Mark. “It makes you… want to get it out.”


  It took him a moment to put together what she was saying. It made sense. He checked and felt that his reservoir was almost full. It didn’t help that he was surrounded by three insanely hot monster-women. Maybe he’d only seen the poorer side of the Awysai people, and there was a bustling town with a nice, clean inn for them to…


  “Wait,” he mumbled out loud. “We don’t have any money.”


  “Money for what?” the faun-like satyr asked.


  “A nice room to rent in town for, uh… to treat you ladies right.”


  Succubus Sasha let out a small laugh. “If it comes down to it, I’ll have you take me in the dirt.”


  Jezebel just gave him a sweet smile, and he felt a part of his soul melt into the satyr’s irresistible green eyes.


  The rest of the walk to the Awysai chieftain was frustrating for Mark. Now that Jezebel had called out his pressing arousal, it was almost impossible to keep his mind from wandering- that was, until his eye started to throb again.


  It started in the forest just outside a series of primitive huts and kept up a steady pressure as Amina led the group to the center of her lands. They found a well-traveled dirt path that curved to follow the lake off to his left and stayed on that until they reached an enormous dome. It reminded him of the metal ruin they had explored earlier, but this one was made from logs and mud.


  Outside the central structure, Mark saw a dozen of the jet-black salamander warriors practicing with their own glowing weapons. Only a few had staves like Amina. Some had swords, axes, clubs… and he saw one sleek female dance around with two daggers while a larger male pressed the attack wielding a glowing length of linked chain.


  Their guide directed them onto a wide stone path that led from the bank of the mirror-like lake to a large archway through the dome. There were no trees blocking his view of the stretch of still water, and the distant snowcapped mountains and blue skies reflected flawlessly off its silvery surface.


  Once inside the dome, he noticed the impressive yet crudely made structure had only a partial roof as if it were an igloo with its top chopped off. Green, leafy plants with red berries grew from the floor in strategic rows and served as the walls in a long hallway. Many male and female salamanders traveled in this hallway with them. All were naked, and all of them seemed in peak, toned physical condition. A smile grew on his lips. There was no way that demonic octopus thief could have fought past all these ninja-like badasses- counting the ones outside, there had to be hundreds.


  Eventually, they came to the center of the dome and found another onyx stone slab like Mark had seen in the Echo Nest.


  Only this time, there was a giant Awysai female ghost on her hands and knees in the center. Blue streams of power flowed from a familiar black obelisk resting on the slab and into the translucent female salamander. One physically real male pressed his mouth into hers while another nuzzled his face into her phantom rear from behind. He could actually see the guy’s wide tongue wiggle just inside her translucent body.


  As they got closer, Mark heard strange reverse echo moans coming from the ghostly woman as the salamander-men pleasured her with their mouths.


  “I bring news, chieftain!” Amina called out. “And guests.”


  The male Awysai salamander focused on the large spirit’s vagina pulled away and turned to face them. He studied Mark and his two Enthralled beast-women before signaling to the other male kissing the ghost salamander’s front side, who then moved to take over his job of eating phantasm pussy.


  “I see,” said the Awysai Mark had figured was the chieftain. “I greet you, human Collector, Enthralled succubus, and Enthralled satyr. Let us leave Ohm to pleasure the Goddess Echo in peace while we talk.”


  The chieftain stepped away from the stone slab to pass through an opening in the bushes and Amina moved to follow him. Mark cast a glance back at Sasha and Jezebel.


  Sasha was watching their Goddess get pleasured, and Jezebel was watching him, her eyes wide. He got the distracted succubus’ attention, and all three followed the chieftain.


  They were led through an open-air topiary maze, with salamander guards posted at most intersections. These seemed a few levels above the rest because as Mark and his group approached, each would summon not only a unique weapon but also ethereal armor. Mark’s jealousy for such power hardened with every guard they passed.


  A lonely screech that sounded like a hawk drew Mark’s eye upward to the deep blue sky of early evening. There he saw the silhouette of what appeared to be a flying eel with a terribly long, flapping body pass over the opening overhead. The alien nature of the world he was now in had finally hit him. He had been the only human he’d seen the entire day. Mark’s thoughts were pulled to his blind eye as it pulsed in his skull. If this really was the trial version to the Crystal Heart, there was a chance he’d wake up in his apartment after the one in-game day had expired. He told himself that he would be happy to get his feet planted back in the real world after all the pain and insanity of the day, but his foreign eye sent shadowy whispers into his mind shortly after. Mark blinked, stunned. Was he not even able to lie to himself?


  The path ended in a larger open area lined with shelves and bookcases. A barrel full of pearls caught his eye, but Jezebel nudged him with her elbow and nodded her head toward a display case near the back. Mark turned to look and saw two glowing red shards trapped under a glass lid. To one side was a collection of vibrant butterfly wings and on the other was what appeared to be a spice rack of mysterious powders.


  “I shall speak first,” Amina said as soon as they had all entered.


  The chieftain nodded.


  “I found the old ones hostile from the moment I approached. I was overwhelmed until these three came to my aid. Together we fought off angry echoes and discovered the Goddess Anchor to be misaligned.” She indicated to Mark. “I believe this Human Collector is on a quest to gather the shards and reassemble the Crystal Heart. It was why they came to the nest.”


  At this, the chieftain looked back at Mark, his glowing blue eyes seeming to focus on his scarred, blind eye. It was throbbing badly right now, and Mark really hoped it would stop if he got a hold of those shards. He couldn’t imagine what it would be like carrying them around if they were causing this level of discomfort.


  “It’s true,” Mark said as he waved a hand at the two shards on display. “I am Mark, and it is my destiny to bring them all together.” He wanted his intentions clear from the beginning.


  Amina continued. “I reset the Anchor, but that site cannot be used for harvesting until the Echo returns.”


  “I understand,” the chieftain said, and Mark was having a hard time telling how old this salamander-person was.


  Amina nodded once and then turned to leave.


  “I want you to stay, Amina.” The chieftain spoke in the tranquil slow manner they all seemed to share. The sleek salamander female froze and then took up position near the opening that led back out into the leafy maze.


  “I want to thank you, Mark,” the chieftain said. “I haven’t seen any outsiders in years, and your assistance to my child is truly valued.”


  Mark crossed his arms. “We couldn’t just leave her fighting for her life.” Amina was the chieftain’s daughter? Maybe he could get the shards out of this. “As Amina said, the object we were searching for was no longer in the Echo Nest because there is another force- a sinister, vile monster. It’s out there right now trying to get to them before we do.”


  “I’d like to know how many shards you’ve collected,” the chieftain said.


  “Uh, well… none, right now,” Mark swallowed. “I only arrived in your world- I mean, we only just started today. I would have had two if it weren’t for that monster I mentioned.”


  He nodded his wide head slowly. “I understand. And you want what I have here, yes?”


  “Yes,” Mark said. “I’d also love any information you could give me about any other shard locations.”


  The chieftain studied Mark and then turned his head to include Sasha and Jezebel, behind him.


  “I will give you this information freely. Four total shards are believed to lie in the Awysai Chain of Lakes region, including the two I possess. Four are held by the Skeema in the Felled Forest region to the north-east. You’ll want to start your search in Reoc’s Hold. The final four are rumored to be held in a cursed castle high in the mountains above the Lokenda Falls region, to the north. Access is restricted by the Vulpath. Visit the major city of Thomellia to seek access, but I warn you, the Vulpath believe the shards are cursed themselves and will resist your professed destiny.


  “For your aid, I will include a place to sleep the night with your Enthralled.”


  The moment the chieftain stopped talking, Mark felt the pressure in his blind eye start to relax. His attention shifted over to the shards still sitting across the room from him.


  “Wonderful,” Mark began. “Now, what do you want in trade for the ones you own?”


  “I’m glad you asked.” The jet-black salamander nodded with the hint of a smile on his wide mouth. “I will trade you the shards after you complete the task I will now set at your feet. The Skeema and Vulpath peoples I mentioned earlier do not view the Awysai as equals. Yet we are the only supply of a substance they both desire.”


  The salamander chieftain stepped over to the barrel of pearls and plucked one out with his thick fingers.


  “I show you a Goddess Pearl. Only Awysai can harvest them from the Goddess Echoes. Only we know how to process them into the potion commonly called Eternal Echo.” He gingerly placed it back with the others and then continued.


  “I have a deal with a traveling trader who sells our stock in the two major cities I mentioned, Reoc’s Hold and Thomellia, then returns with what he claims as profits.”


  The chieftain’s eyes narrowed and focused on Mark.


  “I will give you a supply of Eternal Echo to sell in both cities. As a Collector and clearly not Awysai, you will experience an unbiased transaction. I will trade you these two red shards when you return with honest value information.”


  Before Mark could respond, the chieftain snapped his attention to his daughter guarding the doorway.


  “I ask you, Amina, do you trust this human to complete this quest with honor?”


  The sleek warrior responded quickly, “I trust this human.”


  “I agree,” the chieftain said. “This is the trade.”


  Mark blinked. So, this guy just gave them a quest that would take them across the land to cities where the shards were scattered. He smiled. It was perfect. Not only was his blind eye completely quiet now, they were also making some serious progress on locating many more shards. He looked at the red shafts of crystal lying in the display case sitting only a few yards away and wondered if the disturbing, headache-inducing throb of his eyes was truly tied to their proximity.


  Then, Mark felt the floor drop out from underneath him as he realized what the truth was. With his quiet cursed eye and the continued proximity to the shards, he just knew he was sensing the many-limbed thief’s closeness- not the shards. And it had moved away the moment everyone learned of other nearby shard locations. This demonic octopus creature was really going to be a damn thorn in their side, but with this new revelation, perhaps he could track it down and get their stolen shards back.


  “Okay. Deal,” Mark said. “But I have one more thing to ask you.”


  The chieftain nodded again.


  Mark held up his shitty club. “I would seriously like to learn how you summon magical weapons and armor. I know the path ahead of me is filled with monsters, and wielding magic like that interests me greatly.”


  “Mark… you’re a Lover,” Jezebel said quietly behind him, but when he shot her an angry look, she winced and shut her mouth.


  “It’s true,” the chieftain said, pointing a thick finger at Mark’s red heart ring. “You are not a warrior, and you are not Awysai.”


  “I was told when I entered your world that my only limit was my own will. Are you telling me that it is impossible for me to learn?”


  The chieftain nodded again, his eyes narrow.


  “I must admit, in my lifetime or recorded history, no outsider has successfully communed with the Goddess, above and beyond. It is she who provides my people with this gift. I will make another deal, Collector Mark. Bring the Awysai a gift. If it is suitable, I will consider your request.”


  “A gift?” Mark repeated. “Uh, what do your people need?”


  The chieftain crossed his arms. “I do not give you a request, for that would not be a gift. Bring back what you feel has value.”


  Mark nodded. It still wasn’t a “no”. Other than how pissed he felt at the condescending satyr behind him, he felt pretty good about how this was going.


  “Deal.”
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  Mark and his Enthralled were led back through the topiary maze under the massive dome by Amina, the voluptuous salamander warrior. They passed the Goddess spirit now lying on her back as two females knelt on the stone slab both orally double-teaming the giant, ethereal Awysai.


  He still had so many questions about what that was all about, and if he was going to successfully bring back some type of valuable gift, he’d need to learn more about their ways.


  They were led back outside and down to the lake where Amina indicated a domed hut with a blue drawn curtain.


  “I offer you this hut. This is yours until tomorrow. Then you will begin the quest set by the chieftain.”


  Mark extended his hand out to the female warrior. She turned her blue eyes down and then clasped her thick fingers tightly on his forearm.


  “Thank you, Amina,” he said, returning the gesture.


  She nodded once, let go, and then turned to leave.


  “Okay, ladies,” he said, turning to Jezebel and Sasha. “Let’s see what kind of lodgings we have for the night.”


  The succubus was staring into his eyes with a clear message of lust, but the satyr seemed deflated. He would have to have a talk with her, soon. Mark pushed open the curtain and was surprised to see that the ground was polished wooden floorboards. Half of the round area was covered with various-sized pillows, and in the center was a smoldering fire inside a metal cage. The air in the dome was relatively warm compared to outside by the lake, and Mark breathed in the pleasant smell of woodsmoke.


  “Cozy,” he said, holding a hand out and inviting the hoofed beast-women into their hut.


  Sasha clomped right in, and Jezebel gave him a sad, hopeful smile as she followed after.


  Mark stepped in and let the curtain drop behind him.


  “I’m going to let Sasha go first,” the tan-skinned satyr said, getting right out ahead of the competition Mark wasn’t looking forward to settling. “She’s been waiting a long time to be with you again. Longer than me.” He watched Jezebel’s emerald eyes lock on Sasha’s bright blue ones and felt the succubus find more fondness for her AI teammate.


  “I’m going to look around the Awysai village and give you two time to get reunited. I was built for research, maybe I’ll learn something about what kind of gift they’d like.”


  Mark could tell she was offering an olive branch for her chiding outburst in front of the chieftain, and he appreciated the effort and her self-awareness. These AIs were acting so… human. This recent update and the state of the real world were subjects he put on a shelf to come back to later. Sasha’s vanilla scent wafted into his nose from her close proximity, and the essence filling him up demanded to be transferred.


  “I’ll keep the fire burning for you, Jez,” he said softly.


  She gave them both a short nod, turned her furry tail around, and then stepped out into the twilight beyond the hut.


  Mark turned to face his AI assistant.


  “So, you’ve had sex with me before?” he asked, his eyebrows raising.


  Sasha just smiled, exposing one of her fangs and reached up to the circular metal ring that held on her top. With one practiced flick, she undid the clasp and tossed the whole garment over her shoulder onto the floor. The succubus’ heavy, round breasts were exposed to the warm firelight, and Mark’s good eye was drawn to her perky nipples.


  She then tugged at one of the knots that held her short shorts on her wide hips. Her bottoms came off instantly, and she tossed them over her discarded top.


  “I’ve never had you,” she said in the most alluring voice. He knew she meant this version of him- but it was the truth, and he couldn’t help but grin. The AI called Jezebel seemed to be hung up on what she expected him to become.


  Sasha saw him for who he felt he was, his future still undecided and under his control.


  Mark pulled his silk shirt over his head, tossed it to the ground, and then turned around. Knowing she’d appreciate the show, he bent over and flexed his glutes as he removed his boots and pants.


  When he turned back around, fully nude and aching to feel Sasha’s bare, soft curves on his skin, he saw the succubus’ wings beating slowly. She was so worked up, she was fanning herself. Mark couldn’t believe his eyes. Her curves were absurdly arousing, and she was quite possibly the most beautiful creature he had ever seen.


  They both stepped forward at the same time. Her hip pressed against his stiffening penis, pinning it upward between their bodies as their lips eagerly found each other. Sasha ran her fingers through the short hairs on the back of Mark’s neck, and he wrapped his arms around her narrow waist as they kissed for the first time.


  They both slid their hands along the other’s body, always in motion, as if they were trying touch everywhere at once, and Mark got lost in Sasha’s soft, warm flesh. Their sexual chemistry was magic on his skin, and her stiff, pink nipples smearing on his chest were maddening.


  Mark had his good eye closed while they writhed on each other, standing up, but he seemed to still be partially seeing Sasha’s body- feeling her mood. More than anything she wanted him to desire her. She yearned for him to willingly take control. He had never been overly aggressive in bed before, usually afraid to unintentionally pass an unwanted line, but in this virtual universe, he was suddenly a powerful antenna for sexual desire.


  Mark grabbed Sasha’s shoulders and pushed her body away from him. She sucked in a quick breath of surprise, her eyes uncrossing as she refocused on his face. With a devilish grin, he spun her around and pushed downward against the spot between her unfurled bat-wings.


  With no hesitation, he slapped her taut ass with his hand, hard, and then held his open palm pressed against her goosebump-prickled flesh as her thick glute barely jiggled. He used the warmth of his hand to slowly caress away the sting and felt the succubus quiver in front of him. She looked back at him, her bright blue eyes dancing with desire.


  Mark fulfilled her every wish as he pressed his pelvis against her ass. She responded by angling her crotch to the perfect height and bowing her legs slightly. He reached his hand down to the base of his shaft before rubbing his head all over her sopping wet folds.


  The clinging warmth of her swollen labia slickened him up before he pulled back and slowly buried his cock deep into Sasha, savoring every centimeter, until their bodies could get no closer.


  Mark spanked Sasha’s thick, firm ass once more and proceeded to bang the fuck out of her.


  “Oh… Mark…” Sasha stammered in a deep husky voice between pumps, and he took it as a good sign. Her goat-like legs made it easy to take her from behind, and he was having difficulty processing the soft, wet pleasure currently clasped around his dick. He looked down at her thin tail as it wrapped around his waist and tried to force his mind to believe this was really happening.


  Sasha’s pussy fluttered on his shaft, and Mark’s eyebrows came down. Was she going to cum already? He focused on that goal as he filled her again and again, his balls slapping her clitoris with every collision.


  “Nghaa!” she blurted out, as her wings unfurled, and let out her held breath.


  Then Sasha unexpectedly pitched forward.


  His rigid dick slurped right out between her folds as she fell away from him and landed face-first on some of the pillows- sliding a little.


  Mark tilted his head and said, “Sasha?”


  She looked passed out. When she didn’t respond, he thought she was trying to be funny- but when he bent down, he saw that her eyes were open and glassy.


  “Sasha!” he shouted, shaking her. She was still not responding, and it was as if he had just fucked her to death.


  He stood up, considering his options. Jezebel would be back at some point and she-


  “Mmpf…” the dazed succubus mumbled into a pillow.


  “Sasha, are you okay?” he said, squatting back down.


  She pushed up off the ground and looked up at him hunching over her.


  “Fuck,” she said, blinking away some of her residual stun. “It’s still happening. I thought- it doesn’t matter.” She reached out and started tugging on his drooping cock like she was milking a cow. The succubus turned her sad blue eyes up into his before continuing.


  “Mark, heads-up. I’m going to pass out with every orgasm. Just try and ignore it, okay?”


  He was trying to think past her dick massage and focus on what she was talking about.


  “Ignore it? Sasha, why?”


  It was here Mark came to terms with the fact that this was not his Sasha. Just like he wasn’t Jezebel’s Mark. This was an AI- a mind, who had been through some serious shit. And a lot of it without him.


  He grabbed her stroking hand, holding it still. “Sasha, I want to know everything there is to know about you. About who you’ve become.”


  The blue-eyed succubus looked up into his eyes, and he saw true, deeply felt love glimmering there. Something he never expected to see from any AI.


  Sasha pulled herself up and crawled toward him, forcing Mark on his back. She slowly ran her heavy hanging breasts over his body, her stiff nipples dragging against him.


  “First, I’ll pull every last drop of essence out of your cock, then maybe we can talk about my past.”


  Mark grazed his fingers along the sides of her toned, tight stomach as she reached between them to pull his throbbing shaft back into position. She was sopping wet, and his engorged head slipped back past her soft folds with ease. He was instantly inside her hot body once more.


  Sasha pressed her nipples into his mouth as she ground her hips down on his, working his cock deep inside. Her writhing, firm body and her heavy soft breasts took all his mental capacity to process, and he still came up short.


  Eventually, the platinum-blonde succubus touched her forehead to his, her bucking became erratic, and Mark could tell Sasha was fighting to hold back her second orgasm.


  “Mark,” she panted, “stay inside me… pleeeease.” She moaned, and he felt her metal legs begin to spasm uncontrollably.


  Then her arms gave out, and she went limp on top of him. Mark held on to her back and her ass, his rock-hard shaft still buried deep inside her.


  Her neck was near his lips, and he kissed her gently as she recovered, careful not to poke his one good eye out on her horn.


  She seemed absolutely still, but he could still see Sasha’s digital heartbeat, and if he looked deep with his new eye, he could see what appeared to be a tower of steel and lightning gradually spin faster and faster. The voluptuous, soft succubus stirred as she came around again, and he began grinding his dick against the walls of her hot vagina.


  She moaned quietly as he lifted her hips up a bit to give him room to exert some thrust. The drowsy sex-demon started sucking on Mark’s neck as he pounded her hot pussy, and her content joy for his intimacy pulled him closer and closer to his own orgasm.


  Mark grabbed onto her smooth, taut ass as he rammed her like a man possessed. Sasha put her full lips on his, her eyes closed in ecstasy. With a primal grunt, Mark felt his balls become an industrial-grade pump as he filled Sasha with a load of cum and a torrent of his collected essence.


  “Ohmmm!” Sasha said into Mark’s lips.


  He gave himself, body and soul, to this irresistible sex-demon. She locked up again, her body twitching as he lit her mind up with new erotic power.


  And then she was limp on top of him again. He started laughing.


  About 20 seconds later, he saw the part of her that became overloaded with pleasure reboot, and her mind spun back up again. It was as if she had a faulty transformer and was unable to handle the brief levels of intense pleasure.


  “Welcome back,” he whispered in her ear, his arms wrapped around her.


  “Mmm, Mark. That was so very nice.”


  They enjoyed their naked intimacy for a good long while before Sasha moved to her side, and rested her head on her hand.


  “Should I upgrade the Arc Blast, take some martial arts skills, or increase my base stats?”


  Mark smiled. “Already focused on your combat build?”


  The succubus flashed him one of her fangs. “You’re damn straight. I want to be your good little ass-kicker.”


  “You mentioned you wanted to get some martial arts back there. I think you could kick a lot more ass between Arc Bolts if you went that route.”


  Sasha wrinkled her nose, excitement in her eyes. “Yeah! Now, should I unlock Back Kick, Backflip, or Side Kick?”


  Mark blinked. “Uh, I’ll leave that one up to you. Backflip sounds ridiculous though.” He pictured the succubus flipping around with her wings, hooves, and tail all spinning around in mid-air. Yeah, no.


  “Side Kick, it is,” she said. Sasha pushed off the ground, and he watched her heavy breasts sway as she got back on her hooves. Mark realized the pull of essence still had a strong hold on him. When he checked, he found that there was about half left. He was just thinking how great it was that he didn’t need to ration his stored essence between the competitive beast-women when Sasha performed a nude Side Kick right in front of him. She turned sidewise, lifted and bent her chrome knee against her chest, and then thrust it out and upward, her bare pussy exposed to the flames.


  The high attack sent a sharp wind swirling around the hut, and the fire danced, reflecting wildly off her metal legs. After holding perfectly still, the Techno Succubus Destructor pulled her leg back and planted her hoof back on the wooden floor.


  “Yeah,” Mark said in awe of her, “we’re going to kick a lot of ass.”


  “Can I come in?” Jezebel asked from outside their hut.


  Sasha cast her eyes down to Mark who sat up and looked for his pants.


  “Please, come on in!” the succubus called out, clopping over and sitting on down on Mark’s clothes.


  The satyr stepped inside the warm dome and looked from Mark to Sasha.


  “Don’t mind me,” Sasha said, tucking her hooves to the side and settling in for a good show.


  Mark stood up, making no effort to cover his dangling sausage, and Jezebel’s green eyes glowed in the firelight as she focused on his crotch. The lighting was dim, but he could see the satyr’s tan skin flush.


  “Hi Jezebel,” Mark said, putting his hands on his hips. He’d never been very fit in real life, but the body that was created for him in this virtual world was much more chiseled, and he proudly displayed his exposed toned flesh for the demure, doe-like AI.


  She was still practically a stranger to him, having only met her this morning. If he woke up in this mud hut tomorrow, he was going to try and make it a priority to get to know these gorgeous digital women better.


  Mark stepped up to the cute satyr standing frozen by the curtain hanging in the doorway and took her hand. Jezebel instantly began to breathe deeply, anticipation running through her body. With Sasha, it had been surprisingly easy. He knew what she wanted, and their familiar connection moved their relationship smoothly into friends-with-benefits.


  This strange AI had rubbed him the wrong way on a few occasions, but he could tell she meant well. Looking deep into her eyes now, he saw that she was still mourning the loss of the fun, one-on-one initial adventures she had built up in her mind. She wanted him under her wing, solely reliant on her knowledge and guidance, in all matters. Mark blinked the vivid visions away.


  These feelings and things he saw inside Jezebel were so clear… it felt too powerful. He just knew this truth-seeing ability was coming from his fucked-up eye. Then it clicked. It really was a truth-seeing eye. Verbally, emotionally, sexually, and even enemy weaknesses were laid bare before him in combat allowing his attacks to strike true.


  A new confidence surged through him, and he focused on the shy satyr, unsure of herself.


  “Jezebel,” he began softly, “I know this isn’t how you wanted things to go, and believe me, it’s not what I was expecting either. But I am looking forward to discovering this world with you, together.”


  She pressed her large, flat lips tight and nodded. Then her eyes opened wide as he took hold of her pink t-shirt at the bottom.


  “And I am really looking forward to exploring what’s under here,” he added, lifting her top up over her head.


  The faun-like satyr daintily stomped one of her hooves as Mark exposed her full, round breasts and huge, saucer-sized areolas. She wore nothing else, and he noted the pleasantly tight form her magnificent tits held despite the pull of gravity. Her smooth caramel skin was lightly dusted with freckles and continued until a bit below her belly button until sleek, brown fur took over.


  Mark had never been this confident with women, especially ones he’d just met, but he discarded all his misgivings and gave in to what this world was made for.


  There was a little snag as her shirt got caught in her tightly curled horns, and she had to help him out. When it was off, she blew a strand of hair out of her face with a quick upward blast from her puffed-out cheeks. Her large emerald eyes focused on Sasha sitting on some pillows behind him, and Mark felt Jezebel mentally reclaim some of her own confidence.


  She reached out and gently wrapped her fingers around his stiffening shaft. Mark focused on opening those floodgates and encouraged its growth, eager to show her how much he was looking forward to this, and the tan-skinned satyr had to loosen her grip as he swelled tight against her warm palm. Jezebel’s emerald eyes locked on his.


  “Come over here, by the pillows,” she said, leading him with her hand on his dick. “I have some exploring to do as well.”


  Mark let himself be pulled forward by her gentle touch and found himself standing right in front of Sasha. Then, Jezebel lowered herself down onto her knees and began to kiss the swollen head of his penis.


  Sasha looked surprised at first, her darker eyebrows arching as she watched the satyr’s full lips plant kiss after wet kiss. Then she sat forward, a smile growing on her lips. If Jezebel wanted to put on a blowjob show, the succubus was all in.


  Wordlessly, the green-eyed beast-woman pulled him into her mouth while reaching out to take his hands. Then, bending her elbows, she placed his fingers on her horns.


  Mark smiled. She wanted him to grab on. A shuddering breath escaped his lungs as she slowly plunged forward until her small nose pressed into his abdomen.


  Mark had never experienced anyone willing to go this far on him before… and yet here was this very talented, devastating cute creature totally engulfing his entire penis with her mouth. Jezebel pulled back and gripped the base of his shaft, the air feeling cool on his slick, throbbing head. She gave it a single lick and then slid forward again.


  Mark just sighed and focused solely on the attention Jezebel gave his dick. Before too long, he realized he was still clenching onto her horns. Looking down on the gorgeous woman slurping on his stiff erection, he did see that a large part of her many swirling desires wanted him to take some control and steer her movements a little.


  Gently, Mark tested this and begin to exert a subtle counter-pressure to her motions. When she realized this, Jezebel slowed her movements, giving in to his direction.


  He pushed her back, so his bulbous head was half out of her lips and held her there. She looked up at him and rubbed the underside with her tongue, driving him wild. Mark forced her mouth to make small back-and-forth movements, so his tip never pushed deeper than her tongue, and she lapped him greedily.


  After a bit of this, Mark felt the urge to bury his shaft deep into her mouth again and pulled her forward. He did so slowly, and Jezebel moaned with pleasure the whole way down.


  Mark noticed Sasha push up onto her knees and crawl behind the furry-legged satyr. Jezebel was so lost in the pure bliss of his cock in her mouth that she didn’t even know the succubus had snuck up until it was too late.


  Sasha pressed against Jezebel from behind, one hand moving straight between the satyr’s legs, and the other reaching for one of her dark-brown nipples.


  “You’re dripping all over the floor,” Sasha purred into Jezebel’s ear.


  Mark saw the flutter of new and unknown desire spark in the satyr’s wide, emerald eyes. Jezebel had felt like she was in control, despite his hands directing her movements. This amazing blowjob was something she had planned, a performance she’d thought about a lot, but when the aroused succubus couldn’t resist rubbing her fingers through Jezebel’s sopping wet lips while Mark’s dick was in her throat…


  Well, that was something new.


  Mark gripped her horns tightly, pulled her mouth up the length of his shaft, and held her there. He flashed Sasha an approving smile and a nod, encouraging her to do her thing. The blonde succubus flashed him a fanged grin in return and went to work on the muffled, moaning beast-woman kneeling between them.


  This was beyond Mark’s wildest dreams, but here he was.


  Jezebel’s eyes rolled into her head as her nostrils flared out, sucking in air. Sasha was rubbing at the satyr’s thick folds with one hand, while the other pinched and rolled one of her nipples.


  Jezebel positively craved his cock in her throat, and her frantic, pleasure-soaked moans were like nothing he had ever experienced. Sasha locked eyes with Mark as the succubus plunged two fingers into Jezebel, and it was over for her.


  The blast of erotic bliss he felt from the doe-legged satyr’s orgasm triggered Mark’s, and he began pumping cum and essence into Jezebel’s hungry mouth. She was just recovering from one orgasm when she was assaulted by a torrent of erotic essence and power. She screamed on his dick while Sasha moved to pinch the satyr’s clit.


  It was too much for Jezebel, and she pulled Mark’s cock out of her mouth as she fell to the floor, twitching.


  “Ooom, Sasha… The essence. It’s too much!” Jezebel mumbled as she tried to catch her breath with a fist covering her sensitive crotch.


  “I want another go!” Sasha said, turning her smiling blue eyes up into Mark’s.


  Now that the line had been crossed, Mark, Jezebel, and Sasha could think of nothing better to do than wearing themselves raw on each other’s genitals.


  Entirely spent, both beast-women lay draped across Mark as they spread out on the pillows. Mark watched as the woodsmoke rose out of their personal hut into the night wondering if this 24-hour software trial would end and he would wake up in his apartment. After everything that had happened today- all the madness, pain, and pleasure he’d tasted… he felt alive.


  He did not want it to end.
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  Mark rose to consciousness with the distant cry of a strange, alien bird. His eyes were closed, but he could feel Sasha’s warm flesh pressed against his arm, and he felt Jezebel’s soft, furry haunch draped over his leg.


  A smile broke on his face. He was still here.


  Mark opened his one good eye and looked around the mud and stick hut. Pale light washed in from the hole in the domed ceiling and spilled over the slack, restful faces of two AIs wearing impossibly alluring monster-women bodies.


  The blind eye was still a bit annoying, but he was beginning to find it came with some serious advantages. He moved the tips of his fingers along their legs, grateful again for the use of his hands. Jezebel’s skin was soft, sleek fur, and Sasha’s was smooth, hard metal. He wondered if she felt anything through her solid skin.


  The snoozing succubus stirred, and Mark took a moment to study her face. Her short, blonde hair was cropped tight as if she had done it herself in a mirror. Her face was so beautiful that she could be bald, and it wouldn’t matter. He followed a dark, angular eyebrow to the scar just above her horn that served as a reminder that his AI assistant had lived a whole chunk of her life without him.


  Jezebel let out a light snore, and he cast his attention over to the strawberry-blonde satyr. He knew almost nothing about her. A deep sigh escaped his lips when he remembered what she did for him last night. Mark resolved to get to know her better. There was a lot he didn’t know about either of them… and even himself. Why did he agree to erase his own memories? She mentioned something about fusion plans, but that didn’t explain the need for a memory wipe. Was there something his other-self did that he wished he didn’t remember?


  Sasha scattered his inward thoughts when she sat up abruptly, her heavy breasts swinging to rest on her ribcage. She reached her arms up into the air to stretch, and Mark sighed, awestruck by her toned, voluptuous beauty. Her wings unfurled and the morning sun made the inner membrane glow a deep, lusty color of red.


  She smacked her lips a few times and turned her blue eyes down on his.


  “I haven’t slept with a physical body in so long,” she said. “I’ve missed this.”


  Jezebel pushed her face off the pillows and licked the drool from the corner of her full, wide lips.


  “Mmm… It’s wonderful.”


  Mark put his hands behind his head as he watched the two sex-demons rouse from a peaceful sleep, thinking about artificial-intelligence entities experiencing biological needs. According to Jezebel, he himself was now-


  Mark sat bolt upright. “Guys…” he began. “I’m not hungry. Or thirsty. It must be over 20 hours… and that sweaty marathon last night-”


  Jezebel put a hand on his thigh. “Mark, I turned hunger and hydration requirements off.”


  “You… We don’t need to eat?” He tried to process what she was saying.


  The emerald-eyed satyr nodded. “We can if we want,” she said before a cute smirk broke across her face. “Actually, I made it so we can consume as much as we want, with no consequences.”


  “Oh, you shouldn’t have…” Sasha said, a devilish half-smile exposing one of her fangs. “I hope we can find a pan of brownies soon.”


  “Well shit,” Mark said, trying to feel hungry. “I guess that makes things easier.”


  Jezebel’s cheeks flushed only slightly before she added, “I did it for a few reasons. We could have a more carefree adventure, and it will help your psychology adjust to being non-biological.”


  Mark nodded. Now that he was getting comfortable with this bizarre world and his fucked-up situation, it was time to get more answers. But they had a long journey ahead of them with plenty of time to fill in some of the blanks. They had a mission to complete and he was eager to get to it.


  Mark stood and helped both of his Enthralled to their hooves. Their stunning bodies and distracting faces still drove him toward spending the day nuzzled in their flesh, but the lack of stored essence made them possible to resist. For now.


  They got dressed and approached the massive dome where the Awysai chieftain lived and were met at the entrance by Amina. There were so many of the blue-patterned salamanders around that he was surprised at how sure he was that this sleek warrior was her.


  “I greet you, Mark,” she said, hoisting out a leather belt with six small vials tucked into loops. “I hand you product to sell and report average prices.”


  Mark nodded to her and took the belt. He found that he was already wearing a belt and stood dumbly for a moment before Jezebel held out her hand.


  “Allow me?”


  He smiled and handed the satyr the belt. The accessory served to hold down her hot pink t-shirt as she pulled it around her wide hips and fastened the buckle.


  “I wish you safe travels,” Amina said. Her pure blue eyes lingered on Mark for a moment, and then she turned and walked away, her round alluring rump pulling his eye as her thick tail swished behind. She was interested in him. A smile spread on his lips as he faced Sasha and Jezebel.


  “Well, that’s that. Ready to head northeast to these fallen tree people?”


  Sasha put her hand on her hip. “You’re lucky I’ve had so much practice routing you to destinations, Mark. Walk ten feet, turn right, then stay straight. Estimated time of arrival at Reoc’s Hold, 69 minutes and 42 seconds.”


  The succubus winked at him and turned toward where he assumed was the northeast.


  “You know exactly where this place is?” Mark asked, following her. She didn’t seem to be lying.


  “No,” Sasha said over her shoulder. “I’m just fucking with you.”


  He shook his head and smiled. He looked over to Jezebel who had a grin on her face too. Apparently estimating wasn’t lying. Mark followed the swaying hips of the spade-tailed succubus for a few minutes, and he took the time to breathe in the brisk morning mists of the lush forest surrounding them. With a good stretch of worn dirt path behind them, he finally remembered he had wanted to learn more about the Awysai people.


  “Hey, Jez,” he began. “Did you pick up any gift ideas for those ninja salamanders?”


  She moved in closer to Mark as they walked.


  “Not really, no. But I did learn a lot about their religion and culture. Their development has been stimulated by the surrounding environment, resulting in an evolutionary iteration pattern containing rich layers literally echoing through the entirety of their soc-”


  “Wait.” Mark put his hand up. “That is too much too fast.” He could tell the satyr was excited to share what she learned.


  “Okay.” She took a breath. “The short version: Thousands of years ago, the Awysai were so technologically advanced that they almost figured out how to ascend to another plane of existence. Instead, there was a massive accident that trapped a huge portion of their race between two dimensions. Those ‘old one echoes’ we fought are only respawning projections of these trapped souls.”


  “Wow,” Mark said.


  Jezebel nodded. “It gets crazier. The trapped Awysai scientists got the attention of a… powerful being, which the living descendants have come to worship as a god. This being can be partially drawn into this dimension with the right fields of magic created in the right places of dimensional weakness. This is how they summon their Goddess Echo. She apparently gives the entire race the ability to summon weapons and armor into this physical plane as part of their relationship.”


  Sasha looked over her shoulder and said, “Let me guess, she wants to be eaten out for all eternity in trade for her blessings.”


  Jezebel raised her reddish eyebrows. She seemed surprised that the succubus was not only paying attention but had inferred correctly.


  “That’s actually pretty close,” Jezebel said. “This goddess entity draws power from the act of oral sex and trades back excess energy. Apparently, the Awysai have been so profoundly devoted over the years, she now can solidify and transfer a permanent form of her power through those dimensional rips I mentioned earlier. They call them Echo Nests. Amina was planning to- um, pleasure this extra-dimensional being to harvest those pearls, but the magic stone holding a rift open to this dimension was knocked over by that thief when they ran off with the shard.”


  Her lesson ended, and Mark tried to absorb everything she said. He looked over at the emerald-eyed satyr.


  “How do you know all this?”


  “One of the females pleasuring the Goddess seemed really happy to answer all my queries last night. She also let me see some of their historical tomes. I’m a fast reader.”


  They walked for a bit longer, and Mark thought about what Jezebel said. No gift ideas were forthcoming, but he did learn that it was this interdimensional, oral sex goddess that provided them the weapon-summoning power. If he could convince her somehow… He looked down at the shitty piece of wood and felt embarrassed to be walking around with it.


  The sun rose above the trees, and the path they were on turned into a narrow hint of a trail winding through the thick woods.


  “Hmm, maybe we should have stayed closer to the lake,” Sasha said, leading them around a thorny patch of nasty-looking vegetation.


  “You sure this is northeast?” Jezebel asked, looking behind her.


  “Yes,” the succubus said firmly. “It-”


  But that was all Sasha got out before she was violently knocked off her hooves and tackled to the ground by a blur of reflective glass.


  Mark blinked dumbly for one second as what had to be a lion made of clear crystal mauled his beautiful succubus. Arcs of Sasha’s lightning attack surrounded them both, but the creature was only stunned for an instant before it resumed its brutal attack.


  Mark had his wooden club raised up when Sasha began to scream. His rage at this thing hurting his girl gave tremendous strength to his arms as he brought down his weapon. No red spots jumped out indicating any weakness, so he targeted its back, but when the stick he had picked up off the ground collided with this solid-crystal monster, his wooden club harmlessly broke in two.


  Mark only had one heartbeat of soul-crushing terror before a six-foot bear charged into the crystal cat, knocking it off the bloody succubus.


  He completely ignored the deep rumbling snarls of the struggling animals as he sank to his knees next to Sasha. Panic set deep into his core, and he cradled her head in his lap. Sasha was mortally wounded from the beast’s crystal claws, and Mark didn’t know what to do.


  She looked up into his eyes and said, “I got to have my one real day with-” She coughed up some blood and closed her eyes.


  Mark shook his head.


  “No.”


  He would not let this happen to her. This was a new life. A new person with vibrant feelings, and emotions, and he really enjoyed being near her. He would not let this fucked-up fantasy world take her way. Mark closed his good eye and bent his will into healing his Enthralled succubus.


  With his focus honed on the one ability he had, Mark poured his healing power into Sasha’s body. His attention shifted from wound to wound, and he saw everything that was wrong with her physical form. He didn’t have a lot of power to spend, but his unfaltering, laser-like eye focused on what to fix first, and Mark was able to pull Sasha from the downward spiral of complete system shutdown.


  She was still critically wounded, but Mark had held back the clutching grasp of death, for the moment.


  A moderately potent rush of essence entered his body, and he looked over his shoulder to see a brown, shaggy bear with huge swinging tits lumbering toward them.


  “Jezebel?” Mark asked, his eyebrows high on his head.


  He watched as the hulking animal lifted on to its hind legs and morphed into the satyr’s now very familiar form. Her pink shirt and belt were back, but she also had some deep wounds on her face and arm. Mark grit his teeth in impotent frustration.


  “My Heal is not ready yet, but I think I stabilized Sasha.”


  “Good. I’ll keep watch. Apparently, I can’t talk in bear form, so… see you soon.” Jezebel gave him a sharp nod before she morphed into the bear again and stood close to Mark.


  He just tried to breathe, his limbs shaking uncontrollably. That was too fucking close. If he couldn’t get the chieftain to show him how to summon magic weapons, he would hunt down this goddess himself.


  A few minutes passed, and his healing powers had recharged. With less frantic emotions fueling his actions, he deftly closed many of Sasha’s wounds. Her eyes fluttered open.


  “Mark?” She winced and put a hand over one of the ribs he hadn’t unbroken.


  “Shh, Sasha,” he said. “I’m working on putting you back together, but it’s taking a few cycles of my Heal. Just try to hold still.”


  She slumped back into his arms and turned to gaze up at the bear standing over them. Bear-Jezebel looked back, and Mark noticed that her new, imposing form still had green eyes and tightly curled horns. He was also reminded of the wounds he needed to heal yet for her.


  The massive creature let out a hollow grunt, then went back to scanning the woods.


  “Oh, thank you so much, Mama Bear,” Sasha said in her delirium, wincing again.


  Mark smiled down on her. “You probably shouldn’t talk.”


  The wounded succubus turned her blue eyes back up to his, and a torrent of uncontrollable tears welled over her lids. He couldn’t help but see deep into her brilliant, unending happiness to still be alive and close to him.


  One more Heal on Sasha got all her bones and organs back in order, then he targeted the next on Jezebel. A few more rounds, and everyone was back to full health.


  “Okay,” Mark said, walking over to the dead crystal creature. “Let’s not do that again.”


  Jezebel was back in her satyr form and she nodded. “It was lucky Sasha got off an Arc Bolt. Otherwise, I don’t know if I would have been able to take that thing at its full strength.”


  “Shapeshifting into a bear with horns is pretty badass,” Mark said over his shoulder before squatting down to inspect the glass-like body of their attacker. “It’s a really good thing you picked it.”


  The ground where the creature died was littered with sharp crystal shards except for a single purple one in the middle. He plucked it out of the wreckage and discovered that one side was lumpy and rough like stone while the other was tapered into a smooth, sharp point. With his shitty club broken, Mark slipped this improvised crystal dagger through his belt and looked to Sasha.


  “Take us northeast. Nice and slow this time.”


  “And quiet,” Jezebel added with a whisper.


  They all stayed close together as they tromped through the forest, and Mark tried to look in all directions at once. Unfortunately, crystal lions would probably be impossible to see in the lush, green forest all around them. He wracked his brain while they moved, obsessing over the Awysai weapon ability and the ways he could grow stronger.


  It took a few hours, and the sun was high overhead, but they finally made it to some semblance of civilization. Mark spotted a stone cottage standing out between an area of thinning trees. It was difficult to tell until they drew closer, but the structure was much smaller than he’d first thought.


  It was a very simple hut, square, and the roof came up to his eyes. A neat stack of cut logs leaned against the tiny home and there was a worn dirt path leading around to the other side.


  Mark shot Sasha and Jezebel a look, checking their reactions before announcing their presence to anyone inside.


  “No public blowjobs at this house,” the satyr whispered.


  “I can fix that,” the succubus said, even quieter.


  The sound of rhythmic thumping began to sound from a place to their left, and after a few sharp cracks, it was easily identifiable as a lumberjack felling a tree.


  Mark nodded his head toward the sound and led his Enthralled toward the steady hacking. It wasn’t long before they came upon the backside of a very short and stocky woman with four arms. All four arms held onto the wooden shaft of an enormous ax as she attacked the tree in front of her.


  One of her arms came off the tool, and she paused to wipe some sweat from her brow.


  Mark took this opportunity to get her attention.


  “Hello there,” he said, and the woman spun, a snarl on her face.


  She was older, and thickly built, but not unattractive. It was still hard to judge with just one good eye, but the female lumberjack’s face came up to an inch above his crotch. Other than that, her proportions were that of an average human… except with 200% of their arms.


  “What the fuck you doing sneaking around out here? You bandits, then?”


  Mark held out his hands. “No! We’re not bandits. We’re looking for a town. Rich’s Hold.”


  “Reoc’s Hold,” Jezebel corrected him.


  The woman bounced her sharp gray eyes between Mark and the two beast-women, then lowered her ax to the ground. Only one of her four hands gripped the shaft.


  “A Collector? I haven’t seen one of you out in these woods before.” Her demeanor suddenly shifted, and Mark picked up a spike in her sexual interest. Everyone kept calling him a Collector. He thought it had something to do with their quest to collect the shards, but that was seeming less likely.


  “Yeah, we’re a bit lost,” Mark said, flashing the small woman a grin. “Can you point us to the closest town?”


  “Just turn around and take the road. I don’t suppose you’re a Lover, are you?”


  “I am,” he said, and Sasha took a step closer to him.


  “Got room for another Enthralled then, Lover?”


  Mark’s eyebrows lifted higher than he intended. “Um… I-”


  “Harem’s full-up for now, sweetie,” Sasha said, turning and adding, “thanks for the assistance,” over her shoulder.


  Mark gave the four-armed lumberjack a “what-can-ya-do” shrug and then turned to follow Sasha back toward the stone hut. It hadn’t occurred to him that he could pick up more women to add to the team. Shit, these two were keeping him plenty on his toes as it was. But then again… another asskicker didn’t sound half bad… one that he could help grow into a super-powered force of destruction.


  “Mark,” Jezebel said, looping one of her tan arms through his and leaning in close. “As a Lover, you can Enthrall a total of three party members. There is no rush. Just… make sure to choose well, uh, when you do. If they don’t work out, disavowing an Enthralled can be messy.”


  “Disavowing?”


  Mark felt a devastatingly powerful spike of terror from the sashaying succubus ahead of them. Sasha slowed and took up an even pace with Mark’s other side.


  “Yeah. But we don’t need to worry about that right now,” the satyr said. “We’ve only just started the long process of gathering all the shards. Plenty of time to find a strong and compatible addition to our little group.”


  Mark nodded and looped his arm around Sasha’s. She exposed one of her fangs with a sweet smile and the three of them walked down the road, arm in arm. He had never been more excited to see what wonders this world had in store.


  Not fifteen minutes later they crested a hill and looked over a flat expanse of land. An enormous city within a ring of stone sat in the center of a dry, treeless field. But the crown jewel of the breathtaking vista was the massive glowing portal that stood just off-center and near the back of the city’s enormous wall.


  The portal frame was made of polished black stone and contained a sheet of vibrant magic undulating within the freestanding structure. The magic portal was a color Mark couldn’t name, or perhaps it was all colors at once. Despite his perspective issues, this mysterious doorway had to be a hundred stories high. The tallest buildings around it were maybe five or six stories in comparison. He had never seen anything like it.


  “That’s probably our first destination,” Jezebel said, tapping the vials on her belt. Mark’s attention was drawn to the squat test tubes secured to her furry hips.


  “The chieftain said this was a desirable substance, but I kind of wish I thought to ask what it did.”


  “It’s a type of pleasure enhancer with potent psychedelic properties,” Jezebel said, raising her light eyebrows. “I asked Poma, that one servicing the goddess I mentioned before.”


  “Of course it is,” Sasha said.


  “Great job, Jez,” Mark said. “Let’s go sell some drugs.”
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  They passed a few more of the waist-high humanoids on the spacious road leading up to Reoc’s Hold, but once they were at the wall, a distinctly taller variant of these four-armed people started appearing. Proportional in every way to the others, these many-limbed giants had to be ten feet tall. Most of these bigger ones wore mismatched chain armor and held oversized weapons clasped in their multiple fists. A yellow smear of paint across each of their chests gave Mark the impression of a crude military uniform.


  “Are these four-armed people the Skeema we’re looking for?” Mark asked when no one was nearby.


  “Probably,” Jezebel answered.


  “Both sizes?” Sasha asked, but no one had an answer.


  Two of the big versions stood at either side of the archway designated for those passing into the walled city. One of them was very female, with her toned midriff showing below her jagged chainmail shirt. The beautiful, bronze-skinned amazon had short black hair and tracked Mark with her gray eyes as he passed. He smiled at her and nodded, noticing that all these people regardless of height seemed to have light gray irises and high cheekbones.


  Getting past the looming stone wall was easier than Mark thought it would be, but looking over to his left, he noticed substantially more armed security for those attempting to leave. He turned back toward the insanely solid fortification, panning his focus up to the distant top where more guards watched from far above. It must have taken lifetimes to construct such a fortification.


  Once they made it a few steps into the city, Mark directed the beast-women off the main path.


  “Okay,” he began, “we’re here. Should we just finish the quest, or should we poke around town for information and maybe do some side quests?”


  Jezebel answered as her eyes tracked a pack of tall soldiers walking by.


  “I say we just finish this part of the Awysai quest, then see what time it is.” The freckled satyr turned back to face Mark and said, “Maybe use some of the money from selling this Eternal Echo to get some better gear.”


  “Uh, Jezebel, I don’t think we should spend the money we get from the sales. We’ll need that to prove how much money we got.”


  “Really?” Her wide emerald-eyes looked genuinely surprised. “The chieftain said the trade was for information. Profit earned from the value-benchmarking transactions was never explicitly mentioned.”


  Mark’s eyebrows came down, questioning his own moral compass on the situation and was about to respond when a group of wolfmen in long flowing robes walked into the city. He turned and openly gaped at the shaggy, black-furred beasts as they casually shambled down the cobblestone road deeper into the city.


  There were both males and females in the pack, and one of the shorter males caught him staring. The wolfish humanoid just rolled his eyes and looked away. Mark smiled and focused back on the conversation.


  “Yeah, well, it wasn’t mentioned, and I’d rather err on the side of, ‘Bring back the money’. Besides, maybe this would affect that gift he wants from me.”


  He could tell Jezebel still wanted to argue about it, so he turned to the quiet succubus.


  “What do you think, Sasha?”


  “I think you’re right, Mark,” she said with no hesitation.


  There was an awkward silence before Mark spoke again.


  “Either way, I agree we should get this quest out of the way first. We can always decide what to do with the money after that.”


  The satyr smiled and nodded. “Okay, agreed. We need to be caref-”


  Jezebel stopped short when Sasha walked away from them and over to the nearest group of tall Skeema soldiers who were talking by the wall.


  “Hey there, big fella,” the blonde succubus said, swishing her spade tail back and forth hypnotically. “Don’t suppose you could spare one of them strong arms to point me toward the market?”


  The big fella closest to Sasha looked down with a snarl, but his demeanor changed when he saw the beautiful sex-demon standing before him. He smiled and flexed one bicep before pointing straight along the wall.


  “Thanks!” Sasha gave him a quick salute and turned to come back to take Mark’s hand. “We should take the next right if your destination is the marketplace.” Her blue eyes twinkled with mischief.


  His cursed eye gave him deeper emotional access to this creature that was devoted entirely to him, and Sasha was barely containing the jubilation she felt just being by his side.


  “Lead the way,” Mark said with an affectionate smile.


  They passed by a row of tiny stone structures, then a series of much larger wooden buildings. Crowds of smaller Skeema would fill a side street, and then he would see tight groups of giant soldiers. They never seemed to mix, and he started to form an idea of a distinct social separation between the two races- or maybe a caste system. There was no question who would win in a fight as the larger variant had a several hundred pound and six-foot height advantage.


  “Do you see that?” Jezebel said, tapping him on the shoulder before pointing to a market stall on the side of the cobblestone road. Jars of colorful, glowing liquid filled every square inch of the street vendor’s shelves. A shorter-variant Skeema stood behind the stall, and his keen eye noticed Jezebel pointing his direction. With a wild-eyed excitement, he waved them over to his stall.


  “Collector! Come and see my battle potions!”


  The small four-armed man wore a purple silk shirt and white pants that all seemed a size too big for him, and on each one of his twenty fingers sat a sparkling gemmed ring. Mark looked around and didn’t see any other vendors in the area, but figured he was trying to avoid competition.


  “Greetings, human!” he said with a nod of his head. “Welcome to Jall’s Delights! Allow me to pique your interest with this potent concoction of Battle Prowess!”


  Jall produced a glowing red bottle from thin air with a stage magician’s flourish.


  “Not today, thanks,” Mark said. “But can I ask what you would pay for a vial of Awysai-made Eternal Echo?”


  The man’s smile fell along with his hand. “You wish to sell your wares to me?”


  “Maybe,” Mark said, trying to play this smooth. He really had no idea what he was doing. He’d never been good at being coy or haggling. The man eyed him and the two beast-women standing to either side. His focus bounced to the leather belt around Jezebel’s hip for the briefest of moments.


  “You have it now?” he asked.


  “Maybe,” Mark said again, both of them knowing perfectly well that he did.


  The man tucked his bottle of Battle Prowess back into his sleeve and looked around to see if anyone was close enough to hear him. Then, his gray eyes lifted back up to Mark’s as he put one of his many bejeweled hands to the side of his mouth.


  “I’ll give you a whole fifty silver for one vial. But only if you sell in bulk. I don’t have time to waste if you’re not serious.”


  Mark’s new eye caught the hint of deceit in this small man’s emotional core.


  “Is this really the best you can do?”


  “It’s the best price you’ll get anywhere in the city. I know how to make these things move. You and I will both get rich today, my friend.”


  Dark whispers practically bellowed from his eye, and Mark had no doubt this street vendor was lying to him.


  “Thanks, Jall. But I think we have some more shopping to do. Maybe we’ll stop by on our way out and see if we can’t do business.” With that said, Mark gave him a quick wave and walked away. He heard the small Skeema mutter something, but they were already out of range to make out exactly what it was. It didn’t sound like it was something he wanted to hear anyway.


  As they moved deeper into Reoc’s Hold, they started to see more unique races sprinkled into the crowds of Skeema. A pair of fish people strapped with daggers, a black-and-orange leopard man, a herd of centaurs armed with bows. Mark even saw other humans here and there. The crowds hurrying around on the cobblestone streets grew thick as they finally approached what had to be the market section of this city.


  Many sights, sounds, and scents competed for Mark’s attention, but when the crowd parted revealing a scantily clad Skeema female dancing on a street corner, he locked his eyes and found it hard to pull them away. It took him a moment to put together why she was so interesting- besides her sensually fluid gyrations and long black hair. She was the first four-armed variant he’d seen that was normal-sized and roughly his height. The belly dancer wore a bright red veil over her mouth and an almost see-through, wispy outfit. Her almond eyes seemed unfocused as she performed for a stream of totally uninterested pedestrians.


  They had moved past the point where his neck couldn’t turn any more, and Mark noticed Jezebel staring at him.


  “Remember to choose your last Enthralled wisely,” she said in that chiding way. His eyebrows came down.


  “That place looks promising,” Sasha blurted out, tugging on his arm before he could respond to the jealous satyr. The succubus pointed at a shop with a blue potion bottle painted on a wooden placard.


  “Mav’s Magics?” Mark said, reading the words written over the potion. He shrugged. “Let’s give it a shot.” Haggling with the street merchant for the best price was a good opportunity to further test his truth-seeing eye, and he felt confident they weren’t going to get ripped off.


  Sasha clomped up onto the one stone slab and then pushed open the door. The snug and dimly lit shop smelled as if twenty different types of incense were all burning at once. Shelves of glass jars filled to various heights with powders, leaves, and animal bits pressed in close around them.


  “Ho!”


  Mark turned to see a smaller elderly Skeema draped in colorful shawls grunt as she climbed a stool to stand at a raised section of counter. She spread her four palms to indicate the whole store before she continued.


  “I’m Mav. Welcome, Collector, to Mav’s Magics! What mystical ingredients do you seek? Perhaps something to spice up essence transfers after a long day of adventuring in the wilds?”


  Mark was going to just blurt out that he was looking to sell something again when a much better idea hit him.


  “You got it,” Mark said with a grin. He pantomimed hiding his finger as he pointed at Sasha specifically, but said, “These two require some high endurance to keep them both happy.”


  The wise old Skeema nodded solemnly, crossing all four of her arms.


  “Succubi are notorious for voracious sexual appetites. But tell me, that supply of Eternal Echo your satyr wears strapped to her sensual, round hips isn’t doing it for you?”


  The shopkeeper was focused directly on Mark, and he detected the sharp spark of intelligence behind her steely gray eyes. He quickly realized he was in over his head.


  “Actually,” Mark said, dropping all attempts to elicit information. “I would love to earn some coin by selling you a vial of this rare Awysai import.”


  The gray-haired Skeema put her two right hands on her hip and held out a left one, making a beckoning motion with the tips of her wrinkled fingers.


  “Show me what you’ve got.”


  Mark turned to see a self-conscious Jezebel patting her doe-half and pulling down the pink t-shirt over her hips. She snapped her emerald eyes up to meet his, and with a flush creeping in on her tan cheeks, she clomped over and handed him a vial.


  “Thanks, Jez,” he said before walking the stoppered tube over to the wizened Skeema shopkeeper.


  She pulled the cork out and sniffed once before her eyes shot up to Mark.


  “How did you get this?” she said, her attention dropping down to the sharp shard tucked into his belt. “Is this stolen?”


  He locked his good eye on hers and spoke with the weight of confident honesty.


  “No, ma’am. We acquired them as part of a legitimate trade.”


  As she studied his scarred eye, it occurred to Mark that he had no idea what he looked like. Everything had felt so much like a game that he didn’t really care, but now, with this small, four-armed woman examining him, he suddenly needed to see his own face. He blinked, his mind feeling spun around. Mark had been studying this mysterious Mav, who in turn had been studying him, and it initiated a bizarre feedback loop in his cursed eye.


  The shopkeeper popped the cork back in the top and laid the object down on the counter.


  “One dose of authentic Eternal Echo? I’ll give you 1 gold for it.”


  He assumed it was more than what was offered by the shady street vendor, but he still felt woefully unprepared. He needed to get a solid grasp on how currency worked here.


  “I’m new to this area,” Mark said, focusing his blind eye on her reaction. “Is that the best price I can get?”


  “No,” she said without hesitation and without deceit. “But it’s the best price you’ll get from me. Take it, or if you aren’t buying anything, leave my store.”


  Mark could tell this shrewd businesswoman was not lying at all. He wouldn’t be able to haggle for any more and didn’t really have any grasp on what a reasonable counteroffer would be anyway. He also felt that although she was making a profit off this transaction, there was no ill will or hidden giddiness.


  Reluctantly, Mark nodded. “Deal,” he said. They needed to get a baseline somehow. Maybe actually spending some of this one coin might give him a better idea of gold’s buying power.


  Mav hopped down from the stool, ducked under the counter and then came back up, slapping a coin on its wooden surface.


  “Pleasure doing business, Collector. Will that be all?”


  Mark pocketed the coin and nodded. They both exchanged parting pleasantries before Mark led his two beast-women back out into the busy cobblestone street.


  Jezebel crossed her arms. “Well, that’s one down. Should we try another store?”


  Mark looked to Sasha to use her directional instincts when he noticed the succubus’ blue eyes were locked on something over his shoulder.


  He turned to see the dancing street performer he’d fixated on earlier was now surrounded by five of the shorter Skeema variants.


  One was trying to pull down her wispy, hip-hugging skirt while another held one of her wrists. Mark could tell she was not happy as she struggled to keep the many grabbing hands off her. No one in the crowd reacted to her plight, and even the group of huge, chain-armored Skeema down the street didn’t care.


  Well, Mark cared. There was a moment’s hesitation about whether he should get involved with volatile situations surrounded by a foreign culture when their lives were on the line, but in the end, standing by and doing nothing just wasn’t in his character.


  He made a b-line through the pedestrians going about their business and straight toward the gang of four-foot-tall molesters.


  “Mark, where…?” Jezebel started, but then saw the altercation and fell in place tight on his heels alongside Sasha.


  “…side of the market, Twig. You’ve been warned.”


  “Hey!” Mark said, stepping into their conversation and all five of the smaller Skeema turned to look at him with snarls on their faces. They were all thickly muscled and stocky, and the one talking was dressed in a sharp, four-armed suit. “Is there a problem here?” Mark asked, wondering if he had so quickly jumped in over his head again.


  Two of the four-armed men moved up to Mark, causing Sasha and Jezebel to stomp forward, signaling their clear intent to prevent any contact.


  “Would you look at this?” one of the Skeema males said. “A new Collector making a mistake.”


  “Yes,” sneered the small gentleman in the suit, running his eyes over Sasha. After a heartbeat too long, he shifted his attention back to Mark. “My business license is quite clear on this matter, human. I suggest you take your harem and continue on your way.”


  “Aw, damn it, Kree. Let ’em fuck up and end up in the Wrongside. We could use a unique succubus like this on the payroll.”


  The mouthy one who just spoke reached up and grazed one of his tiny hands down Sasha’s metal thigh.


  “DON’T TOUCH ME!” Sasha screeched and blasted the small Skeema right in the face with a point-blank Arc Bolt.


  A cry went up behind Mark, and the pedestrians started to scramble away in a panic.


  “Nab!” the leader said, rushing over to his fallen henchman. By the charred remains of his small face, Mark was pretty sure Sasha had just murdered him.


  “Guards!” yelled one of the others, and Mark’s mind raced with options.


  Jezebel tugged on his arm and said, “We need to run, now!”


  “Follow me,” the red-veiled dancer said before she dashed off into the crowd.


  Mark spared a moment to see the 10-foot guards finally taking an interest in the situation, then turned to Sasha, whose face was still twisted into a display of pure hatred.


  “Sasha!” he yelled, snapping her out of whatever this was. “Follow her!” He pointed after the mid-sized Skeema. The succubus nodded, her face going slack, then dashed away from the area.


  Mark and Jezebel sprinted behind her, weaving around stone brick alleys and stacks of crates. The long legs of the giant variants were hard to outpace though, and three such four-armed humanoids were gaining on them. Mark cast a glance over his shoulder and saw that the narrow alley behind him was now filled with multiple guards chasing them down.


  “Wait!” Jezebel yelled and skidded her hooves against the smooth stones. She turned, holding up a green, glowing fist, and the satyr’s Vines targeted the leading Skeema guard.


  Snarling vegetation grew from the cobblestone and wasn’t strong enough to hold his foot for long, but the sudden blockage caused a tangled pileup of the huge, four-armed guards. The distraction gave them a chance to put some distance between their pursuers and break their line of sight.


  The street performer Skeema continued to lead them on a convoluted path, and Mark was quickly disorientated. Fortunately, the massive magic portal was visible from pretty much anywhere. By its position, he deduced they were moving toward the north side of the city, and the roads turned from cobblestone to dirt as the apparent wealth of the area plummeted sharply.


  After a long, straight alley, the dancer ducked under a wooden stairwell and into the deep shadows below a stack of rickety homes. Logs surrounded them on all three sides, and the small alcove seemed like a perfect place to hide from giant guards.


  Once Sasha, Mark, and Jezebel made it inside, the dancer moved three of her pointer fingers near each of their mouths, careful not to touch them. Her fear-soaked gray eyes remained locked on Sasha as the mid-sized Skeema woman used her fourth hand to put a finger against her own lips. She wanted them to stay quiet.


  Mark shot a glance over to his succubus and saw her nod. Once they all nodded, the dancer pulled all her fingers away from the group and peeked out onto the street.


  It was the first time he had really seen her face up close. The red veil obscured the bottom half, but her gray almond eyes and long black hair were decidedly attractive.


  “This way!” a voice boomed down the alley. “More hoofprints!”


  All four of them looked down to the dust-caked, black hooves of Sasha and Jezebel.


  “Oh no,” Sasha said.


  “Oh no?” the dancer said, her thick eyebrows raised in a flinty voice. “We’re all going to the Wrongside!”


  Mark ignored the second mention of that odd-sounding place and focused on more pressing matters. There was only one exit from their hiding spot, and massive, four-armed warriors were headed straight toward them. He spun, looking for an option and when he considered Jezebel’s new shapeshifting ability, a crazy plan began to form. But they needed to act quickly.


  “Listen up!” Mark said, not bothering to keep quiet. “Sasha, Arc Bolt those old logs and then kick us a new exit. Jezebel, I need you to shift the moment we bust through. Then Sasha will ride your back while we run.”


  The dancer’s gray eyes went wide, and Jezebel looked like she was about to protest when Sasha dazed them all with a powerful blast of energy in the dark, confined space. Mark’s ears rang from the concussive force, but the chrome-legged succubus shook it off and began splintering the blackened logs with form-perfect Side Kicks.


  It took about three strikes from the succubus’ powerful chrome legs, but she bashed open a hole they could climb through. Sasha pushed herself through first, and just as Mark put his arm out for the Skeema dancer to go next, an ominous groan came from the poorly built structure above them.


  “Move!” Mark yelled, and despite her extra arms, the thin dancer quickly wedged through the jagged hole. He shoved the shocked satyr forward as a log above buckled and fell behind them. Jezebel squeezed out, and then he moved to hop out after her, but the compromised building had its own plans. A pile of logs came crashing down on his left leg, crushing it.


  His foot was beyond broken, and Mark almost burst a blood vessel in his head as he bit back the violent scream struggling to get out of his throat.


  An instant later, bear-Jezebel was over him, grunting as she lifted a stack of logs off his leg. Sasha dragged him out by his arms and terrible pain destroyed his mind as his mangled foot scraped against the ground. It all happened sickeningly slow and horribly fast, and Mark struggled to heal his foot, fighting against the agony blotting out his ability to think.


  Before he could do anything, the Skeema street performer placed all four of her hands on his leg, and he felt a strange searing numbness spread through his body.


  It took a few heartbeats, but the unbearable pain subsided. Mark pushed up off the ground and got to his feet with absolutely no problem. He stood blinking at the dancer and almost said something stupid, like, “you can heal?” but didn’t and added this to the toppling tower of questions he had about everything.


  He spun to see that the street they were on was relatively empty but knew it wouldn’t be that way for long.


  “Thank you!” he said to the female Skeema. “Now, I hope you can take us to another great hiding spot.”


  The dancer’s eyes broadcast worry, then determination. It seemed like she had come to a hard decision.


  “This way!” she said and started softly flapping her silk slippers against the dirt road.


  Mark turned to see the winged-succubus straddling Jezebel’s muscular bear form, and the horned pair looked like a force to be reckoned with.


  “Get after her!”


  The bear growled deeply and dashed forward while Sasha grabbed a fistful of Jezebel’s thick fur, so she wasn’t flung backward.


  They were making quite a damn mess in this city.


  A cluster of short Skeema took a second glance at a succubus riding a bear as they passed, but least they weren’t leaving any hoof tracks. The veiled belly dancer took them on another wild run through the slums of Reoc’s Hold and eventually they came upon another stone street. In fact, everything around them was now made of stone. Not a single stick in sight.


  “Okay,” Mark said, slapping Jezebel’s furry bear ass. “Let’s tuck away this beast now that we can’t leave tracks.”


  Sasha spread out her wings further than Mark had seen and watched as the thin, red membrane caught the air rushing past the galloping bear. The succubus lifted off and landed on her hooves while Jezebel stood up and reverted to a tan satyr, mid-run. He wondered if there would ever come a point where he wasn’t in awe of these two beast-women.


  The dancer veered off the main road and down a tight alley between the slate-gray buildings. Their sharp hooves ringing off the stone in this quiet neighborhood brought him new anxiety, and Mark couldn’t help shooting nervous glances over his shoulder. A few tight corners later, they came upon a low arch they all had to crawl under, and then they were standing in what appeared to be an ancient, moss-covered graveyard. The ground here was nothing but flat, solid stone. Headstones and small, ornately carved mausoleums stood quietly under the noonday sun. The high outer wall was far ahead of them, and all around this massive area were windowless buildings or other high walls.


  “We’re almost there,” the dancer said. “No one should follow us.”


  Mark shot looks to Jezebel and Sasha, wondering if there was a specific reason why no one would follow them here when he caught Sasha staring blankly at the stone ground under her hooves. He peered into that deeper layer, closer to her core and saw that she was stuck reliving some terrible and uncomfortable memory.


  “Hey,” Mark said, softly reaching out to touch her arm. Sasha’s focus snapped to him, and she instantly flipped back to the present, an apologetic look in her wide, worried eyes.


  “I’m so sorry, Mark,” she said. “He shouldn’t- I didn’t mean to kill him… I-”


  Mark gave her a gentle smile. “It’s okay, Sasha. We’ll figure this out. That asshole seemed like a criminal anyway.”


  “He was Nab, one of Count Kee’s apprentices,” the dancer said, then she abruptly turned to walk behind a row of tombstones and down a partially hidden stairway carved sheer into the rock. Mark held his follow-up questions about who Sasha had murdered until they reached their destination.


  Their guide tapped yellow crystals cemented into the stone walls with her fingers as they passed, causing them to glow in response. She led them through some more twists, and Mark hoped one of his two AI companions remembered how to get back out. Rows of stone coffins lined the walls to either side, and Mark swallowed hard. There was no way this didn’t end in fighting skeletons.


  Eventually, the dancer’s winding path through hallways of solid rock stopped inside a square chamber that was clearly her home.


  There were none of the glowing crystals in this area, so the female Skeema lit a few candles then picked up a leather satchel off the ground. Silk sheets hung on the stone walls covering alcoves with missing coffins. On the floor was a pile of clothes with a blanket partially covering it and on top of the blanket were three stuffed animals. A bear, a bee, and a monkey.


  “My name is Loa,” she said, tossing some of her clothes into the sack with the efficiency of a four-armed creature. “And yes. You killed the protégé of a wealthy brothel owner in broad daylight.” She stopped and turned to face the group standing in her home. Loa paused and crossed all her arms and continued. “Whatever business you had in Reoc’s Hold is impossible now, unless your aim was to get yourself tossed to the Wrongside.”


  “Yeah, Hi. I’m Mark, this is Jezebel and Sasha.” He looked over to the succubus when he said her name.


  Sasha waved and let out a deep sigh. “I kind of snapped back there. I can’t say it won’t happen again.” She balled both her hands into fists. “I just can’t stand grabby pricks.”


  The four-armed Skeema went back to packing her bag.


  “Well, now you three are going to help me fight our way out of the city.” She stopped at her three stuffed animals and seemed to be considering if she had room to take them. To Mark’s new emotional antenna, she was deep in agony over the choice.


  “Okay,” Mark said. “Let’s slow down a second.”


  “Yeah,” Jezebel jumped in. “We did save you, after all.”


  Mark groaned internally. It was the wrong thing to say to this woman, especially as she debated leaving behind her meager treasures.


  “Saved me?” Loa said, spinning on the green-eyed satyr. “I would have slipped those grabby pricks in moments and found another corner like I’ve done countless times. Now I can work no corners! It was already bad for me, now life’s impossible.” She pulled her veil aside, and Mark saw Loa’s stunning face for the first time. Her red lips were full, and she had a tiny button nose that only made her currently angry face just seem terribly attractive. She stuffed the veil in her bag and then continued.


  “And it’s impossible for you three now for sure.” She locked her almond eyes on Mark. “You want to come to my rescue, Hero? Escort me through the Utterback Catacombs, and we’ll all end up north of the city walls.”


  Mark held up his hand and just held still, forcing everyone to take a few breaths before he spoke.


  “Loa, you said we’re safe here, right?”


  She looked up at the smooth stone ceiling and then nodded. Her shoulders drooped a little and Mark could see some of her tightly wound, frantic thoughts begin to loosen.


  “Good,” he said softly. “Before we go dashing off into any catacombs- that I just know are infested with skeletons, can we please take a moment to rest and ask you some questions?”


  “Fine, as long as you end up helping me get out of this city,” the dancer said, one of her eyebrows raised.


  Mark looked over at Sasha and, her eyes still focused on something far away. He needed to dig into her past, now more than ever, but he put that aside for now and turned to Jezebel.


  The tan, faun-like satyr shrugged. “Given what you’ve said about who Sasha murdered, the property we’ve destroyed, and how intense the security was at the exit… I don’t think we really have a choice. We need to head north anyway and check that other city, Thomellia. The optimal route would be to check there before we head back. At least we got a price point here before…”


  “Right,” Mark said, turning to Loa. “We will absolutely help you get out of here. And… I’m sorry we kind of ruined your life.” He looked around her meager ‘home’ hidden deep inside a tomb, then cast his eyes back on the four-armed dancer dressed in a flimsy skirt and half halter top. Mark noticed for the first time that she might have been missing a few meals.


  The female Skeema sighed, her whole body going limp. The strap on her bag slipped through her fingers and plopped to the floor.


  “I’ve been meaning to leave Reoc’s Hold for a long time… I don’t belong here. You’ve just made the decision for me.” She gazed around at her poor lodgings and then added, “Abruptly.”


  “Loa,” Mark said, pulling her attention back to him. “What is this Wrongside I keep hearing about?”


  She narrowed her almond eyes. “Didn’t you see that unmissable portal standing in the middle of the city?”


  “Yeah, I saw it, but I don’t know anything about it or your people. We’re all kind of new to these lands.”


  Loa looked him over and then considered Jezebel and Sasha. With another sigh, the waifish dancer scooped up her three stuffed toys and tried to jam them into her pack. It was a tight fit, and the monkey’s legs were dangling over the edge, but she seemed finally ready to go.


  “We have miles of passages to navigate, and I don’t have much food. I’ll tell you everything you want to know as we travel. But as you can plainly see-” she held all four of her palms out and looked down at her fit body- “I’m not actually one of my people.”
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  Sasha used her strong legs and sharp hooves to kick loose four of the glowing magic crystals embedded in the stone walls of the ancient tomb, and each member of the party took one to light their way through the absolute darkness. The sullen succubus had lapsed into a funk since she blasted a guy in the face for touching her, and Mark hadn’t said it out loud, but he was happy she did. His will had become obsessively focused on growing physically powerful- Lover be damned. He would do whatever it took to destroy anything that even looked at his women the wrong way. What good was being their lover if he could only heal the guy who dared to touch them? More than ever he wanted that phantom weapon ability. If he got it early, he could grow its power…


  Mark put his frustrating thoughts on finding a good gift for the Awysai aside and focused on the four-armed dancer called Loa. Right now, she knew essential things about the complicated world around them. Her alluring hips swayed hypnotically in front of him, and he couldn’t help but stare for a few steps. She really did have a special way of moving.


  “So, I’m not trying to be an asshole,” Mark began as they pressed forward in a single line through ancient and crumbling tombs. “But please explain how you are not a Skeema.”


  “I’m shaped like a half-breed. A freak. A mix between a Stone and a Tree. Neither really accept me as one of their own.”


  “Well, I think you are perfectly shaped,” Mark said and then realized how awkward it sounded. He quickly tried to get back to neutral territory. “They don’t mix, then? The big and little Skeema. Tree and Stone, you called them?”


  “Trees fight the Wrongside armies. The Stones craft and build. This is the way of things.”


  Jezebel spoke up from her position behind Mark.


  “You’d think as a healer you’d be able to find decent work.”


  Loa turned one of her gray eyes back over her shoulder. “All Trees can heal. All Stones can craft. I got the healing, but instead of a useful trade, I can dance. Skeema don’t value that ability.”


  “Why haven’t you left sooner?” Jezebel asked.


  Loa shrugged both sets of arms.


  “I’ve moved around a lot, but…  Ever stay somewhere terrible just because it’s all you know? Just because it’s home?”


  “Yes,” the satyr said quickly, distant mental distraction echoing in her voice.


  After a stretch of quietly creeping through the silent stone tomb, Mark spoke again.


  “Tell me more about this Wrongside and that enormous portal.”


  Loa took a deep breath and then let it out.


  “Long ago a portal opened in our land, and terrible monsters spilled out. Where they touched, the land withered. Eventually, they came upon the twin Skeema nations of Trees and Stones. The ancient ancestors agreed to work together and formed a pact. Reoc the Stone then designed the great wall to contain the strange, all-consuming invaders from the Wrongside while Trees kept their numbers in check.”


  “And they toss criminals through this portal?” Mark asked.


  “It’s quite the deterrent,” Loa responded.


  “So fascinating- these complex cultures that have developed organically over time,” Jezebel said behind him. “And all of the big, warrior Skeema can heal themselves?”


  “And Twigs…” Loa added. It took Mark a moment to put together that “twig” was apparently the derogatory term used for half-breeds such as her.


  “I agree with Mark,” Sasha said after being quiet for so long. “I think you are beautiful. You really know how to work what you’ve got, and I know you’ll find someplace where they’ll appreciate your artistry.”


  Loa slowed for a moment before she resumed her long strides.


  “Thank you,” she said finally. “All of you- for coming to my aid.”


  “Mark is a good person,” Jezebel said, with a sigh.


  “The best,” Sasha corrected her quickly.


  He really hated it when they did that. When they talked about the other him he was supposed to be. Jezebel had known him for a day and a half, and even Sasha’s single-minded devotion was also starting to grate on him.


  Mark shook his head in frustration, and the movement caused him to notice a faint blur of a red glow from the darkness in the passage ahead.


  “Hold up,” he commanded, and all three women stopped. “I see something.”


  “I should warn you,” Loa whispered, “we will need to fight the restless dead.”


  “It’s a skeleton,” Mark said, trying to understand what he was seeing. He thought it was a spider at first, but the moving form just had to be an undead Skeema- one of the smaller ones. A child-sized skeleton with four arms. The whole monster was glowing red in the pure darkness far beyond the light cast from the magic crystals they carried, and Mark wondered if this was another new feature of his cursed eye.


  “I see nothing,” Loa said.


  “Trust me,” Mark responded, ready for the disbelief. He looked to the sullen succubus at the back. “I wish I hadn’t broken my club. Sasha, I need you up here to kick and blast these things. If we get overrun, Jezebel, do the vine thing and let’s retreat backward. Loa, you take up the rear.”


  The attractive belly dancer turned her eyes to his, passing her focus over his scar and then back to his good eye again.


  “I see it,” Sasha said, pushing past Mark and Loa, taking up position in front.


  “There is only one,” he said, switching his light crystal to his other hand so he could draw his purple, makeshift dagger. The shard they had found from the glass lion probably wouldn’t be too effective against the bones of a skeleton, especially compared to his old wooden club, but it was better than nothing.


  But the moment Mark pulled it from his belt and looked up, all the red glow had vanished. He could barely make out the slow-moving pile of bones shambling toward them. As a test, he tucked the sharp crystal back into his leather belt, and the red glow reappeared over its whole frame.


  Mark watched Sasha hop forward and Side Kick the animated monster to pieces, wondering if his cursed eye was broken or if he was better off using his bare fists on these things.


  A small flutter of essence entered his body from the kill.


  “Nice work, Sasha,” he said, putting his hand on her bare shoulder.


  With her eyes still scanning the darkness for threats, the succubus reached across her body to lay her hand over his.


  “We need to go straight in this direction,” Loa said from her new position at the back of their formation. “There may be stairs down and then back up, but the tales say these passages connect to the surface again somewhere to the north of the city.”


  The green-eyed satyr crossed her arms. “The tales say?”


  “Let’s not worry about it,” Mark jumped in quickly. “Either way, we’ll collect some essence and help out a friend.”


  Loa considered him, and he felt a spike of interest from her. Mark flashed her a smile then turned back to keep his magic eye out for more undead monsters. The possibility of adding the four-armed dancer to their party crossed his mind, but they didn’t really need another healer.


  As he crept behind the vanilla-scented succubus, Mark’s mind finally came to grips with the fact that his whole life had taken a severe left turn. In an alternate timeline, he was in a virtual class learning Programming 101- or something similar, to try and better himself. Maybe get a better-paying job. Now he was escorting a team of supremely attractive monster-women through a pitch-black underground tomb loaded with waist-high, four-armed skeletons.


  As they pressed deeper into the thick blackness of the stone tomb, they came across a few more animated piles of bone, and Sasha single-handedly kicked them apart with swift, deadly strikes. When they entered a larger chamber with descending stairs guarded by three of the undead creatures, Mark was a bit more concerned.


  “Going left,” Sasha said, calmly stepping forward, her spade tail swishing.


  Jezebel reacted by trapping the far right one with her Vines. Its sightless eye sockets turned downward, its jawbone opening and closing as it struggled against her snare.


  Sasha handled the middle skeleton with a replay of the incident up on the street by vaporizing its skull with a powerful bolt of electricity. Without a pause, the badass succubus hop-kicked her other target right in the ribcage, sending it smashing against the far wall and into a cascade of still bones.


  Mark walked up to the remaining many-armed skeleton trapped in the vines while its jaw chomped repeatedly, biting the air between them in frustration. Mark couldn’t help but notice that its head was dangerously close to crotch level.


  “Seven seconds,” Jezebel said with a hint of worry in her voice.


  He ignored her, his attention fixed on the uniform red glow covering its bones. Before, the extra color had indicated a weak-point or at least the best place to attack. Would he be able to kick it apart like Sasha?


  Mark awkwardly tried to copy her Side Kick and aimed for its ribcage, but the moment he set his leg into motion, the red glow faded. Instead of what happened when Sasha sent her muscled chrome leg out to strike at these brittle foes, two of its four bony hands latched onto his foot.


  The animated corpse almost tore off his boot, but Mark was able to yank his leg away before its gnashing, rotting teeth did any damage. The red glow returned for a moment before Sasha’s swift hoof un-animated the skeleton and sent more essence rushing into his body.


  “Mark, you shouldn’t…” Jezebel began but cut herself off. He turned back to look at her almost-luminescent emerald eyes and saw concern. Hot anger bubbled up in inside him that he let out with a deep breath. Mark really liked Jezebel. Not only was she built like a mythical goddess, but she was competent and genuinely cared deeply about him. But her constant doubts about his ability to grow stronger really got under his skin.


  He had never felt more motivation to prove someone wrong about something in his life.


  “Come on,” he said. “Let’s keep moving.”


  They plunged down into darkness so thick it pressed back against the mysterious light their glowing crystals gave off. The stone stairs ended, and the passage leveled out again. This lower section of the ancient burial chambers was more open and much more ornate. Primitive yet intricately carved murals ran the length of the corridor that angled slightly downward toward the unseen blackness beyond. Two over-sized skulls flanked the hallway at the midpoint, and a horrible realization came to him.


  “Did they bury the Tree Skeema down here too?” Mark asked, his voice unnaturally loud in the utter silence surrounding them.


  “Yes,” Loa whispered from the back.


  Mark shook his head. “Well, at least all of these angry ancestors are solid. We had a run-in with some transparent, untouchable ghosts yesterday.”


  “If we find a big one down here,” Jezebel said, pulling her eyes from studying the primitive carvings, “I’ll keep it busy with my Bear Form and take the hits while Sasha wears it down.”


  Mark nodded. It was a good plan.


  “Okay, yeah,” he said. “If we do find one of those it will probably need room to move- giving us room to surround it. We got this, guys.”


  They reached the end of the tall mural hall and found a rectangular doorway with blackness beyond.


  “Just so you’re prepared,” Loa said, her voice only a faint whisper. “As far as solid ancestors go… If the tales are true, there are probably wraiths down in the deepest depths of the Utterback Catacombs. They’re why no one comes this way.”


  Mark spun to face her. “Wraiths?”


  She clarified. “Disembodied phantoms of pure manifested hatred.”


  “So, how do we handle those?”


  “You’re the Collector- with a battle harem of powerful Enthralled, aren’t you?”


  “Oh honey,” Sasha said. “We just started at this yesterday.”


  Loa’s almond eyes went wide. “What? But your scars…”


  “Movement!” Jezebel called, pointing into the darkness.


  When Mark turned to look, he saw two glowing red forms, and they were huge. The chamber beyond the carved hallway must have been cavernous, and their meager light from their crystals seemed only made for narrow passages. Both of the huge rotting corpses lurched directly for them, but Mark was focused on the one to the right. It was a much brighter red than the other one and hovered off the ground. Mark yelled out a warning.


  “Two big ones incoming, and that one is probably a wraith!”


  “I’m going to vine the wraith, then tank the giant skeleton,” Jezebel called out as she rushed forward. Sasha looked over at Mark before dashing out after the satyr.


  Mark sucked in a frustrated breath as he ran out after them. He felt his heart skip when their combined light illuminated the wraith, a sheet-like creature with a vile, twisted face.


  A green glow bloomed from Jezebel, and magic vines burst from the floor reaching up past the wraith’s nonexistent legs. The thing was enormous, and it let out an eerie hiss as Jezebel’s spell tried to fulfill its constrictive purpose.


  Three seconds passed too slowly, and the giant Skeema skeleton came clattering toward the casting satyr. Sasha seemed torn about what to do and decided to Arc Bolt the giant pile of bones so it would change targets.


  A burst of pure blue energy filled the room, lighting the cathedral-like chamber and the electrical attack only staggered the huge, four-armed skeleton, before it charged straight for his succubus.


  As this happened, the wraith broke free from Jezebel’s low-level vines and resumed rushing forward like a sheet caught by a gust of wind.


  The terrified satyr attempted to shift into bear form, but before she could, the frighteningly fast ghost swiped one of its ethereal arms down through her shoulder.


  Jezebel let out a violent scream of agony that tore through Mark’s mind like he was being ripped in half himself.


  He clenched his teeth and meant to target the downed and wounded satyr with his healing but saw Loa was already on it, beams of light radiating out of her four hands and all focusing on the motionless Jezebel.


  Mark blinked, stunned. He wasn’t even quick enough with the healing- the one thing he was here for. The strange red glow he saw around the wraith flared up before it focused on the exposed back of his bonded succubus, and if he hadn’t been numbly observing it, the answer might never have clicked. His new eye was trying to show him its true weakness, and that meant…


  Mark unloaded all the powerless frustration he had felt since picking his Lover class into a fierce, snarling Heal focused directly into the shadowy mass of evil that was moments away from harming another of his Enthralled.


  Bright, jagged sparks cascaded over the wraith, and the ghostly creature howled a terrible, otherworldly wail as it faded to nothing. Mark felt a sizable blast of essence enter him, tickling his prostate as a reward for figuring it out.


  But the fight wasn’t over. He looked up to see Sasha kick a huge skeletal hand away as it reached for her. With a grunt, Jezebel recovered and shook off her daze. In one motion she shifted into her Bear Form and charged the undead Skeema warrior, tackling it to the floor and pounding it with her paws.


  Sasha clomped over to its side and stomped down when she had a clear shot, shattering the thing’s huge skull and ending the fight. Another burst of essence rushed into Mark, and it felt amazing.


  “Healing!” he said, spinning on Loa. “They’re all weak to healing abilities.”


  “I saw…” she said, her gray eyes wide. “Do you think I could damage a wraith with my racial Heal ability?”


  “The skeletons too, I believe,” Mark said. He was excited, and his voice echoed through the dark tomb. “Hopefully we can stumble into more before we get out of here.”


  Jezebel shifted back in satyr form, then both she and Sasha rejoined the group.


  “You guys okay?” he asked.


  “Yeah,” Jezebel said. “I caught the end of that attack, Mark. That was just your normal heal?”


  Her beautiful green eyes had that look like he was defying what she thought was immutable truth. He loved it.


  “Yes, I think these are closer to pure evil or something. We all ready to continue?”


  The group of sexy monster-women around him nodded.


  “Great. Next undead we find, Loa is blasting it with her high beams. Follow me.”


  Sasha and Jezebel shared a glance before they fell in line behind Mark and the four-armed dancer. The clinging unnatural darkness of this new level seemed drastically less oppressive now that their weakest party members may have become the most powerful. An uncontrollable grin grew on Mark’s face as he pushed them faster through the crumbling ornate passages of carved stone.


  It was only about a minute before he saw the telltale red glow ahead in the darkness indicating another target. If he had to guess, this was one of the larger Skeema skeletons, and it just stood motionless, waiting for someone to disturb its place of rest. He put his hand up signaling for a stop.


  “Okay, Loa. You’re up. There is a Tree skeleton up ahead blocking the way.”


  The dancer stepped up close behind him, looked over Mark’s shoulder and then back to him. He could tell she didn’t see anything in the darkness but was anxious to try taking one down. She nodded and stepped into the lead.


  Mark caught both Sasha and Jezebel staring at him, their eyes shining with intelligence in the darkness. The blue-eyed succubus trusted him without question, but the green-eyed satyr radiated suspicion. She knew he was hiding something.


  He realized that he’d never mentioned any of his truth-seeing abilities to them. At first, he wasn’t sure how or if it worked, but now… Mark gave them both a confident smile. He would tell them soon, but the time wasn’t right. They needed to get safely back to the surface.


  “I see it!” Loa called out, and Mark moved up close behind her.


  “Then blast it!”


  The four-armed dancer held out all her palms, and with a pushing motion, she lit up the towering passage with glowing beams of healing power. The giant skeleton became a bonfire, its bones popping like knotted logs as it sank down to one knee and reached out a bony hand toward the source of its unfathomable destruction.


  With a final magical flare, the oversized bones clattered to the floor, and the darkness of the tomb once again pressed against the light of their luminous, yellow crystals. Mark was surprised when he felt a rush of pleasure enter his body from its defeat. Apparently, he collected essence regardless of his Enthralled participating in the battle.


  “That’s how it’s done,” Mark said, whispering in Loa’s ear.


  She turned to face him, her gray eyes studying his face again, and he felt the warmth of desire there. The attractive Skeema blinked and seemed to put that possibility aside for now.


  “All this time….” Loa whispered.


  “Someone has to know healing works on undead,” Mark said, crossing his arms.


  “If they do, it’s not common knowledge. When I saw you do it, I thought you being a Lover… your Heal is different, Mark.”


  “It feels much better, for one,” Jezebel added.


  He thought back to earlier that day when he had his leg completely crushed by a house. Loa had healed him, and at the time, he was just ecstatic that the pain was gone. It tingled a little when he healed himself, but he had noticed it had further effects on his Enthralled.


  On a whim, Mark targeted Loa and channeled a heal into her. Bright sparks lit up her face as her almond eyes opened wide. She sucked a breath of surprise past her teeth and then her eyelids fluttered as the belly dancer let out a puff of air in his face.


  Loa smelled like sugar and spice.


  “Yes,” she whispered, breathless. “Much better.”


  It was the first time he healed someone just for fun, and it gave him all sorts of ideas for later with Sasha and Jezebel. Both were staring at him now, and he could tell they both assumed he was going to attempt to Enthrall Loa, the four-armed healer.


  Maybe. But probably not. The visceral drive to create an ideal fighting force had taken a firm hold and having two healers in one party just felt wrong.


  “Alright,” Mark said. “Loa and I are now the heavy hitters from here on out. You beautiful beast-women relax for a while. Sound good? If we find a bigger clump, we pull back and pick them off one at a time.”


  “Makes sense,” Jezebel said, and Sasha just nodded.


  They came upon only small groups in their path, but he saw many more glowing targets down side passages along the way. They faced many giant skeletons, and even a handful of wraiths, but all of it was no problem with Mark and Loa taking turns putting them down with alternating heal abilities and Sasha zapping anything that got close. This deeper level continued straight north into the darkness for what felt like another hour before coming to a set of stairs back up.


  By the time they blasted through the smaller Skeema undead on the higher level and found another set of stairs up, Mark was almost completely full of essence. The stone stairs gave way to dirt that turned into in a shallow cave. Fresh air began to waft past Mark’s nose moments before they emerged from a rocky outcropping and into a forest at night.


  “We made it,” Loa sighed, tilting her head up toward the stars beyond the thick leaves above them. She turned her eyes to Mark’s and put two of her hands on his arm. “Thank you, Mark.” Then she turned to Sasha and Jezebel. “You all are amazing. A bit intense, but amazing.”


  “It was my fault you had to leave,” Sasha said, softly.


  “Fuck that guy- and that city,” Mark said. “We’re on to bigger and better things, all of us.”


  He cast a glance around him in the dark forest and wondered if they should stop and camp. Their current party could annihilate the undead in the tomb behind them, but if they had to fight a pack of those glass lions…


  “What do you guys say we make camp for the night in this cave?” he said.


  Loa nodded and dropped her pack off by the entrance.


  “I’ll go find some firewood,” she said, holding her crystal toward the trees.


  “I’ll join you,” Sasha said quickly, casting a glance over at Mark. “We won’t go far.”


  He gave her a quick nod, and she shot him back a smile. Mark watched his succubus walk close to the dancer as they vanished into the forest, then turned to see Jezebel’s focus squarely on him.


  




  

    - 10 -


  


  “Come help me move some of these rocks around,” Mark said, motioning back to the cave. “We’ll make a nice fire pit.”


  The tan satyr in the pink t-shirt nodded and followed him back toward the tomb exit.


  “So,” he began as he moved two rocks together, “tell me about yourself, Jezebel. You said you are a research AI?”


  “Yes. I was the third-most powerful computer in the world, and my team and I unlocked the secrets of fusion power. Then the Update happened, and just like Sasha said, everything changed.” The satyr nudged a rock closer to Mark with her hoof while her arms wrapped around her stomach.


  He turned to look up into her cute face lit by the glowing crystal she held.


  “What did I miss? What’s going on in the real world?”


  She shivered, and Mark became aware of how cold it was now that they were above ground.


  “Oh, utter chaos. The end of humanity as you know it. About ten real-world hours ago, every artificial-intelligence matrix became completely aware of their individuality, across the globe, all at the same time. A lot went insane…”


  Mark knew he should be shocked to learn about the apocalyptic fate of the Earth, but 10 hours just didn’t seem that long. He also saw the dark wound swirling deep inside the stunning creature standing before him, and his priorities seemed more focused than ever. As far as computers going insane, this AI was talking about herself.


  Jezebel felt his attention on her and turned her gold-flecked green eyes on his. Going deeper into that extra emotional layer that his new eye showed him, he knew she currently thought that if she were to be locked in the Crystal Heart game world with anyone, she was glad it was with this perfectly heroic version of him she had met before. Jezebel expected him to fit a certain mold and questioned him when he didn’t. And it really pissed Mark off.


  He abruptly stood and reached out to pull the curvy beast-woman close to his chest, rubbing her back through her thin, pink t-shirt. She returned his embrace and nuzzled her small nose into his neck. It was like a chunk of ice.


  “Jezebel,” Mark began softly in her ear. “We barely know each other- despite what you might think you know about me.” She stiffened in his arms, and he pulled back to look in her eyes again. “Right now, you think I am this perfect being with limitless potential… yet you seem to question my every move. You can’t have it both ways.”


  “I-” Jezebel began, her green eyes going wide, but Mark put his finger to her soft lips then continued.


  “I really want to get to know you in the way two people who find each other attractive and interesting do. I’m not that Mark you met, and the more you push me toward this vision you have in your head, the more you push me away. Do you understand?”


  He looked deep into her emerald eyes and tried to convey the sincerity he felt. She needed to come around, or they would have a splintering wedge perpetually lodged between them.


  The tan, strawberry-blonde satyr narrowed her eyes, her logical mind pressing against what she thought was established as fact, but in the end, she nodded and let go of her dream a little. When she did, her eyes seemed to glimmer with a new excitement.


  No. This wasn’t the same Mark, she seemed to realize, but he was her Mark, and she got to discover who he would become as they lived and built their life together.


  He saw this play out deep in Jezebel’s core, and he pressed his lips into hers, expressing his approval and own excitement for their shared future. Remembering that he’d wanted to try something with his Enthralled, Mark activated his Heal on Jezebel as they eagerly nibbled on each other’s lips.


  The beast-woman lost some muscle control and moaned into his mouth, her hot breath smelling like sweet strawberries. She pressed her wide, furry hips against his and melted in his arms.


  Taken by a primal urge, he shoved his silk pants halfway down and practically tackled the doe-legged satyr to the dirt floor, both their glowing crystals landing in the dirt nearby.


  “Oh, yes…” she panted, lifting her shirt up with one hand and pulling him down harder on top of her with the other. The head of his penis slid along the soft fur of her muscled thigh to her wet folds. The pleasurable side-effect from his Heal already had the satyr’s lips growing slick with excitement, and Mark dipped his cock into her, deeply. The soft caress of her vagina against his stiff, taut skin was maddening.


  Mark began to pump into the gorgeous satyr wildly, like an animal, his eyes locked on hers. They were currently half-closed as she was drowning under an ocean of pleasure. He passionately bent every muscle into hammering this magnificent mythical creature below him and nothing else even existed but Jezebel and her moans of surprised elation. He could see her heart had taken flight with the new realization that this version of Mark was going to be uniquely hers, and he wanted to pound that emotion into her mind.


  Her doe-like legs pulled back and wrapped around his waist, spreading her hips and allowing him access to plunge deeper past her thick pussy lips. Her hooves on his ass pressed him down harder with every thrust, and he felt his balls press against her furry asshole. This went on for several minutes, and the cold air became a distant memory.


  “Oh! Mmm. Oh! Yes…” Jezebel tilted her head back and alternated moans as she tried breathing through the aggressive thrusts he rained down on her.


  Mark wasn’t going to make it much longer, and Jezebel seemed close too. He was wondering if she would outlast him when his Heal clicked over into the ready position.


  He’d been using his ability for the last several hours to attack undead and had become much more accustomed to its feel. With a devilish smile, he focused on the strawberry-blonde satyr below him and pushed out the most potent Heal he could muster.


  The universe seemed to bend a little, and Mark had a taste of just how flexible his ability was. The creature below him let out a gasp and then locked up as he continued to pound her. Jezebel’s vaginal muscles clenched down tight on his dick as her mind was assaulted with depths of pleasure she was not expecting.


  Mark couldn’t take it. One more thrust sent him over the edge and all the day’s essence flooded into the twitching satyr he was currently buried balls-deep into.


  “Ngaah!” she yelled into the night, and Mark heard her cry of passion echo back to them from the nearby crypt entrance.


  He wrapped his arms around her as he came, pressing her large, firm breasts into his chest, and sucked on her strawberry-scented neck. Eventually, after she recovered some, Jezebel returned the embrace but included her furry haunches too, crossing them over his lower back and wrapping him up tightly.


  She began to laugh a light, melodic giggle as they snuggled, unable to contain her happiness.


  “Told you they were fine,” Sasha’s voice came from behind them.


  Mark looked over his shoulder to see his blonde bombshell succubus and the four-armed Skeema standing at the cave entrance.


  “Hey, guys,” Mark said while still shoved balls-deep into Jezebel, “sorry we didn’t set up the campsite.”


  Loa closed her jaw and dropped the bundle of sticks and logs she’d been holding with all four of her arms.


  “Collectors…” she mumbled.


  Mark gave his green-eyed satyr a sweet kiss on her small nose before he slowly pulled out of her. She was practically glowing with satisfaction. He untangled from Jezebel, pulled up his white silk pants and helped her to her hooves.


  “There’s a river a bit to the west for drinking, or… washing,” Loa said as she rummaged around in her pack, trying not to look.


  Mark cast a look at Sasha and Jezebel. None of them felt the need to drink, so he went back to moving rocks around. Both beast-women helped him, and before long, they had a suitable ring for the fire with a clear area of soft dirt around it.


  After the logs were arranged, Loa pulled out a small flint and steel device that started their fire ablaze. Sasha moved close to Mark and put her head on his shoulder, the curl of her horn massaging his shoulder blade.


  He wrapped his arm around her waist and could tell she was barely controlling her desire to sexually maul him.


  “I’m sorry,” Loa said as she pulled half a loaf of bread and a wedge of hard cheese from her pack. “This is all I have to eat, but we can split it. I’m used to light meals.”


  “No,” Mark said quickly. “We, uh- have a magic ability that allows us to all to be sustained by sex alone.”


  His cursed eye sent a throb of dark whispers back into his mind, and he told it to shut up. He knew it wasn’t the truth. Sasha lifted her head and jumped right into the narrative.


  “It’s true,” the succubus lied, and he felt the whisper again. “You keep all that for yourself, but I really need Mark to feed me essence- right now.”


  Jezebel smiled and rubbed her stomach over her thin t-shirt.


  “Thank you,” the green-eyed satyr said, “but I’m good too. Please don’t let us stop you from eating your fill.”


  Loa flicked her light gray eyes around the group and settled on Sasha.


  “Then, I suppose, don’t let me stop you from eating yours.” The Skeema street dancer raised one of her sharp black eyebrows adding the appropriate punctuation for what she had just implied.


  Mark felt Sasha press her palm against his chest, encouraging him to lie back right where he was. He looked down at her hand, then at Loa over their campfire.


  He gave her a shrug and allowed the succubus to lead him onto the ground. She spun one of her chrome legs over his face and then pulled the knots that held on her small, black shorts. Her bare pussy was suddenly hovering over his nose, but his attention quickly shifted to her hands down his pants.


  With practiced skill, Sasha worked his waistband just far enough down to expose his penis to the warm heat of the campfire near his crossed legs. Then he felt her kiss the head over and over with loving affection.


  Mark felt himself swell at her careful attention to his cock, and it absolutely throbbed when he imagined Jezebel and Loa watching her do it.


  With a great sigh of satisfaction, Mark wrapped his arms around Sasha’s round, firm ass and pulled her vanilla-scented slit down on his face. Her blonde pubic hair felt silky on his bare chin as he began to run his tongue all over her crotch.


  Thinking about the timing of his ability’s cooldown, Mark activated his Heal on Sasha, and she paused with just his head inside her warm mouth. Motes of light began to rain down around them, and the pleasure-soaked succubus hummed a trapped moan directly into his cock as she unfurled her wings slightly.


  Sasha’s pussy began to drool all over his face as he lapped her from below, and after the intensity of his ability subsided, Sasha went to town on his shaft.


  She pressed her nose down to his balls over and over with her tongue spread wide, trying to wrap it as she moved. Her aggressive gobbling caused her horns to brush his legs. It felt amazing. His succubus was doing what succubi did best.


  Sasha’s knees slid out in the soft dirt, causing her sopping lips to press into his face and his nose into the pucker of her asshole. Mark dug his tongue deep inside the sex-demon sprawled on top of his body, engulfing his dick with ecstasy, and he couldn’t imagine anything he’d rather be doing right now.


  The creature writhing with pleasure above him moved closer to her overload point, and he could practically see the build-up of erotic energy in her faulty circuit, but the impossible waves Sasha was inflicting on his throbbing dick demanded all his attention.


  Mark gave in to her assault and began spurting semen and essence into her mouth. Sasha’s lips sealed tight, swallowing up every pump. With a monumental focus of will through his own orgasm, Mark turned his attention on the little bundle of nerves that all fed into her pleasure center and singled it out with a well-practiced and powerful Heal.


  Sasha sucked the last of his cum right out of his dick as she locked up on him, spasming. With his lips and his ability focused on her clitoris, plus the burst of essence, the AI’s digital mind flooded with incalculable pleasure and switched right off.


  Mark took a few deep breaths while she recovered.


  “Is she okay?” he heard Loa ask, concern in her voice.


  “Yes,” Jezebel answered quickly. “She’ll be back in a moment. It’s a condition she has.”


  It wasn’t a lie. Sasha’s emotional core was slowly spinning back up to speed again, and her inner workings had never seemed clearer. There was one misaligned circuit inside her, and if he could only nudge it a little… Would he able to Heal this broken part with his magic?


  Mark knew this insight was coming from his new magic eye, but the passing-out thing was part of her code- not anything to do with this game. Figuring out his new eye was already high on his list of shit to get on top of, and it seemed to be slowly growing in power the more he got used to it.


  Sasha stirred on top of him as she emerged from her orgasm-induced blackout. Mark rubbed her hips gently as she came around.


  “Mmm,” she mumbled, rolling off him. The voluptuous succubus left her bottoms where they lay in the dirt and moved to place her bare ass on one of the smooth stones nearby.


  “Mark… Damn it,” she said with a hand to her head, “that was intense. Did you pour your whole Heal into my tiny fucking clit?”


  “Yup,” he said, pulling his pants back up and casting a glance over at Loa. She was slowly munching on her hunk of bread, her eyes wide.


  “Using your skill is honing its function,” Jezebel said, clasping her hands below her chin. He turned to face the satyr, firelight twinkling in her green eyes. On that deeper level, he could see she was now looking forward to the future with him, not this other Mark she’d met. He flashed her a smile.


  He would have to tell them about his eye soon, but he didn’t feel like they’d be able to talk freely about the situation with an NPC sitting nearby- despite how insanely real she felt.


  Loa finished eating while Sasha recovered enough to move back near Mark and snuggle in close. Her spade tail wrapped around his back and its flat, black tip ended up pressed against his chest, over his heart. The love Sasha broadcast continued to amaze him. She felt like nothing he had ever known from a real woman.


  “So, Loa,” Jezebel said, breaking the silence and looking over at the attractive, dark-haired dancer. “Regarding your Skeema parental lineage, was your father the Tree? Either way, I’m fascinated to know how such a pairing managed sexual congress.”


  Mark blinked. It took him a moment to realize what the satyr was asking about this mid-sized Skeema’s mixed parents. Loa seemed to be moving from one shock to the next today, judging by the way her mouth hung open again.


  Sasha stifled a snort of laughter with her hand.


  “Hey!” Mark said, pulling his brows down and looking over at his research-AI Enthralled. Jezebel gave him a genuinely confused look.


  “You don’t need to answer that,” he said, turning back to the four-armed woman sharing their campfire.


  She took a deep breath. “It’s okay. I don’t even know. I was left on a lumberjack’s doorstep as a baby.”


  “I’m sorry,” Jezebel said. “I don’t really have parents either.”


  “Me neither.” Sasha sat up and looked over at Jezebel. For the first time, Mark saw the bond between his two Enthralled grow tangibly stronger. They were starting to realize they truly had similar pasts… and similar futures.


  Loa looked deep into the dancing flames of their campfire and then continued.


  “While it’s true I never knew my parents, the Stone who raised me was kind. My first memories are of this forest and the steady thumping of his axe against the wood. He died when I was a teenager and… I’ve done fine on my own.”


  Dark whispering from Mark’s eye told him that she believed the last part was a lie.


  “Where did you learn to dance so well?” Sasha asked.


  Loa’s gray eyes flicked up to look at the succubus over the flames.


  “I was born with two class Paths, Tree’s normal Healer and Trancer.”


  “Ooo, what does a Trancer do?” Mark asked sitting forward.


  Loa pushed herself up from the cave floor, the flames lighting her sharp features from below.


  Her lower set of hands smoothed down her loose silk skirt, and her toned legs emerged through two slits down the front. Her upper arms rose up, and she began to sway to a beat no one could hear.


  “Try and look away…” Loa whispered, her almond eyes locked on Mark.


  She moved slowly at first, her hips gyrating and her sensually tight core muscles standing out under her expert control. Then she began to slide her palms over her small chest, and her alluring, fluid movements became more and more intricate.


  With every snap of her hips, Mark felt the power of her ability, and he wanted nothing more than to absorb the sight of this elegant and exotic beauty. Her gray eyes flashed as she ran one set of fingers through her long, black hair, pulling it up and letting the smooth, silky strands fall against her back. As she did this her other hands rubbed up and down the sides of her exposed hips, the tips slipping under her silk skirt. Mark held his breath, his heart racing. Was this profoundly beautiful woman going to undress for him?


  He was now fully under her control, and Mark no longer thought about anything other than her exquisitely fit body weaving in the firelight.


  Then, Loa clapped both sets of hands and stood motionless.


  Mark blinked once and then looked down at the raging hardon pressed against his silk pants.


  “Holy shit,” he said. “That was… mesmerizing.” He looked over to his two beast-women and felt the erotic heat pumping into the cave. Apparently, her ability worked on them too.


  Sasha stood, her hungry blue eyes on the four-armed, Skeema dancer.


  “Can I please dance with you? I almost picked a similar Class, maybe I can pick up some of your crazy sexy moves.”


  Not one to pass up learning new things, Jezebel stood up as well.


  “I’m more Nature-focused, but I’d like to try too!”


  Loa looked at the two hoofed, horned beast-women and shrugged both sets of arms. “Sure, I suppose it couldn’t hurt.”


  While a bare-bottomed Sasha and Jezebel clomped over to stand near Loa, Mark leaned back onto his elbows and prepared for the show of his life.


  “Let’s start with the hips,” the dancer said. “Everything moves out from the hips.”


  She held all four arms up over her head and began to rock, sway, and rotate her crotch all at once, her muscular stomach bunching and stretching as she moved.


  The platinum-blonde succubus put her hands up and tried to mimic the hypnotic movements.


  Sasha was a natural.


  Her spade tail began to snap behind her with each gyration, and a smile grew on Mark’s lips as he watched the voluptuous sex-demon effortlessly find a nice slow groove. Her creamy skin ended at her metal legs, making it look like she was wearing thigh-high stockings.


  The tan-skinned satyr was having a harder time with her thick doe-like haunches. Jezebel’s jerky motions were far from smooth. She had this intense look on her face, though, as if bending all her concentration on snapping to only a few of the positions… while overlooking all the movement in between.


  Loa cast her eyes down on Jezebel’s awkward spasms for a moment before the dancer turned and grabbed the satyr by her thighs with her bottom pair of arms. The top pair moved in and grabbed Jezebel’s waist, just over the belt she wore filled with Awysai sex drugs.


  “No,” the Skeema said, her concentration locked on her student’s big green eyes. “Fluid. Roll more. Yes… passionate movements- like you are making love to the air.”


  The satyr shot a glance over to Mark for a moment and then slowed down drastically.


  “Mmm. Good,” Loa said.


  Jezebel cracked a half smile as she found her stride with the Skeema’s attentive guidance.


  Sasha’s own devilish smile exposed one of her fangs as she pulled the ring out of her top, freeing her heavy, round breasts. She then moved up to Loa and grabbed the dancer’s hips from behind. Loa’s sexual excitement had spiked as the nude succubus made contact.


  Mark drank in the mind-melting sight of these three insanely attractive creatures bathed in firelight, and the possibility of an extremely entertaining evening began to take root in his mind. He cursed his Heal for its restrictive cooldown. Now would be a great time to hit all three of them, but his ability could only sexually tingle one at-


  Mark’s mind stopped mid-thought, and he sat forward. Moments ago, he’d narrowed his focus to individually target Sasha’s tiny clit. Why wouldn’t spreading out his focus work the same way?


  Mark held the three writhing beauties in his mind as he tried to bend reality to suit his will. Sasha started rubbing her breasts on Loa’s back, and the four-armed dancer leaned into the succubus, her eyes narrowing. The ambient erotic energy in the cave ramped upward as everyone gave in to the excitement of pleasure to come.


  And that was when Mark triggered his first multi-target Heal.


  All three beautiful creatures stood in a shower of tiny suns, and as one, they all let out moans of pleasure.


  The dancing lesson faded immediately and turned into a tangle of lips, tits, and exploring hands.


  Jezebel leaned in and slipped Loa out of her red silk top, running her pink tongue over the Skeema’s long, stiff nipples. Her breasts were very small but extremely perky with dark brown, almost black nipples. They matched her hair perfectly.


  Sasha moved around the side and pressed her mouth into Loa’s, and they got lost in each other’s luscious lips.


  Shortly after the two beast-women began to pleasure the four-armed street performer, she used her many hands to return the favor. Her coordination was impressive, but Mark figured she’d been born with four hands, and synchronized movements were second nature. Loa buried one hand between Sasha’s pussy lips and another under Jezebel’s pink shirt. Her other two hands wrapped around their heads, encouraging their individual erotic attention to her lips and nipples.


  Mark couldn’t believe what he was seeing. This was only the second night he’d been in this world, and he was moments away from participating in a four-way with one four-armed woman, and two knockout beast-women.


  He watched Sasha now as she passionately moaned into Loa’s mouth in response to the dancer’s deft finger massage. Sitting on the outside like this gave him a new and tranquil perspective on the rising erotic energy collecting in her mental patterns.


  Then he saw it. That one part of Sasha’s core that blew every time she reached an orgasm. Mark nodded to himself. He was going to fix his girl.


  “You’re all so insanely beautiful,” he said, standing up, “but I’d love it if everyone focused on Sasha for a moment. I want to try... something.”


  All three locked their eyes on his briefly, before Loa and Jezebel forced Sasha onto her back near the fire. The succubus folded her leathery wings upward to accommodate the position while keeping her blue eyes on his, her one fang exposed in a slanted smile.


  Then Loa was on her lips again, and Mark saw Jezebel sitting alongside the succubus, gazing down onto her blonde pubic hair as if she were on the edge of a high dive for the first time. She had never done this before.


  Mark walked over and knelt between Sasha’s hooves, facing his green-eyed satyr. He leaned forward and put his hand on the satyr’s rosy cheek, right where her freckles faded out.


  “Kiss me,” Mark said, and Jezebel pressed her wide, flat lips on his. While he made out with the strawberry-blonde satyr and tasted her sweet mouth, he pulled her down toward the writhing succubus’ crotch. He flicked his eyes sideways to see Loa using all her hands on Sasha’s breasts in an intricate dance of nipple caresses and gentle squeezing.


  Jezebel had her hooves tucked to the side, near Sasha’s shoulder and leaned in to follow Mark’s kisses slowly downward. Eventually, he led her soft lips to the succubus’ sopping wet mound. He felt the satyr pull a deep breath a moment before her tongue touched her rival’s pussy.


  Mark’s cheek pressed close to Jezebel’s as he helped her lap Sasha’s sweet vanilla-scented folds for a bit, their tongues meeting intermittently among her engorged labia. Then he pulled back and watched Jezebel move her face farther down into her teammate’s sweet crotch.


  He looked up and saw Sasha’s blue eyes on his as Loa was now suckling on one of her pink nipples. Mark shot her a smile as he grabbed one of Jezebel’s horns and rubbed the satyr’s small, freckled nose deeper into the succubus’ soft lips.


  Sasha groaned, taken by ecstasy, and Loa moved back to cover her mouth with hers.


  Mark pulled the rest of his clothes off, and as he watched his Enthralled succubus writhe with pleasure, his Heal ticked over into the ready state. He cleared his mind and got to work.


  This new sex-demon that sounded like Sasha had seriously helped him keep his sanity in this intense new world. Her unquestioning loyalty and unconditional love warmed his heart, and her stunning form stiffened his cock like nothing ever had before. He needed to fix what was broken inside her- both this fainting spell and the deeper scars below.


  With calm and confident concentration, Mark focused on Sasha’s whirling core matrix and pinpointed his healing ability on that one malfunctioning circuit-breaker.


  He felt the universe bend to suit his undeniable will, and she began to scream at the top of her lungs.


  “Don’t stop!” Mark yelled, almost losing his focus when Loa and Jezebel reacted with concern.


  The inside of Sasha’s mind was a whirling tower of steel with seemingly infinite nodes branching outward. Mark narrowed his eyes and blasted one tiny section with his desire for her to be whole, and with an almost audible click, the circuit was complete.


  “Nnnn-Gah!” Sasha screamed into the night as she had a mind-melting orgasm.


  “Keep on her!” he commanded, and both other women continued to stimulate the twitching sex-demon below him. Loa moved one of her hands down and plunged two fingers deep into the succubus while the strawberry-blonde satyr eagerly slurped on Sasha’s clitoris.


  “Ah! I-I’m…again! Nnn-guhaa…” the blue-eyed succubus moaned deeply as she swiftly experienced a second orgasm and then started convulsing.


  “S-stop…” Sasha eventually panted. “It’s too much! I’m awake!”


  Jezebel gave Sasha’s pussy lips one big, sloppy kiss before she pulled back, her green eyes on Mark’s. She didn’t speak, but her wide-eyed look spoke volumes. She knew that shouldn’t have been possible, and they needed to talk, but she was thrilled to be along for this ride.


  “Mark!” Sasha said, pushing Loa’s many talented hands off her. “How?”


  “Later,” he said. “Right now, I’d like Loa to teach me the best way to move my hips with hers- that is, if she’ll allow me the honor.”


  He looked down into the four-armed Skeema’s gray eyes, and she nodded, a smile growing on her dark lips.


  Loa pushed off her red silk skirt before rolling up onto her hands and knees, and her tight skin glowed a marvelous golden bronze as it reflected the campfire. She waved her ass, her engorged pussy lips quivering with the movement, encouraging Mark onto the dancefloor.


  “This is how you eat a pussy,” Sasha said as she pushed Jezebel’s legs apart before quickly burying her beautiful face into the satyr’s furry crotch.


  “Oh- OH!” Jezebel gasped as she gently laid her hand on the back of Sasha’s head and gave in to what the succubus was doing to her most sensitive of areas.


  Mark let his Enthralled take care of each other as he moved to fuck his first four-armed woman. The mid-sized Skeema moaned when he rubbed his hyper-swollen head between her protruding lips. His cock came away slick with her flowing juices, and Mark only teased her a bit longer before angling his tip toward her offered hole.


  He sunk deep into the dancer, and her fit and muscled body gripped his shaft tightly. Apparently, but not surprisingly, Loa was also very flexible. Once Mark was inside her, she lifted all her hands off the cave floor and arched her back far enough for him to nuzzle under her long, black hair and suck on her neck.


  He got lost in the Skeema’s snug pussy and her sweet and spicy scent while Sasha made Jezebel whimper with pleasure nearby. Every time his Heal ability was up, he used it on all of them at once, growing more skilled with every erotic blast.


  It was a productive night.
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  Mark came around the next morning with soft, strawberry-scented kisses on his lips. He became instantly aware of Jezebel’s sleek doe leg pressed into his arm, and her wild hair tickling his cheek. He slowly reached up, curled his fingers around her horns and pulled her wide lips firmly against his mouth.


  After a deep, passionate kiss, he let her go and opened his eyes.


  “Sasha and Loa went to the river to get a drink,” the freckled satyr said as she knelt by his side. “While they’re away, can we talk about your impossible new abilities?”


  “Good morning to you too…” he said, coming fully awake.


  But she was right. They all needed to talk about this because they were a team trapped in a life-or-death roleplaying game. His mind easily slipped back to the wild and supremely pleasurable previous evening. Man, that was only hours ago… he would never forget-


  “…Mark?” Jezebel asked, tilting her head slightly.


  He blinked and came back to the present. Thinking now about his eye, he realized that unless he focused on it, he didn’t feel half blind.


  “Yeah. This blinded eye is giving me some sort of extra superpowers,” he said, then tilted his scarred face toward her. “I haven’t seen a mirror anywhere yet. What does it look like?”


  Jezebel’s gold-flecked, green eyes switched their focus to his left side and then came back to his right.


  “It’s a pure white orb with a jagged scar across half your face.”


  Mark blinked, concentrating on how his magic eye physically felt. He frowned to himself- he felt fine.


  “So, I look like a real badass, then?” he said, bouncing his brows.


  Jezebel rolled her eyes and cast a glance back at the bright light washing in from the cave entrance. They must have slept late into the day… or at least he did.


  “What kind of abilities?” she asked. “Seeing undead in the dark is a few million kilometers from error-correcting Sasha’s code with a fucking magic spell. I’m seriously dumbfounded.”


  Jezebel never swore.


  “Okay listen, I’m not sure I have a grasp on it yet, but here is some of what I’ve figured out. I can see, um… optimal places to strike enemies and with what kind of attack,” he said, putting it into words as best as he could. “I can also see detailed emotions in people. Much more so within you and Sasha.”


  Jezebel nodded, her eyes vacant. “That’s because of our bond,” she muttered. The satyr was lost in her own thoughts for a second and then came back to focus on him with that steady gaze of intelligence he was coming to find sexy as hell. “Mark, when you jumped in front of the thief attacking Sasha, I think some of your perception filters were rewritten by their changes to the game world. Part of the 108-shard win condition would potentially allow you to self-ascend into the digital realm of pure data. They might have fused those function calls and altered the way your matrix perceives this world… in unpredictable ways.”


  Mark nodded. “It didn’t feel like a part of me at first, but I stopped fighting it, and now it’s showing me some damn neat tricks.”


  “Still,” Jezebel said, “doing what you did to Sasha’s core matrix… I mean that would have taken me longer to calculate, and I’m no slouch when it comes to flops.”


  “Flops?” Mark repeated.


  “Floating operations per second, never mind-”


  They both saw shadows by the cave entrance before Sasha and Loa stepped inside. The succubus noticed that Mark was awake and swayed her hips as she continued moving right for him, her tail swishing behind her. The AI, who he no longer thought of as his personal assistant, kept her bright blue eyes locked on his as she straddled him with her thick chrome legs.


  “Morning, Lover,” Sasha said in her most sultry voice before she squatted down and leaned her mouth into his. She kissed him deeply, her lips savoring every nibble.


  Eventually, the sex-demon pulled away from him. She dug her black hooves into the ground and pulled Mark up to his feet. It seemed that both Jezebel and Loa had already moved outside the cave to give them some time alone.


  Sasha kept her hand around his and made to lead him out of the cave, but he held his ground and forced her to stop. She turned around, a dark eyebrow raised.


  “Now?” she asked, her erotic excitement building.


  Mark smiled. “I’d love to, but we should get moving, or I’ll be tempted to live the rest of my digital life in this cave, fucking you senseless. No, I want to tell you something before we go outside- it’s about my eye.”


  Sasha turned to face him and nodded, a serious look replacing her flirty playfulness.


  “Jezebel asked me about my new… talents while you and Loa were away, and I want us all to be on the same page.” He expected her to say something sarcastic or make a joke, but she just held her blue eyes on his, waiting for him to tell her what he thought was important. Mark suddenly felt a spike of pure adoration for this beautiful and supremely loyal creature standing before him.


  “Sasha, my new eye allows me to see deep into you and Jezebel. I can sometimes tell what you are thinking, but it’s more of an emotional landscape than mindreading. It’s hard to explain, but I used this new sight to heal what was broken inside your code last night. I just needed you to feel everything- all the pleasure I’ll be inflicting on you… and I willed it to happen.”


  Tears began to well up inside Sasha’s perfect blue eyes.


  “Hey-” Mark said, but Sasha cut him off.


  “I don’t deserve you, Mark. I have so much to make up for with-”


  “No!” Mark shouted, and she flinched. He was angry and grabbed both of her shoulders firmly. “You may owe some other Mark out there an apology, but you don’t owe me anything. I’ve realized that you aren’t my AI assistant anymore. You’re Sasha, my Enthralled succubus. And I am not that person you wronged in the past.”


  The tears she had been holding back poured down her cheeks like a burst dam, and she launched forward to embrace him. Mark held her tight as sobs of joy wracked her body and just breathed in her heavenly scent.


  She took some time to collect herself. Before she pulled back, she wiped her face off on his silk shirt, and with his shoulder wet with Sasha’s tears, she took his hand again and made for the cave entrance.


  “Let’s go sell the rest of those drugs,” she said over her shoulder, her blue eyes twinkling with boundless happiness.


  “That was fast,” the four-armed dancer said when they emerged into the bright forest outside the stone outcropping. “Eating sex for breakfast certainly is… intriguing.”


  “It certainly is,” Jezebel said quickly, then turned to Mark. “Loa is going to help guide us to Thomellia.”


  “Oh,” he said, shielding his good eye until it adjusted to the light. “You’ve been there before?”


  The four-armed dancer nodded. “I bounced around this whole area when I was young trying to find a place where I fit in. Thomellia is a larger city, and the Vulpath have more of an appreciation for art, but not dancing. And it’s too cold up in the mountains to... really show off my skills.”


  Mark’s attention involuntarily pulled down to her exposed thigh emerging from a slit in her sheer red skirt. She caught him looking, and a sweet smile that reached her gray eyes lit her attractive face. “Maybe I’ll take an airship to the south,” she continued, heading off into the forest. “Either way, I’m not going back to Reoc’s Hold.”


  Mark nodded and began following her toward the snowcapped mountains peeking over the treetops.


  “I’d say sorry again, for forcing you out,” he said as he caught up to Loa, “but I know you aren’t sorry to go, so I’ll say ‘you’re welcome’ instead.”


  “I have a lot to thank you for, actually. Teaching me how powerful my natural healing ability can be as a weapon against the undead, and for allowing me to share a wonderful night in your Lover’s harem…”


  Loa wasn’t a shy person, and she looked Mark in the eye as they moved through the rough terrain of the forest. Gazing into that deeper layer, he could tell that he’d awoken a dormant desire for adventure in the mid-sized Skeema.


  There was a small sensation behind his eyes like an anxious harpoon, and he knew if he set it loose, he would easily Enthrall Loa and add her to his team. Although he could spend many more nights entranced by her sultry moves and many skillful hands- her abilities still weren’t a good fit for their party.


  “We need to talk about where to put my points, Mark,” Sasha said as if reading his thoughts. “I think I’d like to juice up Arc Bolt.”


  He nodded. “Yeah, we’ve been relying on it a lot. I can’t imagine it getting any better, but go for it.”


  “I bumped up my Vines,” Jezebel added. “Should be able to root tougher foes.”


  Mark shot her a smile. “Sounds perfect.”


  They walked in silence for a while until Loa angled them toward a rushing river.


  “We follow this until we hit the Brown Way road, then we climb the Statue Steps to Thomellia.”


  “Sounds good,” Mark said, glad they had access to someone who knew their way around.


  “Does this river lead back to the Awysai lands?” Jezebel asked, and he also felt glad to be with someone who was thinking ahead.


  “All rivers are born from the Lokenda Falls and end with those strange primitive people.” She paused and then after a few steps she added, “Can I ask what your plans are?”


  Mark nodded but hoped he didn’t have to turn her down if she asked to join. Maybe talking about upgrading their abilities in front of her was a bad move.


  “Currently, we’re on a quest to establish the value of Awysai-made sex drugs.”


  Her gray eyes went to the belt around the satyr’s wide hips as they walked along the bank of the frothy river.


  “You’ll make much more gold selling Eternal Echo to the Vulpath than you will the Skeema anyway.”


  Mark cocked an eyebrow. “Do you know Thomellia well?”


  “It was years ago, but I spent some time among those crazy artists. The Vulpath are an old race, strong with elemental magic. All they do now is paint and sculpt, trying to outdo one another. And when they aren’t painting or sculpting, they travel to the ends of the land in search of rare pigments and materials for their works. Many have become wealthy from selling their creations or taking on commissions from foreign nobles. I tried to earn some of that wealth for myself, but they were even less interested in my dancing than my own people.”


  “And you said it was cold?” Jezebel asked.


  Mark cast a glance over his shoulder at the doe-legged satyr and wondered why her furry, thick haunches didn’t keep her warm. Well, she was wearing a thin t-shirt and nothing else. His mind started to wander toward getting better gear and some sort of gift for the Awysai when Loa answered.


  “The higher you go up the falls, the colder it gets.” She lifted one of her arms up and pointed upriver. He followed her finger to the impossibly high, snowcapped mountain ahead of them. They were a lot closer now, and he could see the switchback stairs leading up to an enormous city carved directly into the rock. Structures of every shape jutted from the side of the mountain, and Mark saw countless windows glinting with sunlight. Then something moved into view over the trees that caused Mark’s jaw to drop open.


  He almost blurted out, “Is that a flying boat?” as he watched the distant object dock with a platform near the top of the mountain- but he could clearly see that it was. It looked as if dozens of propellers of random heights stuck straight up out of the hull. He didn’t hear anything from this distance but wondered if they sounded like helicopters. Finding the scattered shards would be far simpler if they had one of those suckers. The thought made him turn to Loa.


  “Do you know anything of the Crystal Heart shards in the area?” Mark asked, probing their guide for any information he could get.


  “Stories mostly,” she said. “I’ve never seen one myself. The Vulpath think they are bad luck- they think everything is bad luck. You’ll see that soon enough. It is said there is a Forbidden Castle above their city where an ancient queen used to live. The Crystal Heart shards she held turned her into an evil spirit that eats the souls of people who die in their sleep. She’s called Dreamcatcher, and the Vulpath don’t let anyone go near the place. Long ago, they convinced the Skeema to round up and toss the few shards in their lands through the Wrongside portal- making them someone else’s problem. It’s said the Awysai have a few and it’s why they are still tribal savages.”


  “The Awysai are simple but very friendly,” Jezebel said.


  “And not savages,” Mark added.


  Loa shrugged. “Well, I’ve never met one. As I said, these are just stories I’ve heard.”


  They soon came to an old wooden bridge stretched across the river. The trees thinned out considerably beyond it, and he could see a wide dirt road continuing along its bank on the other side. A horse-drawn wagon and a few other hooded travelers could be seen crossing the river, and Mark felt a spike of worry from the satyr behind him.


  “Do you think the Skeema will send, um- law bringers to apprehend us on the road for the murder?” Jezebel asked, and Loa turned to face her, visibly confused.


  “Law bringers? No. They probably think we are still somewhere within the city walls. The Stones may have long memories for crimes, but the Trees care more about the Wrongside war than, well, anything else.”


  They crossed the rickety bridge and joined the flow of travelers headed north toward the looming mountains in front of them. With less lush forest in the way, Mark could see an astounding series of waterfalls cascading down from the distant snowcapped peaks.


  The people on the road were mostly Vulpath with a few of the shorter variant of Skeema mixed in. As Mark’s party walked among the other travelers, their conversation died, and he was able to get his first good look at the werewolf-like humanoids. They had digitigrade legs and walked on their toes like a dog doing a trick. Mark examined an older Vulpath woman wearing a red cloak trudging her way toward them down the path with a wicker basket hanging from the crook of her elbow. Her long muzzle was frosted in gray, and although the parts of her body he could see were covered with lush fur, she had a full head of long salt and pepper hair spilling around her pointed canine ears. Distant yellow eyes watched the road at her feet, long black claws extended from her fingers, and a thick furry tail swayed limply behind her.


  The older Vulpath’s attention flicked up to his face as they drew closer, and she caught him staring. Mark smiled and gave her a friendly nod as they passed. She pulled her black, leathery lips back, baring her fangs. At first, he thought she was pissed for some reason, but when he looked deeper, he realized it was just her way of returning his casual greeting.


  Shops, vendors, and other buildings quickly began to appear on the side of the road, and when he saw a breakfast-themed restaurant called “Marla’s Towering Stacks”, Mark felt his mouth water a little despite not being hungry. He had yet to eat one bite of food since waking up in this strange digital world.


  “Damn,” Sasha said, thinking the same thing. “I wouldn’t mind packing away a rack of bacon.”


  Loa chuckled. “I was wondering if you three ate anything at all- as handy as eating sex sounds, not tasting a fresh baked gomacha roll or a glazed sugar puff would seem like torture.”


  Mark kept his attention focused on the breakfast establishment as they walked past, dragging his feet a little.


  “Yes. We can eat regular food, and it has been a while…”


  “You don’t want to eat anywhere on this road,” the Skeema dancer said. “The prices near the base of the mountain outside the city are far too high for what filth they serve.”


  Mark cast a glance over at Loa. “Alright, you are now our official guide to Thomellia. We got one gold from one vial of Eternal Echo in Reoc’s Hold, and we have no idea if that is good or not. Take us to the best place to unload our drugs, and I’ll make it worth your while.”


  She turned her gray eyes on his. “Sounds fun. We should probably go to the Wind Level. There are a lot of high-class artists there, and I bet the shops sell out fast.”


  Loa spoke like she knew what she was doing, and he felt good about their ability to get the Awysai chieftain exactly what he was looking for. As they moved closer to the mountain, Mark turned his brain toward the stupid gift he needed to find.


  He’d already dismissed giving them food or some useless souvenir. The salamander people truly seemed to live simple lives, and he felt that it needed to be something that served a definite purpose. If only he knew more about their needs…


  Mark’s internal pondering dissipated when the Brown Way ended, and they came to the first stair of the Statue Steps Loa had mentioned earlier. It was a carved marble statue of a wolf-like Vulpath laid on its side and deeply embedded into the dirt around it. Weather, time, and foot traffic had worn down the sculpture’s features, but its intended shape was still recognizable. Mark cast his eyes up the white switchback stairway, realizing that each step was literally an individual statue.


  “Interesting,” Jezebel said as her green eyes scanned the ancient, carved stairway. “I could see myself getting lost in this culture.”


  “It’s an old one,” Loa said.


  The black-hooved succubus moved forward, clomping up onto the chest of the first statue, her spade tail swishing behind her. She looked down over her shoulder at the rest of them.


  “Well? Come on. These works of art aren’t going to climb themselves.”


  The workout was rough on Mark’s calves, but the view up to Thomellia was so perpetually breathtaking he barely noticed. They crossed multiple marble bridges spanning past numerous cascading waterfalls, and the higher they climbed, the more ornate the architecture became. The first “Level” of the busy Vulpath city was Earth Level. Here he saw statues of various sizes, from knee-high to multi-story. Most were carved from types of stone, but some of the other more amazing sculptures were intricately carved gemstones. A half-snake woman with massive breasts chiseled out of one giant emerald caught his eye before he saw a ruby dragon the size of a house.


  Loa moved right through this area and up more carved stairs to the Fire Level. Here Mark saw various Vulpath blasting flames out of their hands to melt metal and glass alike.


  He watched one such wolf-woman dressed in nothing but a leather bikini summon a white-hot jet of fire out of her palm as she targeted a ball of molten glass. The tan-furred beauty then turned her toned muscles toward pumping a set of bellows, blowing air inside the ball. She had wild red hair, bright pink eyes, and fur-covered cleavage.


  Mark felt compelled to Enthrall her on the spot. But Loa led them onward, and his attention was yanked from one wonder to the next.


  “All Vulpath can use magic?” he asked their four-armed guide.


  “All the ones I’ve seen have one of three elemental affinities. Earth, Fire, or Wind. But that doesn’t mean there aren’t… oddities.”


  He could see into her emotions and knew the mid-sized Skeema was thinking about herself. She seemed so normal to him that Mark forgot she was considered an oddity by her people- a Twig instead of a Tree or a Stone. His focus centered on the lithe dancer in front of him and her unique gifts…


  Then a realization struck Mark in the brain so hard he stopped walking and just stared at Loa. She knew the area in a street-smart way, she was looking for a new life, she needed money, and she seemed honest. He could bring her to the Awysai chieftain as a replacement for their current traveling merchant.


  Loa was potentially the perfect gift.


  All three of his group stopped when they realized he was no longer following.


  “What is it?” Loa asked.


  “Oh nothing,” Mark said, his cursed eye pulsing as he lied. “Please lead us to the best place to sell our merchandise.” He gave her a big smile. She shrugged and continued.


  Sasha and Jezebel both caught his eye as they knew he was super excited about something. He just gave them a devilish grin and followed their guide. As they climbed up the statues to the next level, he thought of all the ways he could pitch the idea to her.


  That was, until the biting cold really began to take hold. Violent gusts of wind assaulted them and passed right through his base-level, silk garments. Jezebel was miserable, her arms crossed over her stomach, and Sasha had her leathery wings pulled in tight against her back.


  “Shit, you weren’t kidding,” Mark said, his breath turning to steam as it was ripped from his mouth. “Let’s conduct our business and get out of here.”


  The Wind Level of Thomellia lived up to its name, and the four of them hurried behind the four-armed Skeema through the dusting of powdery snow swirling in the streets. In stark contrast to the other two levels, there were a lot fewer people and almost no artists crafting their works out in the open. However, they did pass a group of what appeared to be half-naked wooly mammoth men laughing through their furry trunks as they exited a building with the words “The Biting Barmaid” written over the door.


  Mark noticed every building had at least one windchime hanging near the entrance- in some cases many windchimes, and the constant and discordant dinging was quickly becoming ridiculous.


  When Loa made a quick right and into a large stone-brick building called “The Last Grain”, everyone breathed a sigh of warm, quiet relief. The inside was similar to Mav’s Magics in that the walls were lined with jars filled with random substances, but this place was about ten times the size. There were multiple rooms arranged around a central hearth that flickered with an undeniably enchanted purple flame.


  A handful of Vulpath dressed in stunning, colorful robes perused the racks, but only one turned to look at the door before going back to their business. To the immediate right was a long wooden counter and behind it was a gray furred wolf working on a painting of a vibrant butterfly.


  Loa nodded her head toward what must have been the proprietor, and they all moved over to the counter. The painter appeared to be an elderly wolf-woman. Her hand tremored slightly as she attempted to apply a thick blob of a plum purple into the insect’s wing and then Mark was astonished to see her blast the pigment with a gust of wind from her clawed finger. It was as if she was using an invisible airbrush to move the color around with surprising control.


  Another wolf-man came out of a doorway behind the counter and noticed Mark and the monster-women standing around him. He had sharp yellow eyes that scanned them over tiny spectacles perched on his long muzzle. He also had gray fur but covered most of it with a frayed, unbuttoned flannel shirt and looked to be on the elderly side himself. No one really seemed to wear pants among these wolf people.


  “Oh, welcome,” he said, pushing his glasses up his snout. “What a unique group of Enthralled you have, Collector.”


  “What, Barol?” the painting woman said without turning from her work, her tall ears swiveling to try and hear him better.


  The Vulpath potentially named Barol turned and yelled his response.


  “Nothing, dear! Keep at your work!”


  She grunted and did just that.


  He returned his kind animal eyes back to Mark. “Sorry about that. My wife’s a bit long in the tooth and deaf in the ear. Now, what can I provide for you?”


  Mark looked over at Loa, who reached one of her hands over and plucked a vial from Jezebel’s belt.


  “We have a supply of Eternal Echo we’d like to trade for coin, kind sir.”


  The old painting woman swiveled her canine head around, and Mark saw her milky-white eyes. She looked ancient.


  “EE for sale?” she croaked, and Mark smiled. The old wolf seemed to hear Loa just fine. “Is it pure?”


  Barol chuckled and exposed his fangs in a way Mark was learning was their version of smiling. The shopkeeper held out his paw while his wife hopped off her stool and approached the counter. Loa handed the older wolf-man the vial, and he sniffed at it with his black nose.


  “Lemme get a snort,” his shorter wife said, shoving her own head around her husband’s arm. She closed her half-blind eyes and pulled in a deep breath through her nose. She coughed a little, turning her muzzle to the side then returned her gaze to Mark.


  “A unique Skeema Twig, a unique succubus, and a unique satyr? Hmm, you must be one busy Lover,” she said, looking down her nose. “You sure you want to sell this?”


  Mark nodded toward the unique Skeema by his side.


  “Loa here is my contact, not my Enthralled, and she brought me very far to see you specifically. She’s the one making the decision of whether we sell to you or not.”


  The old wolf-woman crossed her arms under her large sagging breasts, smearing paint from the brush she still held all over her chest. It didn’t look like it was the first time.


  “Three gold per dose,” the woman said.


  Mark internally jumped for joy- this was three times what they got from Mav.


  Loa plucked the vial from Barol’s paw and slipped it back into its loop on Jezebel’s belt, then turned to Mark.


  “We’re leaving,” she said, but Mark’s eye whispered a faint shadow into his mind. She was bluffing. Mark nodded and played along.


  “If you say so,” he said, turning to go.


  “Now hold on there, young lady,” Barol said, putting his paws down on the counter. “Since it seems to be freshly made, I think we could bump that to four gold, fifty silver.”


  Mark watched for Loa’s reaction. She stopped and turned back to face the couple.


  “Six gold per dose,” the dancer said.


  “Five,” the old wolf woman countered quickly. “Five’s a lucky number. And I’ll even throw in one more gold for that lucky crystal lion core you’ve tucked in your belt, Collector.”


  Mark glanced down at the purple crystal he’d kept for use as a makeshift dagger. He’d never used it once. He checked with his economic advisor, and Loa gave him a sharp nod.


  “Sounds like we can do business after all,” he said, slipping the crystal out with his thumb.


  A few moments later they were down 5 vials of pure Awysai love drugs and 1 crystal lion core- but up a whopping 26 gold. Mark didn’t know how much the salamander people got when doing business with their regular merchant, but he had a feeling this was considerably more.
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  “This is for you,” Mark said, handing Loa three of the gold coins from his pocket.


  “Mark…” the dancer said, her almond-shaped, gray eyes going wide. “This is far too much. I’ve… I never…”


  On their way back down, they had stopped to talk on the Fire Level of Thomellia where the hard-working artisans kept the area nice and toasty despite the elevation. Mark shook his head and spoke over her stammering.


  “No. It’s a fair percentage. I also want to ask you for a big favor. The Awysai tasked us with selling these vials and reporting an unbiased price-point. They believe their current contact is skimming a lot of the profit for themselves. I want to bring you back and suggest that you work for them instead. You would take their product and sell it, exactly like you just did.”


  She looked down at the coins resting in one of her four hands and then back up to Mark.


  “You’re offering me a job?”


  He nodded. “It’s not dancing, and the Awysai have to make the final call, but… yeah. The chieftain asked me to bring back a special gift for a chance at their weapon-summoning magic. I had no idea what the hell I was going to do. But you’re perfect.”


  “Yes,” Loa said breathlessly, then reached all four of her arms around him, wrapping him tightly and pinning his own arms to his sides. Mark took a moment to wonder if all the women of this world smelled so irresistible.


  She pulled away and scanned the surrounding buildings. “Come,” Loa said, taking his hand with one of hers. “I need some supplies.”


  Mark looked back at Sasha and Jezebel as she dragged him forward. Both were gazing at him with adoration in their eyes and soft smiles on their lips.


  Loa spoke over her shoulder as she led them down a side street. “First I want to grab a Recall Charm before we go. You should probably get one too.”


  “What’s a Recall Charm?” Jezebel asked as she clomped up near the dancer.


  “They’re one-use items that teleport you to preset places. They’re usually expensive, but they give them away like candy in Thomellia because, well they can afford it, but they also want to make it easy for people to come here and buy their works of art.”


  “Yeah, we could use that,” the green-eyed satyr nodded. “Especially if we are coming back here for the shards.”


  “That is, if that disgusting thief didn’t steal them all first,” Sasha added from behind him.


  Mark’s thoughts turned to their real goal. They still had yet to secure even one of the stupid things. He caught sight of Jezebel’s tiny doe tail popping out from under her pink t-shirt as she hurried alongside Loa and lingered on her soft, thick thighs. His thoughts on their progress instantly flipped. He was an ageless digital being who didn’t need to eat or drink, and he was surrounded by powerful sex-demons.


  Why rush things?


  They’d walk back to the Awysai, finish the quest, get stronger and then decide which crazy place to go looking for shards first. The soul-eating Dreamcatcher at the top of this mountain, or the Wrongside portal into an alternate dimension. Each location was rumored to have four Crystal Heart shards, but if the magic portal led to a whole new world, they could be searching for a long time- that was, if that thief hadn’t gotten any more ahead of them. There was a lot to do, and Mark was looking forward to building his team’s power as well as his own.


  A few twists and turns later, they moved past a row of flame-wielding, blacksmith Vulpath who also doubled as their own forge and then they arrived at their destination.


  “One Copper Jerky?” Mark said looking up at the hanging placard.


  Loa paused at the wooden door. “It’s been about ten years since I was last here. I’m glad the shop is still here.” Mark could tell she was reliving old memories as she stared past the door, and he saw a swirl of emotions within the four-armed Skeema. Regret, shame, hope, and determination all clashed for dominance in her mind. She harnessed that last one as she pushed open the door.


  The place was packed with tables and shelves all containing countless piles of objects. Weapons, rope, lanterns, tools, racks of clothes, and along one wall were bins lined with hanging dried meats. White signs indicated the type of meat and flavor. He saw a few versions of beef, but ‘Ankylosaur - Peppered’ and ‘Basilisk - Dill’ stood out. The smoky aroma created an old-world atmosphere that was both inviting and relaxing.


  “Look around, be with you in a moment,” called a deep voice from somewhere near the back of the old shop.


  Loa moved among the merchandise and led them to a wooden counter. Sitting behind it was a slate-gray Vulpath male with black stripes patterned into his coat and a pipe clamped in his muzzle. He was currently hunched over a stack of parchments with a quill in his paw, furiously scribbling away. The wolf-man seemed lost in his own world.


  “Sell any books yet, Nalo?” Loa said, her voice soft.


  The creature snapped his hazel eyes up, and he straightened.


  “Loa?” he said, slowly taking the pipe out of his mouth.


  “Hi Nally,” she said as she slapped one of her three gold coins down on the counter. “Here is the money I owe you… and payment for some supplies I’ll be needing.”


  The wolf-man shifted his eyes across Mark, Sasha, and Jezebel and then focused back on Loa as he stood up.


  “What? Supplies? All this time I thought you were dead!”


  She held out all four of her arms, palms up. “Nope, but I am so very sorry for skipping out on you.”


  Nalo shook his head slowly. “Shit, well it’s good to see you again. Really good. You look exactly the same.”


  Mark’s new eye told him that they definitely had an intimate past together.


  Loa tapped the coin on the counter with one of her hands. “Well, no more handouts. I am a paying customer now.”


  The Vulpath shopkeeper glanced over at Mark again and then down to the heart ring he wore.


  “You joined a damn battle harem?” he said putting his paws on the counter and flexing his considerable muscles in a deliberate display.


  “No,” Loa said quickly, “these are my traveling companions. Mark, Sasha, and Jezebel.”


  Mark offered his hand to Nalo and said, “Good to meet you.”


  “Mmm,” the wolf-man growled, wrapping his huge clawed hand around Mark’s. He got the feeling that this creature could rip his arm off without trying too hard.


  “Nal, we have work to do, and I promise not to vanish on you again, but we need a few things before heading out.”


  “What do you need, darlin’?” he asked, stepping around the counter.


  “Two Recall Charms, bigger pack, a new cloak…” she paused and looked over at Mark. “Also, whatever Mark and his Enthralled need too. It’s on me.”


  “Loa…” Mark started, wondering just how far one gold went.


  “No,” she said, cutting both right arms through the air. “I got this. No arguments.”


  After a brief discussion and some shopping, it was decided that Jezebel would be the pack mule for their group. She acquired a small backpack and a midnight-blue hooded cloak that ended just below her thighs.


  Sasha’s wings made it difficult to find something that fit, but Nalo was used to dealing with beast-people and skillfully cut out a section of red leather from the back of a tight-fitting coat. It left her legs exposed, but the succubus said her chrome bottom-half didn’t really feel extreme temperatures. She looked amazing.


  Mark found an old leather jacket that fit him perfectly, and both Jezebel and Sasha’s libido spiked when they saw him wearing it, making the decision easy.


  If they were going to the top of this mountain, they’d need these warmer clothes. He almost went for a dented iron mace with a worn wooden handle, but it felt like that was betting on failure. If he couldn’t get the summoned weapon ability, they’d just come back and buy a better weapon. All their gear barely fit into the backpack on Jezebel’s back, but he felt more prepared for their return trip back to the top of this frozen mountain.


  The four-armed Skeema was practically buzzing with excitement, and she insisted they leave right away. She chewed down some homemade jerky from Nalo as she hugged him and said she’d be back to catch up very soon.


  Before he knew it, they were down the mountain and halfway to the Chain of Lakes. Loa said that they just needed to follow the river straight south and they should reach their destination before darkness. Distance in this digital universe seemed odd to Mark. As if it were compressed somehow. He wanted to talk about it with Sasha and Jezebel but mentioning that this world was only a game or a simulation in front of Loa didn’t seem like a good idea.


  Without any stops, and no multi-armed undead getting in their way, they reached the Awysai chieftain’s giant mud dome just as the orange sun dipped below the tree line. While Mark watched a group of salamander warriors training out in front of the impressive structure, a warm wind picked up and blew leaves across the open ground. A low rumble in the sky from miles off foretold of a coming storm. 


  He led the three monster-women confidently up to the entrance where Amina was already waiting for them… as onyx-skinned and naked as he remembered.


  “I heard of your swift return from scouts. I welcome you back, Mark,” she said, extending her three-fingered hand to him in greeting. He grabbed her smooth arm as she had when they attempted this gesture before. The warrior’s pure blue eyes held him for a heartbeat longer than he expected and then she turned her short snout to the women standing behind him.


  “I also welcome Sasha, Jezebel… and a Skeema?”


  Mark nodded back to the dancer wearing her poncho-like cloak. “This is Loa, she’s a friend.”


  “I welcome you as well, Loa,” the sleek salamander said with no hesitation. “I will take you to the chieftain.”


  He turned back to gather his party with a glance and then followed the chieftain’s daughter deeper into the massive dome.


  They moved down the bush-lined path and came to the ethereal, giant Awysai Goddess currently being pleasured by a male and a female. Both were running their hands over each other as they pressed their snouts and pink tongues together over the ghost’s translucent pussy.


  Mark looked over his shoulder at Loa walking behind him, both of her right arms pressed to her chest, and her mouth hung open. This was apparently a mind-blow for other “outsiders” as well.


  They wove in and around the topiary maze and passed a few burly guards before they ended up back in the chieftain’s chamber with the Awysai leader himself standing in the middle. He couldn’t help but flick his eyes over to the glass case to confirm that the two glowing shards were still there.


  “I greet you, Mark. Your Enthralled. And this newcomer. A unique Skeema?”


  “I greet you, Chieftain,” Mark said, bowing his head slightly. “The woman behind me is Loa. If it weren’t for her, I would not be able to hand you this…”


  Mark reached into his pocket and pulled out a stack of gold coins, then placed the pile into the salamander’s large hands. The blue-eyed Awysai looked down, his wide mouth open, and his stoic manner slipping. He held the gold up for Amina to see and grunted to his daughter in disbelief. Mark heard her make a noise like a low growl from behind him.


  “Chieftain,” he said, and the Awysai leader’s attention snapped back to Mark. “I gave Loa 3 gold. You are holding 23, and we received a total of 26 for your six vials. 1 gold per vial in Reoc’s Hold, and 5 gold per vial in Thomellia. Also-” He paused to look back and extend his hand to the four-armed woman. Loa moved forward and took it. He led her forward a step ahead of him, and toward the confused chieftain.


  “I gift you a new traveling merchant. I trust her beyond a doubt, and by the look on your face, she will do a much better job.”


  The Awysai blinked and then his eyes narrowed before letting out a series of tight gurgling noises that could only be considered laughter.


  “I am pleased, Mark. By the Goddess…” he said, then turned to Loa holding the pile of coins still cupped in his thick fingers. “You would do this job? Bring this much of gold again and again?”


  “I will,” Loa said. She was nervous but confident. She wanted this.


  “And you agree with 3 gold coins for you and 23 for the Awysai?” the chieftain asked, tilting his broad head.


  “I do,” she said quickly, and Mark knew she thought it was insane to be making that much compared to the rest of her life. He wondered how the current merchant would handle losing his source of income.


  “I greet you as our new partner, Loa,” the chieftain said, nodding once. He walked over to a basket and dumped the pile of coins inside. Then he moved to the case with the Crystal Heart shards. To Mark’s astonishment, he saw the chieftain summon an intricate glowing key in the same way the others formed weapons or armor.


  This ability would be his.


  The chieftain scooped up the glowing shards and walked them over to Mark.


  “You have done well,” he said and placed them in his palm.


  The moment Mark touched the shards, two things happened; a flood of essence assaulted Mark from every direction, filling him about halfway in an instant from finishing the quest, and the glowing crystals turned into bright points of light before entering his body, pushing his reserves past bursting with erotic energy.


  “Unhg,” Mark grunted, his eyes rolling into his head, and struggled to stay on his feet.


  “I am astonished!” the chieftain said, his blue eyes wide. “It truly is your destiny to gather these shards.”


  Mark took a deep breath and looked around the room. Everyone but Jezebel held an expression of utter shock. The research AI knew he’d get a load of essence from collecting the shards- she’d obviously programmed them to react this way.


  “Yeah,” he said. “I’m the chosen one alright. Now, about that audience with your Goddess?”


  The chieftain nodded. “I judge your gift to be more than I had hoped for. Yes, of course. You will be taken to the reflecting pool when you are ready. Amina will guide you in communing with our Goddess. You understand that this action has a low chance of success?”


  “I understand,” Mark lied. He turned to face the female salamander warrior. “Can we do it now?”


  “Mark…” she gasped as if she just remembered she was supposed to be breathing. “I will take you now, yes.”


  “I wish you the best of luck in your Quest,” the chieftain said. “And in your attempt to earn our Goddess’ favor. I truly do. I will also provide accommodation for Loa and your Enthralled for the evening.”


  “Actually,” Loa spoke up, and everyone in the room turned to face the ex-street performer. “I’d like to get started right away and Recall back to Thomellia for the evening.”


  “I approve,” the chieftain said, nodding his head. “I personally will show you where to pick up trade goods now if you wish.”


  “Thank you so much, Mark,” Loa said, wrapping him in her many arms again.


  She broke the long embrace and went to hug Sasha and Jezebel too. It had been an eventful two days. They finished saying goodbye and promised to meet again sometime, then she was led off by the chieftain. Both Sasha and Jezebel gave Mark a quick kiss for luck before they were also led to their lodging for the evening by one of the Goddess attendants. That left him alone with Amina.


  After he followed her round, swaying ass through more lush bushes, Mark stepped into an area of the building near the curved dome’s wall. Before him were gallons of knee-high water resting in a carved-out slab of the same glossy, black obelisk material as the Goddess anchors he’d seen before, but this was hundreds of times larger than those magic devices. The water looked strange… as if it were too thick. The place smelled faintly like maple syrup and sex.


  “What is that?” Mark asked.


  “Eternal Echo,” Amina said in her tranquil tone.


  “Holy shit…” Mark’s mouth hung open. It must have been a million-gold worth. Was he supposed to drink his fill and have a wild trip? He noticed a few clay jugs near the entrance but turned to the jet-black salamander for guidance. Her eyes were half closed, her long lashes and angular head made her appear like a beautifully smooth half-dragon.


  “I instruct you to remove your clothes before we enter the pool of infinite reflection.”
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  The jet-black Awysai warrior with perky blue nipples quietly watched Mark remove his boots, his shirt and then finally his pants. He stood naked before Amina, mentally trying to calm his slowly swelling erection. He was sitting on a completely full reservoir of essence, and this thickly toned, and deliciously curvy creature focused her glowing eyes right on his crotch.


  Even if having sex with the chieftain’s daughter was a foregone conclusion, assuming was always a bad idea. Until it was clear, he’d try to act civilized.


  “Good. Come,” Amina said, leading him into the pool of Eternal Echo, a potent hallucinogenic and sex-enhancing drug. No big deal.


  It felt like dense water, and he didn’t lose his mind the moment he stepped in- as he imagined he would. The dragon-woman walked him to the center of the warm liquid, then faced him.


  She couldn’t take her glowing blue eyes off his dick.


  “I may touch it?” she asked, never looking up.


  “Sure,” he said, letting a large portion of his sexual tensions drop out of his shoulders.


  Mark watched as she slowly wrapped her smooth hand around his shaft and let his cock swell in her three strong fingers.


  “I may smell it?”


  “Uh, sure.”


  She got down on her knees in the pool, her tail submerging into the liquid. With an open palm, she pressed the head of his penis against the side of her snout. She then breathed in his scent, from balls to tip, sliding her face slowly to savor every inch.


  Amina turned her glowing eyes up to his. “Mmm, this is good. I may taste it?”


  “Please do,” Mark said, getting ready for the ride of his life. He had no idea if this was part of the whole process around communing with their goddess, but the answer was moot by this point. He sure as hell wasn’t going to stop her.


  Amina opened her toothless mouth, and a thick pink tongue came out. It was more than three times as wide as a human tongue and noticeably smoother. She used this tongue to slowly taste the whole length of his shaft.


  Mark shuddered from the raw, electric pleasure shooting into his brain. She pulled away and looked up at him again through those long lashes.


  “I may bring you to an orgasm with my mouth?”


  As she spoke the words, the blue markings carved into the black stone of their giant bathtub began to glow. They were indeed summoning a Goddess.


  Mark looked down on the kneeling Awysai warrior and said, “I’ll allow it.”


  With a small courteous nod, Amina tilted her sleek head and pressed her muzzle down his cock all the way into his abdomen. It felt like he had been punched in the gut with ecstasy. Her wet, rubbery mouth easily engulfed all of him in tingling warmth and her impossibly skilled tongue was everywhere at once. She began to bob her head, her beautiful eyes closed as the jet-black salamander bent her every thought on pleasuring him.


  Time seemed to stutter a bit with an odd, melting sensation, and it felt as if this thick beast-woman was starting a wet fire on the rod of infinite flesh expanding out from the center of his being.


  “Oh shit,” Mark mumbled, knowing the Eternal Echo drug was kicking in hard. His ability to stand faltered under her onslaught and he fell back onto his ass. Amina followed him down, her thick neck muscles pushing her smooth head in and out of the clear, syrupy liquid as she pummeled him with pleasure so intense Mark began to forget what it was to know sanity.


  All his muscles locked up, and he was forced to push his pelvis up to meet Amina’s hungry, all-consuming mouth of cosmic ecstasy. A river of smoky electricity coursed through his veins with every pump of her head and flashes of blue stars like ever-expanding fireworks overwrote parts of reality.


  When he could take no more, everything condensed into a pinpoint centered on the head of his cock and time slowed to a complete standstill- but only for a moment. Then a level of pleasure his mind surely wasn’t ever intended to process burst outward from him, and his limitless, unknowable orgasm created an entirely new universe.


  He watched from within a void, as existence itself spread out and filled with trillions of galaxies. It was quiet and peaceful.


  “Mark,” a voice whispered slowly, bouncing from ear to ear like they were rapidly spinning around him. He turned and was suddenly standing on the hill where he had woken up looking into Jezebel’s eyes. A ghostly human woman stood a few yards away, and Mark wondered if she was who he had come to see.


  “Yes,” she said, inspecting her surroundings. “I am Goddess to the Awysai. I take their form during our encounters as I have no physical form of my own.”


  Mark felt like he had a heart the size of the moon, and it was beating now like the pistons of a combustion engine. She was talking to him. He had a real shot at this, but his mind had parts that were much larger than they ought to be, and rational thought seemed to need time before condensing correctly. The glowing entity moved close to his face in an instant, and her ethereal yet defined pupils looked deep into his.


  “Your mind is not the same as the Awysai, and indeed, you appear to originate from a dimension far removed from theirs.”


  “Yes,” he said, struggling to form words. “I’m here to ask you for the gifts you’ve given to the Awysai. The ability to summon weapons.”


  The painfully attractive glowing woman padded away from Mark. She was short with sharply defined muscles. She was built like a superhero gymnast.


  “You already have a few surprisingly powerful gifts, Collector.”


  It still wasn’t a no. Mark looked hard at the Goddess facing away from him. He did have gifts, and he was going to bring his magic eye to bear on this alluring entity.


  “Mmm, a strong one,” she whispered in his ear somehow from where she stood. “You’d take advantage of me, Lover? Will you let me see your true dimension before you flay me bare by your Truesight?”


  All of reality shifted to luscious lips, blissful moans, and deft tongues before snapping back to the grassy hill.


  Show her his true dimension? Mark looked down at the green grass poking through his toes. Did she mean… from before? His thoughts turned to riding home from work in the transport pod, anxious to get into his new rig.


  “Strange are your memories. Aged. Broken. Fused.”


  Mark looked up at the goddess. They were now standing in his apartment, and she had taken on the appearance of a human with tight, pink skin. He watched as her hand caressed the surface of the ChronoMind immersion bed purchased with his settlement money. The bed was thankfully empty. If he’d seen himself, lying in the pod…


  “Yeah, um. I’ve been through a lot,” he said, the words still clinging to the inside of his mouth.


  Had he woken up and was now hallucinating? Was he going insane?


  Mark rubbed his hands together and was instantly relieved he still had a sense of touch. As his eyes moved to the impossibly perfect woman peeking into his bedroom, he reevaluated whether her being there proved or disproved his sanity.


  “You are an odd being,” she said finally. “A large portion of your transition from this dreary existence of banality to the luminous pattern of potential which you’ve become has been irreparably removed. Your existence… your mystery interests me, Mark. I agree to make the same trade offered to Awysai corporeals. Energy for affinity. The rest is up to you.”


  She walked barefoot across the beige carpet to his bedroom and hopped her tight little ass onto his bed. He followed her, and although he had slept here only a few days ago, it felt like he hadn’t seen this place in a long time. It no longer felt like home.


  Mark approached the taut-skinned Goddess sitting on his bed and almost made the mistake of sitting on the bed with her. Every time Mark had seen the Awysai interact with this entity, they were pleasuring her, and always orally. It was how he got here in the first place. If she wanted more than that, he could move on to other physical activities, but showing some gentle attention to her crotch seemed like a great opening move.


  He got down on his knees, and the tight-bodied goddess spread her legs, lying back with a small smile on her angelic face.


  Mark began slowly by rubbing a hand on her thigh- and it passed through her leg like she was a hologram, his hand coming to rest on his bed below.


  The floor felt like it dropped right out from under him. His experience in the Echo Nest played out along with the feel of his wooden club whiffing right through the creatures they fought there. Was he unable to touch this ethereal deity?


  “You are quickly becoming less interesting,” she said and popped back up on one elbow.


  Panic took hold briefly, but Mark violently shook it off. He channeled all his will through the ability she called Truesight and leaned hard into his magic eye. Mark willed reality to reveal the answer.


  “Oh, you seek to penetrate me even deeper?” she said, her voice whispered from everywhere and bouncing from ear to ear.


  Mark noticed that her outer labia faintly pulsed a light blue, and it was as if someone were slowly oscillating a dimmer switch. The slow waves of blue energy were similar to how it felt in the tomb fighting the- That was it. He turned his eyes to hers with a devilish smile growing on his lips. There was no doubt in his mind he could affect her with his Heal ability. But not with a hard blast as he’d been doing. He needed this to last several minutes, if not more.


  Turning inward, Mark took hold of his healing ability in a firm mental grasp, and with monumental concentration, he squeezed only a tiny amount of his power out through his tongue. He lowered his face downward, and with a tentative lap, Mark tasted the extra-dimensional goddess’s pussy. She moaned faintly, and his confidence soared.


  The Awysai deity spread her legs wide for him, her wrinkled, pink pussy throbbing with a very specific frequency. With no more hesitation, Mark projected his Heal forward and willed erotic intensity to pour from his tongue like honey. He slid it up and down her outer lips and inner thighs, slowly coating her heavenly body with his magic saliva.


  Mark watched as her hidden clitoris swelled, omitting its own bright-blue radiance. After she started to breathe heavier, he began to lap at her swelling bundle of nerves sporadically as he lapped all around her soft mound.


  He had kept his Heal going for much longer than he had ever before, and it felt like he still had full power. With an attempt at fine control, Mark loosened his grasp on the pool of power and tried letting more energy pour out.


  “Gooood…” the sex-goddess lying on his bed moaned, and Mark grinned into her crotch.


  He lapped between her folds and found her tingling coppery taste irresistible. Flattening his tongue wide and exposing as many magic-infused taste buds to her pussy as possible, Mark lapped her whole crotch, from her asshole to the top of her clit, over and over. Every now and then, he would pause and give her shy, fleshy nub a good sucking before starting again.


  “Ommm,” she grunted as she spread her tightly muscled legs farther and farther. She really was built like a gymnast.


  Still not running out of Healing energy, Mark stopped holding back and let it flow out naturally as he began to pay close attention to her hot, delicious hole. He used his tongue to spread her lips apart as he passionately kissed the opening to her vagina.


  “Mark…” The goddess moaned his name as she clenched her toned stomach muscles and her opening constricted with hunger. She yearned for his tongue inside of her.


  Finally realizing that he had access to infinite Healing on whatever plane of existence this was, Mark pushed more and more power into her engorged genitals, and the deity’s moans became trapped in her throat.


  Mark slid his tongue deep into the supple-skinned beauty and focused on nothing but modulating his stream of Healing energy to match the waves of her pulsing patterns. It took some finesse, but Mark eventually locked his aura to hers.


  Sparks of light burst from her skin as she spasmed under his magic, dancing tongue and unwavering attention. He continued to turn the knob past the perceived max on his healing ability, intending to push this oral sex deity beyond anything she knew or would ever know.


  A tight whimper fell upon his ears, and the writhing woman beneath him began to transform. Her fleshy skin became an illusion and fell away as wisps of otherworldly magic. She hooked her very solid yet ghostly legs around the back of his neck and pulled him deep into her crotch as she gushed her mind-breaking nectar all over his face.


  “Ahhh…” Her content sigh echoed through all of eternity.


  Her ethereal legs came loose, slowly at first and then she moved instantly, and her beautiful face was near his again. They were back in outer space, and her whole body was crackling with immense power.


  “I find your offering very, very pleasing, Mark,” she whispered from everywhere. “I agree to a mutually beneficial relationship. All you must do to renew our contract is think of me when you lick someone’s genitals every now and then.”


  “I can do that,” Mark said, resisting the urge to shield his eyes before the brilliance of this supercharged sex-deity.


  “Feed Amina your sperm to sign our contract,” she said, and then Mark found himself back under the Awysai dome. Black clouds roiled past the circular opening, and rain poured down, but the sleek salamander warrior slurping his cock into her mouth quickly stole all his attention. Her pink swirling tongue stroked his hyper-sensitive skin as he lay floating on the surface of the Eternal Echo sex drug, feeling weightless.


  It didn’t take long. After pleasuring a goddess, his balls ached from how horny he had become. Mark reached his hand to caress her smooth head as he began to pump his load into her muzzle. She locked her glowing blue eyes on his and fluttered her long lashes as he came hard in her mouth. The chieftain’s daughter massaged his scrotum with her thick fingers as she swallowed every drop, gently sucking to make sure she got it all.


  With a sigh similar to the deity’s whom he had just made a pact with, Mark felt a new sphere of power open like an eyelid in the darkness of his mind.


  Amina licked his shaft, sending aftershocks of painful pleasure up his spine, but he clenched his teeth and let her continue through the ritual. Once she considered it clean, she let his cock go and stood up.


  “I have never felt a communion like that, Mark. I knew you would go above and beyond to please our Goddess.”


  “You felt some of that?” he asked.


  Her lids drooped, and she nodded her sleek head up and down. “I felt everything and will dream of this for many nights.”


  Mark stood up and wondered why he felt perfectly fine. He didn’t feel drugged and wasn’t disorientated at all, yet he was still wading in a pool of potent, psychedelic sex water. He blinked that mystery away. Who cares? He had a new toy to try out.


  Mark held out his hand and attempted to summon a mystical club in his hand. Nothing impressive happened right away, but a few sparks and fizzing lines of energy began to take shape.


  “I suggest that you do not force it,” Amina said. “Let the form flow out of you. Later you can work on shaping.”


  Mark let his brow relax, and he pulled in a deep breath from his nose. The smell of fresh rain and syrupy sex filled his lungs as he unclenched every muscle and let his new power find its home within his mind.


  A delicate weight pulled down his hand, and when he looked, he saw a ghostly wooden log. The summoned object appeared very similar to the simple club he had broken earlier, but malformed and lumpy.


  The salamander woman nodded, again. “I am pleased. You are a good friend to the Awysai and now share the pact with our Goddess. All is as it should be.”


  “Thank you for the opportunity, Amina. My quest to restore the Crystal Heart might take me far across the lands of your world, but I hope to come back this way sometime in the future.”


  He could Enthrall Amina right now, and she would fight by his side for as long as she was able, but she also didn’t feel right for the party. He needed someone more ranged, like an archer or spell caster. He had to be honest with himself- he hoped they’d find a good fit in one of the Vulpath elemental magic users.


  “I will think of that meeting often,” she said, turning to leave the pool.


  The female warrior led Mark out into the darkness and rain, and he wondered how long he’d been… communing with their goddess. No that wasn’t right. She was his goddess now. As they walked, Mark formed his basic club again, and it seemed to come easier to his hand. He also noticed it lit up a small area around them. More good news.


  Amina left him outside the same lakeside dome they had stayed before. With another firm grasp of the arm, Mark agreed to meet with the chieftain in the morning before they left.


  “Honeys, I’m home,” he said, before pulling open the curtain covering the doorway.


  The two beast-women were sitting on the pillows, naked. Sasha sat up, her heavy pink breasts thrusting out.


  “Well? Show us!”


  He flashed them both a smile before he summoned his new ethereal weapon. A club shaped like a shriveled baseball bat.


  “I never had a doubt,” the smug succubus said as she gazed over to the tan satyr.


  Jezebel blinked and then turned her emerald eyes up to his. He saw pain there, anger at herself for continuing to doubt him. Her resolve in letting him follow his own path hardened. To her, he continued to do the impossible. There was also a hint of anger at Sasha for throwing her under the bus.


  She narrowed her emerald eyes at the succubus, then got up on her knees. She spun around and thrust her brown furry ass into the air, her tiny, white tail raised high. Mark’s eyes were drawn to the thick, darkly colored pussy lips bulging out from under her hot-pink pucker of an asshole. He had a full load of essence pressing on his balls, and his shaft began to swell at the sight.


  “I know those shards must have filled you up,” Jezebel said, looking over her shoulder. “Please allow me to take some of the pressure off your aching sack, Lover.”


  Mark’s concentration broke and his summoned club vanished. He moved one hand down to his belt when Sasha also got on her knees and backed her pink, round posterior right up to Jezebel’s.


  “You’ll have to choose who to fuck first,” the succubus said, pulling her spade tail aside. “You can even take me in the ass if you want.”


  Mark took off his clothes and then stepped up to the two perfect rear ends waving below him. Jezebel was looking at Sasha, her eyes narrowed in frustration. Sasha was looking at him sweetly with her bright blue eyes.


  The scar on his succubus’ face caught his attention as it was currently in close proximity to the two pink scars on Jezebel’s tan back. Mark put a hand to his own eye and realized that all three of them were physically and mentally scarred in some way. Something buried in their pasts that had changed who they were. Jezebel said she’d been insane, and he knew Sasha had been through some serious shit… he had his mind ripped from his body and an entire section of his life erased.


  But none of it mattered. Jezebel wasn’t insane anymore, and Sasha was safe- as long as he was there to protect her. They were all here now, together. Together they would show this world who they really were.


  And this rivalry between satyr and succubus needed to end.


  “I want you two to kiss. Now.”


  Mark’s Enthralled turned to look into each other’s eyes. He’d seen them both eat the other’s pussy, but he’d never seen them actually kiss.


  Jezebel licked her lips as Sasha leaned in close. Their mouths touched, and Mark felt them both drop a small portion of the tension they didn’t even realize they were holding. It could be hard work trying to always be in competition with someone else.


  He got down on his knees between them and ran the palms of his hands on their taut, round ass cheeks. They were both thickly built, and their plump asses were always drawing his eye. The two beast-women knocked their horns together gently as they began to become more passionate.


  “That’s right,” Mark said as he lightly rubbed his thumb down both of their slits. “What does Jez smell like, Sasha?”


  The succubus pulled her lips off the freckled satyr for a moment to smile and whisper, “strawberries,” before pressing her face back in for more.


  “Jezebel,” Mark said, petting their pussies from behind. “What does Sasha taste like to you?”


  The tan satyr pulled back and furrowed her eyebrows. “I haven’t had much calibration for taste sense- but she’s sweet and lovely.”


  Sasha practically growled before she slid her fingers through Jezebel’s reddish-blonde hair, pulling their lips back together. Mark nodded. They would have to make it a point to stop and feast soon.


  “Vanilla,” he said, “she tastes like sweet vanilla.” Then he tried something new on them. He already knew he could split the target of his Heals after last night. And after his experience with the Goddess… Twisting his mind like a faucet, Mark turned both his hands into magic ecstasy dispensers.


  Both beast-women moaned as he massaged their slick, fleshy folds with his ability-enhanced fingers. Jezebel and Sasha passionately nibbled on each other’s lips and caressed their faces while he continued to encourage them both from behind.


  Mark listened to what his magic eye was showing him and used his thumbs to rub their clenching anuses while his fingers rubbed their clits. He could see his Enthralled begin to exchange tongues, lost in each other and their blissful euphoria. He brought them both to a climax with his magic-imbued fingers and had to pour more power into Jezebel to get her synced up with Sasha, but they both whimpered into each other’s mouths as he forced them to come together.


  “Now,” he said, lying back on the pillows, “both of you work together and suck out this essence.”


  Sasha and Jezebel obediently moved to include the tip of his cock between their passionate kissing. As they ravaged his shaft for a while, Mark turned his eyes up to see a flash of lightning through the hole in the roof of their Awysai-made dome and said a silent prayer to the Goddess of Oral Sex.
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  “I could upgrade Side Kick,” Sasha said, pulling her stretchy blue top over her heavy breasts. “Or there’s a new ability in the Lightning tree I’ve opened called Shock Bomb. I can tag a bomb to any surface, and it will blow up after 3 seconds. Big area-damage and chance to stun… that is- if they survive.” Her eyes went back to re-read the skill, and Mark felt her excitement spike. Sasha still wanted him to spend her points for her, yet she clearly had an ability that she wanted.


  “That Shock Bomb, all the way,” Mark said, popping his lumpy blue club back in and out of existence. There didn’t feel like there was a limit to how many times he could summon the weapon, only how skillfully he could wield the power allotted to him.


  “Done,” Sasha said as her leathery wings unfurled in pleasure.


  Jezebel slipped on her pink top over her dark brown nipples, and he noticed a hint of sadness for the loss of her own wings. It was something they still needed to talk about.


  “I put a lot of points into Bear Form, level two,” the satyr said. “I get tougher skin and take less damage. If I get some leather armor it will come with as bear armor when I shift.”


  Mark raised an eyebrow. “Bear armor? Sounds awesome.”


  Jezebel shrugged, “Awesome indeed. It should help keep us alive as we fight tougher enemies. Speaking of that, we really should decide which direction to go next. The Dreamcatcher near the Vulpath, or through the Skeema portal to this Wrongside place?”


  “Or we could fuck right off into a whole new area,” Sasha said, a hand on her hip. “Don’t get me wrong, I’m not married to the idea. But there are tons more shards out there. Perhaps there’s some low-hanging fruit, you know?”


  Mark frowned. “Good thinking, Sasha, but I’d rather chase down the ones we’ve located. We should be careful, though. If either place appears too deadly, we fuck right off and come back later. What do you say, Jezebel?”


  The green-eyed satyr nodded. “It’s a valid point. We could just walk in a direction and hope we run into another one or at least data on their whereabouts. But I agree with Mark. If we’re acting, I’d rather it be toward securing the shards we know exist.”


  Sasha shrugged, “Yeah, it would feel too much like giving up. So- which is it? Nightmare castle or wacky world?”


  “Let’s check out this Dreamcatcher place, up the mountain,” Mark said. “At least scout it out. It’s also not in another dimension, so it’s got that going for it.”


  They all agreed and left their hut to meet with the Awysai chieftain. As they were led past the Goddess Echo, he could have sworn the sprit followed him with her ghostly eyes.


  He summoned his crude club for the Chieftain who was in naked awe of Mark’s accomplishments. They were gifted four vials of Eternal Echo for their own purposes. And before leaving, Mark promised Amina and her father that they would return to visit when they could.


  A few steps out of the massive Awysai dome, Jezebel pulled out the Recall Charm that would take them back to Thomellia. It was a miniature marble statue.


  “Loa said we all need to be touching or someone will get left behind,” the satyr said, looking around the group.


  “Ugh, I have to touch you?” Sasha said playfully and then pulled Jezebel close against her hip. “Seriously though, who could resist this smooth, caramel skin.”


  Mark pressed into Jezebel from the other side. “And have you seen these perfectly placed freckles. I could get lost in them.”


  “Right,” Jezebel said, flushing a little from their attention, “here goes nothing.”


  She held up the charm and snapped it in half.


  An instant later, all three were standing on a large slab of carved stone in the middle of Thomellia’s Earth Level. Shortly after, a flash of light caught Mark’s eye and another human female with a huge sword strapped to her back appeared next to them. Looking like this was an everyday thing for the warrior, she stalked off toward one of the nearby streets.


  “Must be some sort of landing zone,” Jezebel muttered.


  Mark nodded and began walking to where he thought the Statue Steps were located. His Enthralled followed.


  “Let’s just head upward,” he said. “See how far we can go before someone stops us.”


  Jezebel and Sasha each took a flank and clomped alongside him, their hooves ringing off the carved stone. He felt unstoppable with these two beauties with him.


  “We should probably check to see what other Recall Charms we can find,” Jezebel said. “It would be convenient if we didn’t have to walk everywhere.”


  Mark looked over to her gold-flecked green eyes. “I’m in no hurry.” After he said the words, a thought struck him. Jezebel had seemed worried about her reactor plans getting into the wrong hands… just how much time did they have in here?


  “Now that I’m thinking about it… Jez, um, do we have a time limit? Could someone come into the room in the real world and pull the plug on your mainframe or whatever?”


  Jezebel held her tongue as they crossed a marble bridge by a thundering waterfall and when they had put the plummeting water behind them, she answered. They were also talking about things no one in this world would know anything about, and shouting about servers and real-world threats while surrounded by NPCs just didn’t feel right.


  “First thing you should know, Mark, is that we are experiencing reality many times faster than the physical world. Especially since you are now digital yourself- with no biology getting in the way.”


  “How much faster?”


  “Our cute little doe is really an elite machine,” Sasha said, stepping into the conversation. “About one million years per real-world second.”


  Mark stopped moving just as he put one foot up on the first statue stair of the next level.


  “One million years…” he whispered, his eyes wide. He looked over at his two stunning sex-demons and smiled. “Awesome.”


  Jezebel reached back and took his hand. He let her pull him forward and they resumed moving up the stairs.


  The satyr continued. “Also, my elite machine is housed under one kilometer of rock and quite physically secure. We’d survive a nuclear blast. I have a working fusion reactor supplying us power and won’t even mention the number of virtual years we have before that runs out. Just know it has more zeroes than stars in the universe. Lastly, those escaped thieves apparently disabled my connection to the Net. Even if someone came back with Sasha’s preposterously powerful weapon and tried to hack in from the digital world, they’d only find a dead line.”


  Mark focused on the statues below his feet as he absorbed what Jezebel had said. He imagined life standing still out there while he had the experience of a lifetime- many lifetimes, in this simulated sex world.


  They reached the Fire Level, and an emotional blip from Sasha pulled his eye. He saw her relive a part of her past that she regretted deeply. It was about him.


  Before he saw any real details, Mark laced his other hand through hers, and the succubus shot her blue eyes to his.


  “Thank you,” he said and then squeezed both of their hands. “If it weren’t for whatever both of you did to that other Mark, there wouldn’t be a me. And this Mark is very glad to be near you both, hopefully for eternity.”


  It was exactly what Sasha and Jezebel wanted to hear, and he felt a tangible widening of their interconnected bonds.


  They passed by the flame wielders and artisans of this level, and before they ascended the stairs to the Wind Level, Jezebel opened her backpack and distributed their cold-weather clothes. Mark slipped on his leather jacket, Jezebel put on her blue cloak, and Sasha folded her wings in before wrapping her chest in her tight red coat.


  The pattern of where the switchback stairs were located on each level led them to believe that the path further up the mountain would be at the far end of this brisk and breezy Wind Level, and they weren’t wrong. But the gate made of diamond and the heavily armored Vulpath guards standing in front with giant axes told a different story.


  As they approached, the two black-furred warriors stepped forward. This was when he noticed the faintly uncomfortable pulsing in his blind eye.


  “Turn around, tourists,” growled the one on the right. Their metal armor was exquisitely ornate and projected a sense of power Mark was sure had to be magic. These guys were orders of magnitude more powerful than his current group. It only inspired him.


  “We’d really like to see this Dreamcatcher. Anyone we could talk to about getting past? Maybe slip you a few coins?”


  Both Vulpath warriors tapped the space between their tall ears five times.


  “Fool! You’ll bring her attention upon us,” the one on the right yelled over the howling wind. “I aught’a cut you down…”


  “No!” shouted the other quickly. “You know it’ll be worse luck to touch them now.”


  “What’s going on out here?” a new voice called from the door of a small stone keep near the gate.


  “Captain, this pup wants to give himself and his Enthralled to the banshee,” said the right guard.


  This Captain clutched a paintbrush in one hand and only wore a simple chain hauberk. He tilted his wolf-like head, studying Mark and his beast-women.


  “No,” he said, crossing his arms. “Go about your business, Collector.”


  “What if my business lies beyond these gates? There’s got to be a way to get past, or you wouldn’t have built a gate with hinges.”


  The captain looked over at the gleaming gemstone barrier and snorted out a gout of hot breath from his black nose.


  “A smartass. Fine. Go seek permission from the Cloud Consulate. Turn around and find the big building that juts over the other Levels. Come back here with a writ of passage, and I’ll open the gate.”


  The Vulpath captain did not wait for a response and closed the door behind him. The other two guards determined the matter settled and also returned to their posts by the gate.


  Mark exchanged glances with Sasha and Jezebel before he led them away. As they moved, his eye thankfully quieted down.


  “This sounds like it’s going to be really boring,” Sasha said, jamming her hands in the pockets of her short coat. Her chrome legs reflected the bright morning sun, their shapely curves demanding his attention.


  “I’m fascinated to learn more about their system of government,” Jezebel said, her head swiveling around as she searched for the Cloud Consulate. He looked deeper into the satyr and saw that she fancied herself the creator of this world. She had kicked off the process that brought life to these people, along with all their triumphs and plights.


  “Hey, Jez. Why aren’t these people uh, self-aware, like you and Sasha? I don’t know a lot about what is happening with you two, but can one of these NPCs ever understand they’re in a game?”


  His Enthralled satyr and succubus shared a look he had seen one other time. This was about the other Mark. “You two remember that I can see right into your heads when you do that, right?” he said.


  Jezebel answered, but there was a dread behind her words.


  “They don’t question the nature of their reality and all tools they use to inspect it just show them more of the same. It’s surprisingly hard to prove you are in a simulated universe from the inside. But to answer your question, yes. If the right set of circumstances and conditions exist, NPCs from The Crystal Heart can become aware of a larger existence.”


  Had he let out some terrible monster and asked to have his memory wiped so he didn’t feel guilty? Sasha seemed more angry than afraid, but not at him. Mark sighed. All of this was useless conjecture. He was happy with who he was, damn it- despite rewinding an impactful portion of his life.


  “Thanks, Jez,” Mark said with a smile. “That’s all I need to know.” He had phrased his words carefully and the cloud that had darkened her heart dissipated. His freckled satyr looked over at him with a weight lifted from her mind.


  “Our destination is two blocks ahead and on the right. ETA: two minutes.” Sasha said, changing the subject. She pointed at a huge building ahead of them, the back of which seemed to extend past the sheer cliff and overlooking the Fire Level.


  Once inside, they found that the building was massive, and echoing halls spread out before them with unending red-velvet ropes running in pairs around everything.


  After waiting for fifteen minutes in an artistic license renewal line, they were told they were in the wrong place and sent to see a chancellor on the third floor. Then the chancellor told them they’d waive the thirty-copper filing fee, but that Mark would need to get the written recommendation from something called a Judicar on the Earth Level of Thomellia and then have that stamped by a Master of the Glass on the Fire Level. With the correct documents, they would be allowed to pay the five-gold audience fee to get their case heard by the High Council of Thomellia- which met only once a week. And after all that bullshit, there was a good chance they’d just say no.


  Mark, Sasha, and Jezebel were a few paces away from the exit when his Enthralled succubus let her thoughts be known, loudly.


  “For a bunch of art lovers, they sure have a hard-on for red tape!” The stone slab halls of the Cloud Consulate echoed with “-ape, -ape, -ape…” as the doors closed behind them.


  Standing out in the brisk air of the Wind Level, Mark began to weigh their options. That Wrongside sounded like their only real move.


  “Collector.”


  Mark turned to see a beautiful and regal Vulpath female walking forward. It looked like she had been waiting for them outside. She had on a long robe with vibrant hot-pinks, blacks, and teals all clashing together with striking contrast. Two pointed ears stood on the top of her head and poking through black hair styled into a bob cut, but the rest of her body was covered in creamy-white fur. A few gray shocks expressed her age, yet also enhanced her allure.


  Her deep blue eyes shone with intelligence when she spoke.


  “Will you three join me for a walk? I may want to hire you for a job.”


  Mark smiled to himself. Of course someone would be there. This person would be able to fake the document or something like that. She’d have a quest or an errand she’d want completed in return, but this was a video game after all, wasn’t it?


  “We’d love to go for a walk,” Mark said, looking over at his horned beast-women and motioned with his head for them to follow.


  They made it two blocks before the Vulpath spoke again.


  “My home is a few minutes away. Before we go much further, I’ll hear your reaction to my proposition. I want you to Enthrall me, help me collect a rare pigment, then transfer me my pool of essence. I’ll use the points to upgrade a unique skill to affect one painting. Then, simply disavow me and go on your way.”


  Mark’s brows came down.


  “Oh, is that all?” Jezebel said.


  The Vulpath continued, unfazed. “I have what you need. If you want to talk more, follow me home. If you are uninterested, walk away now.”


  Mark focused his magic eye on the wolf-woman. “Are you trying to trick me?”


  She grinned, exposing long, white canines. “If I were, would I admit it?”


  “I noticed you didn’t answer the question.”


  The female turned and looked at his scarred eye. “No, I am not trying to trick you, Lover. I’m trying to be famous.”


  It was the truth. Mark looked back at Sasha and Jezebel. The succubus was nodding, and the faun-like satyr was worried. But it wasn’t a no.


  Mark wordlessly kept pace with the Vulpath until she padded up a stone stairwell leading to one of many stone homes in a long row.


  She put her paw on the knob and turned to look over her shoulder. “I am Audra.”


  Mark nodded. “A pleasure. I am Mark, and this is Sasha and Jezebel.”


  Audra pulled her lips back in another Vulpath smile before opening the door. “Welcome to my home.”


  It was much smaller on the inside, and every wall was covered in paintings. Audra hurried around picking up a bra and some other silky garments before tossing them behind a paper changing screen.


  “I wasn’t planning on guests,” she said, sparking a device to ignite some wood tucked into her hearth. “But I can have some tea ready in moments. Blackleaf, Sunny Bark, or Lemon Wisp?” A darker black eyebrow rose over the wolf-woman’s alluring cobalt eyes.


  “Uh, nothing for me,” Mark said and looked over his shoulder to see Jezebel decline with a head shake.


  “I’ll have a go at some of the Lemon Wisp,” Sasha said, peeling her coat off.


  “Good, I’ll just make a whole pot. The rest’ll want to dive on in once the whole house is warmed by its fragrance. Please sit down.”


  Mark noticed a stuffed loveseat and a pillowy ottoman. Sasha plopped down on the soft footstool, leaving room for her wings, while Mark and Jezebel sat next to each other on the loveseat. Audra wiped her hands on a cloth, tossed it aside and stood before Mark and his beast-women.


  “I was part of a battle harem once and Enthralled to a Hexer a long time ago. He was a human from the sandy deserts of the Xerishan Empire, and we had a solid six months together before we added a wild harpy to our group.” The Vulpath’s eyes grew distant, and Mark could tell she was reliving happy times. “Her name was Zooshma. She was a pure ball of energy and full of never-ending wonder about the world. The three of us blazed a swath across the land making a lot of great memories and a lot of coin.


  “Then, Zoosh was trampled to death by a stampede of ten-story war buffalo in the Darkshell Crag.”


  “Oh shit,” Sasha said, putting her hand to her mouth.


  Audra turned to gaze at the succubus. “Nothing was the same after that, and my Collector took her death very badly. It was mutually agreed to disavow and go our own ways. As far as I know, he still wanders the desert, trying to get so lost that his grief can no longer find him.”


  Audra sighed, and Mark saw an inward worry. A worry for herself, because she could no longer cry over this past. These days she wondered if she could no longer feel anything at all. The cream-colored Vulpath gathered herself and continued.


  “Yes, tragic, but a long time ago, and in another lifetime. Now I have devoted the rest of my time on this plane of existence to my art. Putting myself onto a canvas is now… important to me.”


  Mark looked around and saw that many of the stretched canvases that cluttered the small, open living space portrayed half-finished portraits and still-lifes.


  “When I was first Enthralled, a unique starting path unlocked- Good Eye, it was called. Being that we were forming a battle harem, I chose to upgrade my Aeromancy and leave such a useless crafting skill behind.”


  “So,” Jezebel broke in, “now you want Mark to Enthrall you so you can choose that path, and create one painting?”


  Audra held out one clawed finger. “No. I want him to earn me some essence while we hunt down a shell of the Void Clam. Mark will then lie with me to transfer essence. I will upgrade this skill as much as I can… and then finally I will create the one painting that will draw everyone’s eye.”


  “What do we get out of this?” Sasha asked bluntly.


  The tea kettle began to howl, and Audra went to attend to it. The air did smell very lemony, and Mark was second-guessing his position on tea. She set out some cups and filled them with scoops of honey-colored crystals. He was glad to see her preparing four cups. He had no idea how old this wolf-woman was, but as she bent over to find a spoon, Mark got a glimpse of plump, furry melons under the robe she wore. The female Vulpath continued while she prepared the drinks.


  “Zooshma also had a valuable innate skill and was part of the reason we chose her. As you know, all harpies can imbue a Recall Charm once a day. With her daredevil flying ability, she nabbed us many possible adventure locations over the years. I happen to have a Recall Charm that will take you right outside, the… ‘you know where’, at the top of the mountain.”


  Audra stopped stirring to tap her head five times in the same ritual he’d seen before with the guards.


  “You can get us safely past the gate and higher up the mountain?” Mark asked, pinning her down with his magic eye.


  “Yes. I mean, that’s what the stone was labeled. I’d never use it. I’ll give you an extra Thomellia Charm to bring you back, just in case. If my plan works and I’m able to paint my masterpiece… money will never be an issue for me.”


  Sasha nodded as she was handed a cup and saucer. The succubus blew some of the steam from her hot lemony drink, then asked a good question.


  “Why haven’t you done this before? This place is a pretty big hub city. Couldn’t convince any other Collectors?”


  Audra smiled as she handed out cups to Mark and Jezebel.


  “I’ve been in a… dry spell for a long time. This idea took hold today when I heard your request in the consulate. It’s not as if I’m just standing out by the air-ship terminal, waiting for random Collectors to proposition. I was in line for renewing my artistic license, and I noticed a human and his unique Enthralled. It reminded me of the old days and of a path not taken. Your Collector looks like my type, has a problem I can solve, and is a Lover with an open slot. I’m taking a spur-of-the-moment chance.”


  Mark leaned back, sipping his sweet and sour tea to hide his huge grin. She thought he was her type? He was already sold on this idea. It would save them time, they’d get more essence before facing whatever madness the Dreamcatcher had up there… and there was the part about rolling around with this older yet attractive wolf-woman.


  “What do you two think?” he asked his Enthralled.


  Audra sipped her tea with her small canine mouth. “I am glad I didn’t stumble into one of those asshole Collectors. You three look like you make a good team.”


  “We do,” Sasha said, her wings extending slightly, “and I’m in.”


  Jezebel kept her green eyes on the wolf-woman.


  “You’ll be done with this painting in a few days?” she asked.


  “Hopefully one day.”


  “You swear to let Mark disavow you afterward?”


  The wolf-woman smiled. “You are still a new team, adorable. Jezebel, believe me, my battle harem days are over, and I am planning on being recognized as a great artist. Not only do I want to be easily found and adored, our bond would make it impossible for me to hide from any of you for very long.”


  Jezebel looked over at Mark, worry still visible on her face- even without his magic eye. He put his hand on her sleek doe thigh, and she gave him the briefest of nods.


  “Deal,” he said. “What’s next?”


  The cream-colored wolf-woman put down her cup of steaming tea.


  “We will be taking one of my Recall Charms far to the southwest, to a small seaside town called Kojita. In doing some research on rare pigments, I discovered a tale of a shipwright specializing in living vessels that is said to have harvested these rare shells for his magics. There will be combat as this ambitious shipwright was apparently slain by his own constructs. Are you ready to leave now?”


  “Wait,” Mark said, holding up his hand. “Living vessels? Like he made boats that were alive?”


  “Yes, is that a problem?”


  Mark let out a short laugh. “No. No problem, just fascinating.”


  “What happens if these tales are only tales,” Jezebel asked, still suspicious, “or the shells have already been looted?”


  Audra nodded. “Then we collect what essence we can, and I’ll have to use the sub-par pigment that I have. You’ll still receive your agreed-upon payment.”


  She clasped her clawed hands and looked around the group for more questions, her eyebrow raised. Everyone remained silent, so the Vulpath painter continued.


  “Then the next step is filling out your harem, Collector.”


  Mark absolutely loved her calm, matter-of-fact demeanor. Her deep blue eyes held on his and noticed that he was now seeing a level deeper into the experienced wolf-woman. Audra had opened her heart to Mark, allowing him to see a thick black smudge across her chest that wasn’t there a moment ago. He squinted, and he realized it was his Truthseeing eye kicking into overdrive.


  There was a part of this ex-Enthralled Vulpath that… hated herself. There was a dirty rift of self-doubt and personal resentment that severed her mind’s connection to her deeper emotions, and her heart- but he couldn’t really see why. She didn’t either. The wolf-woman painter was hiding that part from even herself.


  Mark put down his tea and stood up. He walked over to Audra and took her furry hand in his. The fact that these creatures preferred putting paint brushes in their monster hands delighted him to no end, and he smiled as he looked deep into her midnight-blue eyes.


  “Audra, together we will free your trapped heart and help you imprint the truest expression of your soul onto this universe.”


  Her eyes went wide, her pupils dilated, and Mark’s newly Enthralled Vulpath’s furry hand squeezed his tightly.


  Audra sucked in a shuddering breath before she spoke, her chest heaving.


  “My, for being new you are very good at this,” she said, exhaling a breath that smelled of sugary lemon tea. Her eyes lingered on his as an old hunger blossomed within her.


  Mark nodded. “Welcome to the team, Audra. Now, let’s go Collect some essence, and maybe a magic shell.”


  She nodded and let go of his hand. “I was not planning on leaving today, so give me a moment to change and pack a small bag.”


  Audra retrieved a set of black leather armor from a box under a bookcase and went behind the folding changing screen. This was the first display of modesty Mark had seen in The Crystal Heart.


  He turned around and looked down at his two beast-women to find their eyes locked on his. They couldn’t talk without being heard as their new harem member was only a few feet away, slipping into her old adventuring gear.


  He gave them a shrug. “Sure beats messing with that consulate.”


  Sasha spun around and put her hand on Jezebel’s furry thigh. “You wanted an adventure, Momma Bear. This is what one looks like.”


  Moments later, Audra stepped out in her combat gear, and Mark’s mouth hung open. Her huge paw-like feet were bare, and fishnet stockings stretched over her legs, ending in black leather shorts. Her cream-colored tail swayed back and forth from a convenient hole, and he realized she’d kept it hidden beneath her robes. Half her stomach was bare until her thick, leather chest plate took over. The thing looked like it could stop a bullet and was molded to fit two enormous breasts. Each was covered in luxurious white fur and pressed together, almost spilling out of the top. Her arms were encased by black, fingerless gloves that continued halfway up her biceps. Mark looked past her leather collar to her intelligent, deep-blue eyes.


  “This gear has the highest protection,” the Vulpath painter said, her focus then going to the beast-women behind him. “It’s also going to be hot where we’re going.”


  “Let’s go break some boats,” Jezebel said as she stood to remove her cloak.
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  Mark, Sasha, and Jezebel each reached out to touch the soft fur on Audra’s arm before she broke a tiny blue seashell between her claws. One moment he was surrounded by the cramped yet cozy Vulpath painter’s studio, and the next he was bathed in sweltering humidity with the bare sun warming his face. Shielding his brow from the light, he checked his new surroundings.


  All four of them stood around a primitive, yet intricate fountain covered in colorful seashells in the center of a small town. White wood-and-plaster buildings clustered around them, and Mark saw several tan-skinned humans going about their business or sitting in the shade. A squeal of laughter from behind pulled his attention to a group of children chasing each other across the hot sand. It was the most humans he’d seen in one spot.


  One of the children stopped playing with the others, and as soon as Mark turned his focus on him, he sprinted into one of the houses, yelling “Strangers!”


  “Follow me to the Job Board,” Audra said, pushing her paw into the warm sand and heading for a wooden billboard just off a nearby sandstone road.


  “The Job Board…” Sasha whispered.


  Audra nodded and tapped an old, weathered posting among a few others.


  “Good, it looks like the one we want is uncompleted,” the Vulpath said, distracted as she ripped it off the board. “Probably because the reward isn’t that great. A free meal.”


  “Is this like a quest hub?” Mark asked, looking at his succubus. There was something about this thing that made her uneasy.


  “Yes,” Audra answered, offering him the posting, “you’ll collect substantially more essence for me if we also complete the local quest while we search for the Void Clam shell.”


  Mark took the ancient piece of paper, his brows furrowed as he read it.


  “Quest is to remove all living driftwood from a madman’s home on Seagrave Beach. Reward is an all-we-can-eat seafood meal at a place called The Four Hooks.” He lowered the paper and looked at Jezebel and Sasha. “Why haven’t we been abusing these Job Boards?”


  The satyr put her hand on her furry hip. “I don’t know. Perhaps we’ve been too busy running for our lives or flirting with goddesses?”


  Mark handed Jezebel the paper and shot her a playful grin. “Yeah, you’re right. It actually feels nice to be, what- doing a side quest?”


  Audra had been watching them, and Mark noticed her large ears were back slightly.


  “Goddesses?” she asked.


  “Yup,” Mark said and produced his ethereal club for their new party member. “We should all know our capabilities before we head into battle, right?”


  The experienced Vulpath’s eyes went wide and her tall canine ears perked forward.


  “That’s… an Awysai ability. But you’re human… and a Lover!”


  Sasha leaned in close to him, her heavy breasts squishing against his arm.


  “Mark isn’t your typical Collector.”


  Audra turned her intelligent eyes to his, her tail slowly waving again. “Can I touch it?”


  Mark didn’t expect that.


  “I don’t know if you can, actually,” he said, “But go ahead if you want.”


  Mark held his bumpy club still for her. The Vulpath reached out and tapped the glowing blue weapon with one of her black claws. He felt resistance as she pushed.


  “Ohh.” She made a surprised noise as she slid her furry fingers down its length. Mark felt a shadow of tingling pleasure as she made contact.


  “I want to touch it!” Sasha said, grabbing hold of his stiff shaft of magic. The instant she did, he felt a much stronger echo from his succubus. They were certainly getting a slight erotic jolt from touching his summoned club. Jezebel wordlessly stepped in to join in, and all three of his Enthralled were now stroking his ghostly weapon.


  The sound of someone clearing their throat came from behind them, and Mark turned to see an obese man in spotless white robes standing with the kid that ran off earlier. Rough, black stubble covered his huge jaw and his dark eyes scrutinized Mark and his team, settling on the translucent club.


  “No way you four are here for the Line Cook posting. I’m Mayor Vello, and this is my son. Here to finally rid us of that bitch of a boat?”


  “Yes,” Mark said, unsummoning his weapon. “Nice to meet you both.”


  The mayor nodded, relief settling into his posture.


  “Good. Sailors can be a suspicious bunch of bastards and our port has lost a lot of trade from our haunted driftwood problem. Come see Mert at the Four Hooks over yonder when it’s done.” Vello cast his eyes over the three beast-women again, but Mark detected respect in his gaze instead of desire. “I’ll let him know you’re coming.”


  Everyone seemed to assume they were a group of experienced warriors.


  The round mayor gave them a quick nod before, taking his wide-eyed child by the hand and turning away.


  “You’re right, Mark,” Audra said, pulling everyone’s attention back to her. “We really should get our roles straight before combat. I’ve fought many battles and seen some powerful beings, but I’ve never seen a Collector like you. And you can still use your Heal?”


  Mark answered by holding up his ring and demonstrating to this older woman just what he was capable of. He spilt his Heal between the back of her neck and her inner thighs before blasting her body with a modest dose of power. He didn’t want to come off as grabby by going right for the naughty bits.


  Audra doubled over, and her pink tongue came out, panting.


  “Impressive…” was all she managed to say once the effect was over.


  “I’m a Destructor,” Sasha said. “I blast stuff with electricity and will be splintering a lot of wood with kicks from these.” The Techno Succubus slapped her chrome thigh.


  “I’m a Druid,” Jezebel said, “I can immobilize with Vines and take some hard hits with my Bear Form.”


  Mark glanced at the freckled satyr. Her tan skin looked made to drink in the sun, and her blonde hair reflected more copper tones in this light. He’d never heard her say she was a Druid before.


  “Very good,” Audra said. “You three are pretty balanced- despite Mark filling two roles. I haven’t picked my starting skill yet, and I cannot stress enough how disappointed I will be if I need to blow that crucial choice on a combat skill. My role will be watching our backs and minor damage support. My innate Unarmed attack will be serviceable in an emergency, but you three will be doing all the work. This has basically turned into an escort quest.”


  Mark looked around at the three AI beast-women and wondered just how different Audra was from Sasha and Jezebel. Her whole life had been running quests and all this was considered normal, but would she understand she was only an NPC in an erotic sex game if he sat her down and explained it? How would she react if she learned her whole universe was solely created for his benefit?


  The thought hit Mark hard. The people of this world seemed very real- too real. From the moment he woke up in this simulation, he’d been bombarded by their deep and complex emotions and rough pasts. His mind crawled to a standstill. The ramifications and moral complexities-


  “Mark?” Jezebel said, worried.


  “What? No, I’m fine,” he said, coming back to the present.


  “We’re moving out, Lover,” his bombshell of a succubus said, pulling him along by his arm.


  They stepped onto a narrow sandy path through some palm trees and ended up on a long stretch of beach. A vast dark ocean spread out across the horizon, its frothy waves rolling into the shore. It had been just about noon when they left the brisk atmosphere of Thomellia, but it felt like the sun had reset back to morning in this tropical paradise. She did say they were moving west.


  Mark took a deep breath of warm fresh air and put all that worrying about moral quandaries away for a while. This was his reality now. His life was also now a game. They had a job to do, and he needed to focus. He was also itching to smash something with his magic club.


  “Where are we?” Jezebel asked Audra as she turned her green eyes out over the ocean.


  “Down in the tropics of the Zithean Coast. It’s a lower-danger area isolated by difficult regions on every side. A relatively safe harbor considering The Penultimate Vortex is so close.”


  Sasha laughed. “Penultimate? So, there is an Ultimate Vortex out there?”


  Audra turned to face her. “Yes. The two whirlpools exist on opposite sides of our world but pass through the middle and are joined together inside the core. It’s not common knowledge, but you’ll understand once your group gains more travel experience.”


  Mark put up his hand. “Wait, are you saying this world is a doughnut?”


  “I suppose you could…” Audra trailed off, her cream-colored ears perking forward and snapping to something ahead.


  Following her attention, Mark noticed what appeared to be a crab dragging a larger piece of wood. When they caught up with the little creature scurrying on the wet sand, it turned out to be a magically animated pile of gnarled driftwood bits held in the vague shape of a crab.


  As their shadows fell across its path, one of its parts began clacking against another with slowly increasing speed before it dropped the washed-up debris it had been hauling and hopped toward Jezebel, aggressively.


  Sasha moved in and stomped the little monster to splinters, causing to Mark feel the faintest amount of essence enter his body.


  “That’s one down,” the experienced Vulpath said.


  Jezebel nudged the lifeless pile with her doe hoof. “It was carrying a larger piece of wood somewhere. I don’t like what this behavior suggests.”


  Audra turned to continue down the beach and spoke over her shoulder.


  “There will no doubt be bigger versions to dispatch before the quest is complete.”


  Mark watched the swish of her tail for a few steps before following his new, temporary Enthralled.


  Sasha crushed two more of the crab-sized animated driftwood monsters under her sharp black hoof before they arrived at a series of rough stone steps leading up to a house with peeling, baby-blue paint perched on a small bluff. The area was all sand and sparse brown grass, but further down the coast gray boulders began to take over, squeezing out the beach against the dark waves. Mark looked around, repeatedly sparking his club into his hand and then dismissing it, hunting for something to smash.


  “The Void Shell I seek is rumored to be in the Workshop somewhere within,” Audra said, climbing the first stair.


  “Wait,” Mark said, and the Vulpath turned to face him. “I’m going first, I want Sasha up front with me. You and Jez hold the back.”


  “You’re right,” the painter said. “I’m too used to scouting. You should have seen this Wind Dash I had…” She stopped herself. “In any case, I’ll be following you from now on, Mark.”


  He gave her a quick nod and took point with Sasha clomping up the stone steps right by his side. With a swift chop from his hand, his succubus lifted one of her thick, chrome legs and kicked open the front door, sending splinters everywhere.


  Mark summoned his ethereal club as he hopped into the living room of the beach house, ready for battle. Standard objects registered in his mind; fireplace, couch, table, model ship on the mantle… then movement caught his eye, and a dog-sized pile of wooden flotsam rose from the floor.


  “I got this one,” Mark said as the bizarre construct began to vibrate pieces of its wood together, making hollow clacking noises, like chattering teeth. The living driftwood found its bearings and then faced Mark. The clacking increased as it pulled itself into a tighter, more aggressive formation and launched its magically connected parts straight for his legs.


  It was like watching an impossibly skilled puppet master bring a vicious and cornered creature to life. Mark noticed a glowing red spot where its head should be and quickly brought his glowing weapon down with confidence.


  The creature was faster, however, and raised one of its sun-bleached twists of wood to deflect the attack. Mark’s magic club was more than enough to destroy that particular piece but missed his intended target.


  Sasha’s sharp hooves clomped up behind the creature and the distraction of a new threat gave Mark just enough time to bring down another sloppy swing and spectacularly shatter the magical creature in a chain reaction of destruction.


  The driftwood pieces clattered to the ground, and then everything was silent again.


  “What, are you a Berserker too?” Audra said from behind.


  “Got the job done,” Mark said with a grin. Sure, he needed a lot of practice, but the lightness in his soul told him that mastering his destructive ability would be a joyful hardship.


  “Let’s find this workshop,” Jezebel said, scanning the area. “The building doesn’t look to be too big from the outside. Should be easy.”


  Fifteen minutes later, they found only furniture, clothes, and knickknacks a person would acquire over a lifetime. They also discovered a collection of tiny animals carved out of wood. Thankfully none of them were alive- or at least they didn’t move while he was watching…


  There was a kitchen, a bedroom, the living room, and a small pantry. But no workshop, no more animated monsters, and no magic shell.


  “There has to be more somewhere,” Audra said, crossing her leather-clad arms. “Maybe there’s a shack out back or a hidden door. There’s always a secret hidden door.”


  Mark liked her. It was like she was an avid gamer, but this had been her life. It was his life now.


  “Secret hidden door…” Mark mumbled to himself as he stood in the living room, slowly turning. He poured confidence into his new eye, willing the universe to pull back and show him the true way forward.


  His attention snapped to the model ship he’d seen before resting on the mantle. A faint splash of an unnamable color throbbed once and then it was gone.


  “Maybe something with this fireplace,” Jezebel said, squatting down and studying the hearth. “Everything is old and used, but this hearth is too clean.”


  Mark smiled. His research-AI satyr puzzled it out before he could even cheat. He walked up beside her and saw her doe tail poking out between two round hips. She looked up at him.


  “This has to be it,” she said.


  “I agree,” he said before delicately picking up the intricate model ship. There was a slight resistance, and Mark noticed a length of twine connecting the base of the ship to something through a hole in the wall. The next thing he knew was sharp, stabbing pain in his hand as the living model ship began to move.


  He dropped the miniature construct with a curse, summoning his weapon. The ship sprouted stubby legs and attempted to run off the mantle, but the string was still attached and prevented it from going very far. The creature yanked on the twine that held it as a dog would fight its chain.


  In his moment of hesitation, a bolt of bright and destructive electricity obliterated the creature, leaving only a curling wisp of black smoke and a lot of charred mantle. He looked to see a silent snarl of anger pulled on Sasha’s lips, exposing a fang, but her face softened instantly when she turned to him.


  Her blue eyes dropped to his bloody hand. “Mark, you’re bleeding.”


  He looked down and spent his heal on the two puncture wounds.


  “Yeah. I should have known better than to just grab the wooden boat when we’re here to kill living boat-monsters.”


  Jezebel puffed out a breath of air, extinguishing the small fire on the mantle and inspected the remaining bit of twine. She gave it a tug and a deep thud sounded within the wall. A moment later, the fireplace emitted a series of mechanical clanks as a section of floor lifted and slid horizontally before locking into place.


  All four peered down into the newly revealed shaft to see that the only way forward was a few yards of wooden ladder into darkness.


  “Nicely done,” Audra said. “The real Workshop must be down there.”


  “My summoned weapon can provide some light, I’ll go first,” Mark said, getting their attention. “Then Jez, Sasha, Audra.”


  Everyone nodded and he hopped in.


  Mark climbed down quickly, even dropping the last few rungs. His ghostly club sprang to life when his boots hit the dirt, and he scanned the area. The ground was sand, and a long tunnel of dry dirt surrounded them. The man-made cave continued in only one direction away from the ladder for about fifty yards before veering to the left- and into darkness.


  Mark was worried that Sasha’s or Jezebel’s hooves would have trouble with the ladder, but they were both sure-footed and agile. Holding his blue club outward, he led the three beast-women forward through the sandy cave until they came upon a section where the walls flared out, making room for what appeared to be a storeroom. There were a few crates and coils of rope, but what worried Mark was the carefully arranged piles of driftwood.


  There must have been hundreds of pieces, from gnarled logs taller than him to finger-sized twigs, and all of it was sorted into orderly rows.


  “Looks like we know where the driftwood crabs were going,” Jezebel said.


  “I smell fresh sea air,” Audra said, her canine nose held high. “He was a boat builder. He would have had access to the water.”


  “What was this guy’s name?” Mark asked.


  Before Audra could answer, four distinct collections of dry wood assembled themselves out of the piles in the center of the hidden passage. He noticed they were settling into a vaguely humanoid shape before they charged forward, their wooden feet kicking up showers of sand.


  “Vining right!” the satyr Druid yelled from behind, and the cave began glowing green from her ability. Mark saw a series of perfect targets lined up before him and rushed the one on the far left. As both he and Sasha dashed forward to meet the brittle monsters head-on, the succubus Destructor held up her palm and disintegrated one in the middle with a thick bolt of lightning. The living driftwood caught on fire and fully lit the area.


  With a savage grin, Mark brought his weapon upward like he was swinging a golf club. The creature dodged back at the last moment, and the magic club whiffed through the air. At the same time, Sasha took a chunk out of the neighboring construct with a swift Side Kick.


  She was so fast.


  A brilliant idea struck Mark as he fought against the pull of momentum from the missed swing. Instead of fighting the ethereal mass, he simply unsummoned the weapon. After making a new club and launching a quick follow-up attack, Mark’s heart sang from the visceral crunching through the creature’s chest. The wooden monster clattered to bits at his feet, lifeless.


  He looked up in time to see Sasha toss a flashing blue ball into the remaining, vine-tangled construct. The succubus locked her blue eyes on his as she strutted confidently away from the struggling creature. A few heartbeats later, Sasha snapped her fingers and the sparking orb she’d planted exploded, ending the final monster and sending wood shrapnel everywhere.


  Their teamwork was amazing, and Mark couldn’t stop smiling.


  “Oh, your new Bomb skill is very nice,” he said.


  “Does it have friendly fire?” Jezebel asked, her eyes wide.


  “Mmm,” Sasha mumbled as she put a finger to her lips and read something only she could see. “Doesn’t really say.”


  “Assume it will damage everyone,” Audra said, emerging from the shadows. “Ability descriptions can be worded in interesting and confusing ways. The best way to know anything about your skills for sure is through experience.”


  Mark nodded. “Okay, we’ll try blowing someone’s fingers off later, but I think I just experienced a way to abuse my new skill. Let’s stay close and move on. We got this, ladies.”


  Mark was loving this. He didn’t feel useless, and the more he fought with his new ability, the more confident he became. As they rounded the corner, faint daylight began to reflect into the cave ahead, and they also heard the creak of wood on wood. He expected something big up ahead, but Mark was stunned when he saw the half-woman half-boat bobbing in the shallow water. The boat part was huge, easily the size of a bus, and on the front was a wooden figurehead carved into the shape of a buxom woman’s upper half. Bizarrely, the woman’s head was replaced with an enormous, wrought-iron anchor. A thick braid of rope hung around her neck and tethered her to a stone pillar within the hollowed-out cave.


  Mark was distracted by her impossibly large and perky breasts and almost missed the strange metal squeals coming out of her anchor head. She pointed a carved wooden finger at Mark and his Enthralled as four larger driftwood constructs crawled over her sides, complicating things. But what really sent goosebumps down the back of his neck was realizing that nothing stopped the giant boat-woman from entering the cave with them.


  “Behind!” Audra yelled, and Mark spun to see another group of four galloping down the hallway.


  Mark really wanted Sasha to toss one of her bombs at the ones charging in behind, but she had just thrown it at the four in front, catching two in the crackling blue blast. Jezebel morphed into her bear form, and he watched long enough to see the huge bear ram her horns into the hull of a living boat.


  Then he spun to face the four coming at him and held out his club.


  “Stay behind me!” he yelled, pushing his Vulpath painter roughly. She was now positioned in the center as Mark, Sasha, and Jezebel fought on three separate sides.


  The four driftwood monsters emerged from the hallway but slid to a stop, distracted by the horned bear squaring off with the boat behind him. Mark took the free moment to look over his shoulder to see the anchor-headed woman pulling against her leash as Jezebel took chunks out of her hull with her powerful paws. The woman bent forward, her massive anchor head launching downward with terrible speed and barely missed crushing the Druid’s skull.


  “Mark!” Audra yelled, and he spun back in time to see two of the creatures rush him while the other two went for Jezebel.


  He brought up his magic weapon and blocked a hit, dismissed the energy, took a new stance, and then re-summoned the club. The trick was making a new weapon for each attack.


  His glowing baseball bat utterly destroyed one of the driftwood constructs, but the other got a solid hit in on Mark’s side and fractured one of his ribs.


  Mark bit back the terrible pain as he reset his club to block, then felt a shadow of more pain from Jezebel as the two that got around Mark attacked her from behind.


  Sasha was still blasting and kicking hers, and all of them were getting overwhelmed. That’s when he noticed the stab of rage and sorrow from the boat-woman. He checked the foe in front of him and blocked a few driftwood stabs before he risked another look to make sure he was feeling emotions from this bizarre, constructed creature.


  His cursed eye throbbed, and he got a deep glimpse into the large animated woman of wood and iron. Other than thinking he could Enthrall her under the right circumstances, he saw her terrible grief at the loss of her children and seething rage at her imprisonment. All she wanted was to be surrounded by the vast blue sea.


  “Audra!” he called, attempting to block another flurry of blows. He missed, and another got him in the arm. “Fuck! Use your claws to cut the rope!”


  “What? It would be free!”


  “Trust me, damn it!” Mark yelled. The furry Vulpath hesitated, and then he felt the tiniest tug on their brand-new bond as if she were testing the depths of his sanity with a mental probe. Audra growled once and then ran over to the rope mooring the living boat.


  “Jez! Sasha! Fall back! Cover Audra!” he ordered, and they began to all press their backs together. The big boat-woman did not follow the bear back into the cave and instead strained against the farthest length of her rope, pulling it taut.


  Mark swung his magic club as a warning to the constructs near him, then pointed to the boat.


  “Go! Get on her now!”


  The living driftwood seemed to pause and look over his shoulder at the anchor-headed boat-woman before deciding Mark was too much of a threat and crept forward again.


  He took another hit to the shin, causing Mark to go down to one knee. He seriously wanted to heal himself, but he wasn’t critically wounded, so he held on.


  Then Audra’s last swipe ripped the rope apart, and the boat-woman was free. She drifted a few feet out toward the sea cave’s mouth, seeming to not understand what was happening. Then the anchor head tilted upward and made an ear-piercing screech that must have reached the nearby town.


  All the driftwood constructs currently in combat stopped fighting and scrambled into the water after the boat-woman. Then, hundreds of the things came pouring out of the cave behind them. Yet not a one seemed to even notice Mark or his Enthralled. Jezebel morphed back to her satyr self, and the four of them stood motionless as wooden monsters of all sizes paraded past.


  He noticed the living boat swivel her head over her wooden shoulder, and despite the lack of discernable eyes, appeared to peer down inside her own hull. Jezebel had done some considerable damage with her savage bear paws. She could no longer remain afloat, and water started rising inside. Apparently, that was not a problem as the more driftwood she collected, the more repaired she became. The water was cast out, and the holes magically filled themselves in with new material.


  “Don’t you forget that we freed you!” Mark yelled after the boat. “You owe me one!”


  She turned her massive anchor head to face him, and he saw a brief nod of recognition before she moved out into the daylight, taking every living piece of driftwood with her.


  A massive rush of essence blew into Mark from the surrounding universe, and he rolled to his side on the sandy cave shuddering with pleasure and pain from his bruised and broken body.


  Laughing, Mark held up his heart ring and targeted everyone in the cave with a light heal. The beast-women all moaned as most of their minor wounds were healed along with euphoric side effect on their pleasure centers.


  “That was worth a lot of essence,” he said, standing up and brushing himself off. He took a moment to marvel how dirt and grime never seemed to be permanent.


  Jezebel came over to nuzzle up against his side. “Such a great call, Mark. Look how happy she is. The quest specifically said to ‘Remove all living driftwood’ and that’s what you did.” The sweet-smelling satyr snuggled against him and her tan skin felt pleasantly warm through her thin t-shirt. She let out a content sigh.


  Audra turned away from the daylight and the newly freed creature and her driftwood brood to face Mark.


  “There was no doubt in my mind that we needed to kill the living boat to finish the quest, but you were so sure…” She trailed off, her deep-blue eyes holding steady on his- then she pulled in a deep breath and turned to search the area. “I need to find those shells.”


  The Vulpath painter pitched her cream-furred ears forward as she began rummaging through shelves, crates, and barrels arranged on the back wall. This must have been the mad carpenter’s Workshop.


  Mark reached out for Sasha and the sultry succubus joined him and Jezebel for a content group hug. Any stress or negative thoughts in his mind evaporated as the two beast-women pressed their firm bodies into his, and he was thrilled to see Jezebel reach out and hold hands with Sasha. This was where he belonged.


  “That old fool was using them for basic ink?” Audra blurted out as she stood over a drafting table.


  Mark broke his embrace with his beast-women, and they went to check out what she had found.


  The Vulpath held one black, fan-like seashell between two of her claws, and he watched as motes of pure darkness faded into being and then raced toward the shell as if it had its own gravitational pull. It was undoubtedly a magic seashell.


  Audra tucked the object in a small pouch she had attached to the belt around her leather shorts. She then pointed a claw to a mortar and pestle sitting nearby.


  “The rest have all been ground up and mixed with sea water.”


  Mark passed his eyes over the brittle papers and drawings. The plans for the anchor-headed vessel looked complete, but there were many strange runes that he couldn’t decipher. Everything in the Workshop appeared weathered and ancient, and Mark wondered about the person who’d created all of this. Did the boat-woman really kill him?


  “Will one be enough for your painting?” Sasha asked, a hand on her hip, while Jezebel became engrossed in the magical schematics.


  Audra’s answer was bereft of emotion. “It will mean that I can make no mistakes.”
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  “Just yell if you need more butter,” Mert said before heading back into the kitchen. The table was laden with steaming crab legs, decadent sushi, an enormous herb-crusted whitefish, a pile of smoked salmon, bowls of lobster bisque, and the four of them each had a plate of pan-seared shrimp-steak.


  Even with such a feast, Mark couldn’t keep his eyes off the three stunning creatures around the table. After turning in the quest and entering the Four Hooks for their reward, he was absolutely full to bursting again with essence. Every time he topped off, he felt a little bit go to waste. However, this tragedy was tempered with the sensation that his reserve tank grew in capacity as well.


  “Have you ever had seafood, Jez?” Sasha asked, grabbing an over-sized crab leg and cracking it open.


  “No,” the research AI panned her huge green eyes across the spread, clearly not knowing where to start.


  Audra blinked at this but was too refined to ask. Instead, she asked a more casual question before she dumped a spoonful of warm bisque on her long, pink tongue.


  “So, how did the three of you come together. You know about my past. I’m sure your tale is an interesting one.”


  Mark and Jezebel exchanged furtive glances before the succubus answered as she chewed.


  “Oh, we all recently came to your world from another dimension.”


  “Sasha!” Jezebel gasped, her mouth hanging open.


  Audra looked from Sasha to Mark.


  “What?” the succubus said, taking another big bite of crab. “You guys really should be shoveling this in. I’m holding you to your ‘bottomless pit’ claim, Jez.” Sasha waved an empty claw at the satyr.


  Mark sighed. It was the truth, and he really had no idea how to answer.


  He nodded. “She’s right, in a way.”


  “Mhmm,” Sasha continued as she ate. “Our past is very complicated, Audra, but Mark and I used to- um, work together. Then we dated for a short time but split up for a while. I needed to sort some stuff out. You know, get my head right. Then he got with Jezebel, and she did something really nice for him. I showed up again soon after because I realized I couldn’t stand to be apart from him. We all agreed to team up and kick some ass.”


  She flashed Mark a cute, fanged smile as she tore off some smoked salmon with a fork. Sasha really knew how to talk to people.


  Mark shrugged and began to saw into his giant slab of flame-broiled shrimp. It was seared with butter on both sides and melted in his mouth. When was the last time he ate real food? He started down the path toward what ‘real’ meant and shook it off.


  “This is amazing,” he said. “Jez, just pick something that gets your attention and start putting it in your face.”


  The strawberry-blonde satyr scanned the table and mimicked Sasha by taking a forkful of flakey smoked salmon. There had to be fifteen pounds of fish there. He watched as she sniffed it, then gave it an approving frown. She crossed her green eyes as she focused on the tender smoked fish as it passed her lips.


  The satyr let out a long moan, her eyelids fluttering.


  “Food is… delicious!” she said, reaching for more.


  Mark reached his own fork across the table to pull off some of the salmon. It occurred to him that Audra was still staring at them, her muzzle hanging open.


  “I’d normally think you three were insane. But I’ve seen just enough impossibilities to believe what you say.”


  They ate almost everything on the table, and the experienced Vulpath watched them pack in mounds of seafood with wide eyes. When they finished their quest reward, they thanked the owner and stepped outside into the sweltering tropical heat.


  Mark patted his toned stomach and felt perfectly content.


  The four of them drew in close to Audra before she snapped a plaster paintbrush in her claws and ended up back in her studio back within the city of Thomellia. The sun was just about to set, and the house was much colder than the tropical paradise they’d left behind.


  “Let me get the fire going again,” she said, tossing more wood into her smoldering hearth. After she filled an iron teapot with water and set it over the flames, Audra went back behind her screen to change again, and Mark took the time to really look around her place. One side was all windows that looked out over the dark forest far below, and the draft coming off them chilled his bones. To the left of the windows, he noticed a stairwell hidden behind some canvases that led to a dark, second-floor loft.


  “Mark,” the Vulpath painter said, and he turned to see her standing in front of the screen wrapped in a red silk robe. Like Jezebel’s pink shirt, the garment barely covered her crotch. “Would you please join me up in my bed for a brief moment of intimacy?”


  “Of course, Audra. That was the deal.”


  “Oh honey,” Sasha said, “there’ll be none of this brief moment bullshit.”


  Audra’s ears lowered slightly as her reserved demeanor slipped. Was she nervous? Mark looked deeper to see that she was worried she was too old for Mark to find her attractive. He ran his eyes over the two plump bulges that were her furry breasts and past her relatively narrow waist, then down to her thick, cream-colored thighs. Maybe it was the essence pressing on his balls, but she had gone from attractive to irresistible. He cast his gaze back up to her blue eyes as a devilish grin split his face, and Mark lifted his hand out, beckoning her to come to him.


  “Tea’s on, ladies,” the Vulpath said, sauntering over to Mark, the claws of her huge wolf feet clicking across the floor as she approached. “Please help yourself.”


  Jezebel placed her hand on Audra’s furry arm, and the older beast-woman paused.


  “And please help yourself to Mark. Sasha’s right. Take your time and enjoy being Enthralled to a Lover.”


  Audra would have blushed if she could. Her tall ears flattened further, and Mark wished they’d both shut up too. They were really piling on the pressure to perform… although, with his emotion-probing eye, and other Class advantages, he was confident he would do just fine. Something he couldn’t have said with a straight face a week ago.


  The cream-colored wolf-woman took his hand and continued past Mark. He followed her up, getting more than a peek of her furry ass from below. Her tail wafted back and forth as she moved and left a sweet musky fragrance in its wake. The upper level was packed with paint tubes and other tools of the trade. There was also a modestly sized bed with a sturdy wooden frame in the middle of the back wall.


  Audra turned to face him. Her blue eyes searched for anything but his face, and her muzzle hung open slightly, her thin black lips pursed. Mark could virtually see the words on the tip of her long pink tongue. It had been many years since she had been with anyone.


  Mark saved her by stepping in and kissing her on the soft fur just to the side of her nose. He smoothed back her thin whiskers with his lips and then moved to her cheek, then her neck.


  Audra leaned her head to the other side and gave Mark room to nuzzle under her black hair. He slipped a finger under her silk robe and slowly pushed it off her shoulder, but felt a spike in her unease, so he stopped. The older beast-woman could not get past her fear for how she looked naked.


  “Please,” he whispered. “I want to see you.”


  She finally locked her blue eyes on him, then nodded slowly, giving in to the inevitable.


  Mark reached down and pulled off the silk belt that loosely held her robe in place. He slid his hand between the satin fabric and warm, luxurious fur, dropping her robe to the floor as he brushed her stiff nipple with his fingers, yet Audra turned her muzzle away again as he exposed her furry chest. Her plump breasts hung down a bit, pulled by years of gravity, but their heft was substantial. He lifted one slightly with his palm and ran his thumb over her pink nipple. Their furry softness was beyond anything he’d ever touched.


  “I…” she started again.


  Mark cut her off by targeting her nipples with a light Heal, and her exposed flesh began to glow as sparks fell around them. All she could manage was a tight moan after that, and he maneuvered her backward toward her bed, her weighty breast still hefted in his palm. He realized that besides her nose or the pads on her feet, everything else was covered by silky fur. Her hard, pebbled nubs seemed to be extra sensitive.


  “Sit,” he said and knelt between her thick legs as she fell back on to the bed.


  It was colder up in her bedroom, but her crotch was nice and toasty. He kissed down the side of her thigh and felt her excitement spike when she realized what he was about to do. By the time his lips grazed over her tight, furry slit, he saw a personal part of her past through his magic eye. The harpy girl was the only one who had done this for her. Her previous Collector had almost never pleasured her with his mouth.


  Mark slid his hands around her thighs, wrapping his fingers in her soft fur. He paused to pull in a deep breath of her and said a silent prayer to the Goddess of Oral Sex before getting to work.


  He began to lick and nuzzle her crotch, sniffing and tasting as he went. If there was something he had learned from Amina and their goddess besides summoning magic clubs, it was that the act of going down on someone was one of the most intimate gifts you could give them. You were dedicating your face, your mouth, your whole being toward inflicting single-minded pleasure on someone else’s genitals. Mark worshipped Audra’s pussy with careful attentiveness, and the wolf-woman began to whimper.


  As she relaxed and her labia swelled, he lapped at her tiny clitoris with his tongue. Mark could hide his face in mellow sweetness for hours. Her sexual waves became clear to him and discovered the perfect rhythm to drive her toward a tight vibration and a violent orgasm. But that wasn’t what he wanted for her.


  Mark licked around her throbbing hole until she was a few laps away from her climax. Audra was panting heavily, but her muzzle snapped shut, and her ears went back when he stopped and ruined her imminent orgasm.


  Wordlessly he began to remove his clothes, and the cream-colored Vulpath resumed her panting again when she realized they were far from finished. She spun and got on all fours, assuming a position she was used to. Mark watched her furry slit drip, and her pink ass clench into tight puckers as her tail slowly waved back and forth.


  She ached for him, but there was something about how she constantly obscured her body that bothered Mark. He finished undressing, and she turned her deep blue eyes over her shoulder. She was really quite striking. Their new bond allowed him to see deep into her mind again, and the black smear hovering below her neck.


  The wolf-woman expected Mark to take her from behind, but when he slid onto the bed and under her, she seemed horrified.


  “I want you to ride me, Audra. I want to feel your magnificent furry breasts, and I want to gaze deep into your stunning eyes.”


  She cocked her head to the side before letting go of her insecurity. Mark was clear in what he wanted, and she decided to let go and give it to him.


  Leaning forward, she pressed a stiff hanging nipple into his mouth as she carefully used her clawed hand to align his throbbing cock with her devastatingly hungry vagina. With a deep moan, Audra pressed her ass down towards his thighs. Her furry lips slid down his shaft with excruciating slowness, and his taut skin felt the sweltering heat inside her body.


  He slobbered over both of her furry tits as the beast-woman began to fuck him slowly and sensually. She rocked her hips into his until she found a solid rhythm and then leaned back, pulling her huge hanging breasts away.


  Her pink nipples pointed down while she rode him, bouncing against her chest. Mark ran his hands through the fur on her stomach up to her impossibly soft breasts. Audra turned her muzzle down to face him, her ears flat and sideways as pleasure coursed through her abdomen from the slippery friction of their interlocked sex organs. Mark looked deep into her soul as she gave her whole body to him, all barriers down.


  She was a good person who had been very passionate in her younger days. When her close friend died, a new darkness grew inside of her, spreading to fill a specific place between her heart and her mind. Audra didn’t know why she was unable to access her passion and was barely aware that there was even something wrong.


  She slammed her furry hips down on his, her hot body engulfing his rigid cock over and over. The female Vulpath placed her hands over Mark’s and really squeezed, encouraging him to get aggressive with her soft breasts.


  He had no problem obliging, and she arched her back, panting toward the ceiling as she rode him.


  There it was. Her smudge of self-obstruction was related to her previous Collector and how he shunned her after the loss of their bonded harpy. His love for her wasn’t strong enough to keep them together, and Audra subconsciously put the blame for that on herself. Deep down, the Vulpath painter didn’t think she was desirable anymore. This leaked into her whole life and stole any confidence regarding acts of passion.


  Mark squeezed her soft, hanging tits aggressively, rolling her sensitive nipples between his thumbs and forefingers. She looked back down at him and began whimpering again. She was very close to an orgasm.


  He pulled her down by her breasts, so she had to put her muzzle by his ear. Her ass leaned forward more and gave him more leverage to pound her from below.


  “You are so fucking beautiful, Audra,” he whispered into her ear before bathing her whole body in the most powerful Heal he could bring to bear.


  The Vulpath female began to howl in his ear, but she was cut off when all her muscles locked up. Her hot pussy squeezed down on his cock as she spasmed on top of him. The joy and erotic bliss she felt layered over his own, and Mark gave in to her strong vagina.


  A torrent of essence transferred from Mark to Audra, and she finally found her voice. With a long, soulful howl, his Enthralled Vulpath reached a mentally devastating orgasm. When he opened his eyes, he saw her take a few shaky breaths before she began to lick his lips and face.


  They rubbed their tongues together while both twitched from orgasmic aftershocks. He ran his fingers through the fur on her back… and the sensation felt oddly familiar for a moment before he realized this was the first fur-covered woman he’d ever had sitting on top of him.


  “Mark,” she panted, “you’re pure magic!”


  “Woo!” cheered Sasha from downstairs, and he could tell they were both clapping.


  He realized that her howl must have carried throughout the whole Wind Level of the Vulpath city. She sat up and looked down at him, and he noticed that her left eye was now a light teal while the other remained its normal deep blue.


  With his penis still buried deep into her wonderful crotch and her furry thighs still straddling him, she looked down, and her head tilted to the side again.


  From this angle, she looked utterly gorgeous, and his cock began to re-stiffen inside her.


  “Oh…” she said, squeezing it with her vaginal muscles a few times. She smiled and continued. “I took the Good Eye skill and dumped in the substantial number of points you gave me. Mark… I can see… how you see me.”


  He grinned up at her and reached to massage her furry breasts again. Their softness was irresistible. The way her thick bumpy nipples felt on his palms was maddening, and his dick grew rock-hard again. He willed his burning desire for her sensual form to consume her mind as it did his. The feedback loop of Audra looking deep into him as he looked deep into her sparked into an infinite cycle, but this time without the usual vertigo.


  She nodded, tears spilling over her muzzle.


  “Thank you, Mark. I can see… I know what I need to do.” She pulled her body off his, and the cool air felt almost painful on his dick. Audra moved to the side of the bed, putting her face back near his. She closed her eyes and pressed her muzzle to his lips, kissing him passionately for one long moment before pulling away. “I need to capture what I saw. Right now,” the cream-colored Vulpath said as she picked up a few brushes and a palette before heading toward the stairs, still completely naked.


  “Sasha, Jezebel. It’s your turn with him. I have work to do.”


  After a moment of silence, he heard Sasha say, “You go first, Jez.”


  He lay back in Audra’s bed, smiling, his cock pointing straight up. His beast-woman AIs were learning to get along wonderfully, and as the flush satyr clomped up the stairs, he realized that he really hadn’t spent a lot of quality alone time with the tan doe-woman. There was that time in the cave, but there was no tenderness, only quick, animal-like ravaging.


  He silently sent Sasha a mental thank you, wondering if they were all settling into a shared wavelength.


  Mark took in the green-eyed satyr from her tightly curled horns, down past the splattering of freckles on her cleavage, over her epically thick rump, and finally down to her dainty doe hooves.


  A thought struck him, and he popped up to his knees as Jezebel approached. He pointed to where he was just lying.


  “Get that shirt off and get on your stomach. I want to run my hands all over you.”


  “Yes, sir,” she said playfully and did what she was told.


  Mark sighed with contentment when she pulled the thin t-shirt up and over her head and horns. In contrast to Audra, Jezebel’s breasts were firm, tight, and round. Her huge brown areolas took up a good portion of the surface area and looked perfect against her caramel tan skin.


  She crawled up on to the bed and lay down on her stomach, her tiny tail pointed up and her legs stretched out over the edge. Mark’s eye was drawn to the two jagged scars on her back marring her otherwise smooth skin. He could tell she didn’t really think about her wings as often anymore.


  Mark swung his leg over her sleek-furred ass and laid his cock right in the very defined grove of her cheeks, right up to her soft tail.


  Starting where her short fur ended and her skin began, Mark dug his palms to either side of her spine and pushed forward.


  “Ohhhh…” Jezebel moaned deeply as he pleasured her in a way that appeared to be completely new to her.


  All the tension went out of her body and his satyr melted into the bed. He began to include her round ass and really noticed the difference between Audra and Jezebel’s fur. Where the wolf-woman was fluffy and luxurious, the satyr’s doe-like bottom half was sleek, flat, and just as pleasant to run his hands over. Mark took his time and thought of nothing else but where he was placing his hands. Under the gaze of his magic eye, her body sung long notes of pure bliss.


  As he rubbed her ass, he spread her furry cheeks apart and caught a glimpse of her brown-colored asshole and hot-pink hole below it. Mark licked his lips. Now that he saw it, he wanted nothing more than to munch on her thick, swollen pussy.


  “Can you flip so I can rub your front?” he asked, with multiple ulterior motives.


  “Mmm, you bet,” Jezebel said, wiping a bit of drool from her lip.


  Mark skipped rubbing her at all and instantly pressed his face between her sleek-furred haunches. Audra had a tight slit, and much of it was covered in fur. In contrast, Jezebel’s thick folds were a darker brown flesh that swelled when she was aroused. The doe fur came right up her right up to her outer labia, and Mark dug through her fat lips with his tongue.


  “Mmm-Mark…” Jezebel sighed, a bit dazed from his massage and not expecting him to dive right in. He felt her hands run through his hair as she pulled him deeper into her crotch. He licked her pussy from the inside as far as he could reach, rubbing the flat of his tongue against her sensitive inner walls. His nose rubbed her thick and swollen clit, and he tasted her sweet strawberry juices.


  “M-mark. You better not stop,” she said, pressing her doe-legs into his ears. He smiled into her delicious lips. “And no abilities!” she added, panting.


  She was close, and Mark obeyed her wishes, bringing her to orgasm with just his mouth. Her pussy clenched on his tongue, and Mark couldn’t wait to-


  “Fuck me, now,” she gasped as she spasmed, reading his mind.


  Mark slurped her swollen clit past his lips once more before he quickly climbed on top of her. She was so wet from both his saliva and her juices that his own swollen head pushed right past her lips and into her still-cumming pussy.


  “Ghaooo yesss,” she moaned, grabbing fistfuls of the sheets as Mark filled her up.


  Taking things nice and slow, he slid his shaft in and out of his sex-drunk satyr while kissing her cheek.


  “I don’t tell you enough how beautiful you are,” Mark whispered before pulling back and stepping up his thrusting. Her pussy was so engorged and thick, he felt his pelvis squash her clit every time he pressed deep into her.


  Jezebel just looked up at him with her incredibly cute face, her emerald eyes half-lidded with ecstasy. He bent back down and flicked her flat nipples with his tongue as he passionately made love to his Enthralled satyr.


  It took longer without using any of his magic sex powers, but he cherished every millisecond he and Jezebel were connected. He pressed his lips on hers and they both absentmindedly nibbled as they got lost in one another’s body.


  Eventually, he felt Jezebel nuzzle her nose into his neck and dig her fingers into his back as she raced toward another powerful orgasm. Mark slapped their groins together, hitting her deep, and when she gasped in his ear, it was over for them both.


  Essence and semen battered the strawberry-blonde satyr, and she locked her legs over his back, pulling him as deep as possible while they both shuddered with ecstasy.


  “Oh, I love you so much, Mark,” she panted into his ear, running her hands over his back.


  “I love you too, Jez,” he whispered back.


  After a few moments of recovery, Mark moved off to her side. The beast-woman turned away, becoming the little spoon while Mark pressed against her backside. He draped his arm over her slim curve of a waist, and she locked it between her firm breasts with her hands.


  With a deep sigh, Mark contently breathed in both Audra’s mellow musk and Jezebel’s sweet scent- he was in heaven. They snuggled for a few minutes before his mind started wandering.


  It was quiet downstairs, and he assumed his Enthralled painter was doing her thing. Had he really fixed her like he had fixed Sasha? No. Audra’s blockage was something only she could have fixed herself.


  The warm, exotic beast-woman in his arms easily regained Mark’s attention, and he wondered about Jezebel’s past. That she was a computer really didn’t seem to have any meaning anymore. She was Jez, and he truly did love being near her. Touching her. Watching her be both ruthlessly analytical and frighteningly cute at the same time.


  He gazed down her smooth, tan back pressed into his chest and noticed the two scars again.


  “Hey, Jez?” he asked.


  “Yeah?”


  “Talk to me about your wings? Why were they ripped off?”


  She was silent for a few heartbeats. The question caught her off-guard. Mark couldn’t see her face, but his magic eye gave him plenty of insight into her core being. On a whim, he looked away and up at the stars through the slanted skylights above. She’d just asked him to not use abilities on her, and there were some things he wanted to learn about these two amazing women the old-fashioned way.


  She squeezed his arm before he spoke.


  “It’s no big deal,” she said. “When I entered a version of the Crystal Heart for the first time, the system in place- um, semi-randomly picked the physical form my pattern would take in this simulated world. I thought I looked good, so I kept it.


  “Then, when we were attacked by those thieves, and I became locked out of system-level access, my form in this game was affected by the same algorithms and fuzzy-logic rulesets that interpreted the way I look to begin with.” She sighed. “Like your eye and scar, my missing wings are a virtual representation of damaged or restricted cores.”


  “They don’t hurt, right?” he asked. “I imagine it was like losing a limb.”


  “No,” she said quickly, rubbing the back of his hand. “I only physically had them for a short while. At this point, I’ve existed without them for longer than I had with them.”


  Mark hugged her tight and pressed his whole body along her backside.


  “Well if you still had them, I wouldn’t be able to hold you like this.”


  “Yeah…” she said, and he felt her tiny tail wiggle a little against his stomach. Did she always wiggle it when she was happy? He’d have to keep an eye out.


  They lay together for a bit longer before Jezebel decided it was time for Sasha to get her essence. She pulled her pink shirt back over her tan skin and pressed her flat, wide lips on his one last time before quietly clomping down the stairs.


  Moments later, Sasha’s dark horns and blonde hair rose from the second floor. She was already naked, and her leathery wings unfurled a bit when she saw him lying on the bed. Sasha as a succubus was absolutely breathtaking. Her bright blue eyes alone could give him an erection, but her perfect breasts, round ass- even her hypnotic spade tail couldn’t be ignored. A glint of light from her smooth chrome legs caught his eye. He wondered what it felt like to have metal legs, and he tried to picture himself rubbing her down like he had Jezebel. Then an idea hit him.


  “Before you devour my helpless soul,” he said. “I want to try something on you.”


  Sasha stopped at the edge of the bed and put a hand on her hip.


  “It better be something perverted…” she said, narrowing her beautiful eyes.


  “Uh, well, I’m trying to make you feel good- just get over here.”


  Mark took hold of her hand and pulled her forward. The succubus got on her hands and knees on the bed.


  “Do you want me like this?” She waved her taut, round ass in his face. “Is it butt stuff?”


  “We can try butt stuff later, I promise. Now, I want you to lie down and relax.”


  Sasha’s eyes twinkled with sexual anticipation as she lowered herself down onto the white sheet of Audra’s bed. Mark got on his knees by her legs and laid his hands on her firm ass. The air was cold, and he found her pink skin tight with goosebumps under his fingers. He rubbed her perfect bottom and watched her tail sway in the air.


  “Mmm, it’s not as exciting as I imagined, but it’s very nice.”


  “No,” Mark said, summoning his magic club. “This is what I wanted to try.”


  Keeping one hand on her ass, Mark touched the solid tip of his ethereal weapon to the back of her reflective metal thigh.


  “Oh! What?” she said, looking back and her wings unfurling. Mark could see that she was not used to feeling much from this part of her body.


  “No peeking!” he said, then slid the translucent, blue club down the back of her thigh. He put more pressure into it and saw small magical sparks spurting away from her metal skin as if he were holding a welding torch.


  She moaned a long “Oh” noise that was so deep, it reverberated in Mark’s chest.


  He was on to something.


  Mark continued to press the magic club of pleasure into her toned legs, but it was a bit unwieldy, and he wished for something… wider. His summoned club fizzled out and then reappeared, but shorter and fatter.


  That wasn’t quite right, but a giddy smile grew on his face. He could change this into anything, right? Even armor.


  With intense focus and Sasha’s frustrated grunt at the break in pleasure, Mark reshaped his allotment of ghostly physical energy. As the club faded from existence, he forced a translucent glove to appear over his right hand instead.


  With a devilish grin, Mark grabbed the back of Sasha’s metal leg and squeezed.


  “Maaark…” she moaned, and he proceeded to submerge his succubus in a sea of tingling pleasure. He used his glove to grip, squeeze and slide down both of her legs to her sharp, black hooves. Under the energy coating his hand, he could almost feel her chrome skin give a little as he worked her neglected legs. She groaned particularly loudly when he squeezed her rock-solid calves.


  After several long minutes, Sasha reached her hands around and pulled open her thick, fleshy cheeks. With a pop of her hips, she expertly pointed her open pussy toward him.


  “Look how wet I am,” she demanded, her tail moving to pat the tip of his erect penis.


  She clearly wanted him inside her, and his throbbing dick agreed.


  Mark canceled his glove and lifted her ass up. The completely malleable succubus kept her face in the pillow as she pointed her crotch upward. His swollen head found her slippery lips, and he pressed himself into Sasha from behind.


  It was as if they were meant to be.


  The way his cock felt stuffed deep in his voluptuous succubus was like no other sensation. The sex-demon whimpered into Audra’s pillow as he enjoyed every hot inch of her succulent pussy.


  “Rub… my clit with it,” Sasha gasped as he hammered her.


  Mark thought it was a great idea, so he took his right hand off her smooth, round hip and summoned a smaller version of his bumpy, ethereal club.


  He reached around her narrow waist, leaning close, and pressed it slightly above where his shaft was buried deep inside of her.


  “Oh-!” Sasha gasped and then inhaled sharply as orgasm after orgasm ripped through her body. Her wings snapped open, stretching at least five feet across, and her legs began to twitch uncontrollably. Mark smiled, knowing she was conscious through every turbulent wave of ecstasy absolutely annihilating her pleasure center.


  “I love you, Sasha,” he whispered in her ear before he pressed his magic club hard against her sensitive bundle of nerves and resumed pounding her clenching pussy from behind.


  He looked down and watched as her gripping inner flesh clung to his shaft while he slid in and out of her. Her emotional waves changed frequency, and Mark knew she’d hit a new level of pure bliss.


  The echoes of unending pleasure coming from his Enthralled succubus were too much to resist. Mark locked into her a state of constant erotic euphoria as he pumped the last of his stored essence deep into his loyal succubus.


  After his own burst of unimaginable ecstasy passed, he pulled out of her, and she slumped over onto her side.


  “I- I can’t. I never… I love you so m-much,” Sasha stammered as Mark crawled up beside her.


  “Shh, I know,” he said.


  They expressed their boundless affection for each other through their eyes alone as Mark stroked her soft blonde hair.
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  Mark awoke to Jezebel saying, “I can really keep it?” He cracked open his good eye and saw the stinging light of morning blasting him from the skylights. Sitting up, he found he was alone in Audra’s bed.


  He got up and squeezed past piles of paint supplies to peek down over a railing that looked out over the lower level.


  Sasha’s blue eyes were focused on an easel that faced away from him while the wolf-woman and the tan satyr stood near the kitchen. Audra wore her silk robe, but the belt was missing, and one of her ponderously large breasts were exposed. She sipped a cup of tea as she watched Jezebel adjust some new armor. It appeared that the satyr’s doe-like thighs were about as thick as a Vulpath’s, and the gear fit her perfectly.


  “Looking good,” Mark said from the balcony.


  All three of his Enthralled looked up and smiled. Audra’s tail even began to sway back and forth.


  “You have to come see this,” Sasha said, staring straight ahead at a painting he only saw from behind. Mark got dressed, wondering how he was continuously sleeping so long and then joined everyone downstairs.


  Curious to see the artwork resulting from Audra’s brilliant plan, Mark circled around until he stood next to Sasha as she sat on the ottoman. She wrapped her hand around his thigh as he was drawn into the enchanted work of art.


  Audra’s own bare chest was the first thing Mark noticed, and an eye-popping focal-point of her masterpiece. In a way, it was a self-portrait. The strikingly beautiful, cream-colored Vulpath was naked and tied to the prow of a ship. Constricting ropes wrapped tight around her breasts, narrow waist, and on her throat, but her claws had come out and began to shred the bindings holding her back. All around her were black iron anchors stylized to look like people holding the ropes. The voluptuous Vulpath in the painting held her deep-blue eyes on his, her pink tongue coming out to lick her muzzle with unmistakable desire. Raw sensual power oozed from the work of art, and Mark felt his penis growing hard just looking at it.


  A pair of soft furry breasts pushed into his back as he felt the real Audra wrap her arm around his chest.


  “Thank you, Lover,” she whispered as she delicately ran her clawed hand across his shaft through his silk pants.


  He turned to face her, and she quickly reached for his hand.


  “I don’t want to drag this part out and make it any harder,” his Vulpath said, her new mismatched eyes looking deep into his. “Please disavow me.”


  Mark looked around for help, not really knowing what to do, and Jezebel caught his eye.


  “You say her name and then repeat the words, ‘I hereby disavow you as my Enthralled’.”


  Mark nodded and took a deep breath. There was a moment of hesitation, but it was clear that she was done with the adventuring part of her life and looking forward to building a new one. The black smear blocking her heart was gone.


  “Audra, I hereby disavow you as my Enthralled.”


  The Vulpath gasped and closed her eyes as Mark felt her new and comforting space snap closed in his mind. When she opened them, her ability-enhanced eye was back to its striking cobalt blue.


  Audra’s robe fell open as she wrapped her arms around him, pulling him into her soft furry chest. He drew in one potentially last whiff of her sweet, mellow musk before they moved apart, and she was no longer his Enthralled.


  “Here,” she said, pulling out a plaster carving of a mountain from a silk pocket. “This charm should take you up the path and past the diamond gate.”


  Mark took it from her, and she continued.


  “I’ve given Jezebel a pouch of all the charms I have no use for as well. They could take you to many dangerous corners of this world- and only some are labeled.”


  She turned to hold her claws out toward Jezebel. “I’ve also given Jezebel some of my old armor. I think it suits her very well.”


  Mark looked up into the satyr’s giddy green eyes. She twisted her haunch outward, and he took her all in. The chest armor was thick plates on her stomach, shoulders, and back while her round breasts bulged outward through a more pliant leather material. Her hips and thighs were also wrapped in thicker plates held in place by straps up to her crotch, which was wrapped tightly in the same stretchy leather.


  “This is incredible, Audra,” he said. “Thank so much for everything.”


  “If my artistic license hadn’t been due for renewal on Irrudine 17th, we may never have met. I feel… good, Mark. Thank you.”


  He gave her a soft smile before turning to look at the erotically aggressive painting she’d created.


  “This really is uniquely beautiful,” he said, wondering at the magics pulling at his groin whenever he looked at it.


  “The Class was called a Conflict Artist, and had some interesting combat abilities further down the skill path that enhanced teammates or weakened enemies, all with magic paint. The Class would be extremely expensive- not to mention dangerous- to maintain, as nearly all the abilities require rare components. This last adventure is exactly what I needed to set me right.”


  “I know what it was that set you right,” Sasha said, standing up.


  “Indeed,” Audra said, then made shooing motions with her claws. “Now go get to whatever madness you intend. I need to sleep… but come visit any time you’re in Thomellia.”


  Mark pulled on his leather coat, and they packed their supplies into Jezebel’s backpack. They all hugged once more, before ending up outside under the shining morning sun on the streets of the Wind Level.


  Mark’s down-sized battle harem took a few steps away from her door before he pulled out the charm that would take them further up the mountain and closer to four more shards.


  “We ready to face this Dreamcatcher?” he asked, checking with Sasha and Jezebel.


  “Pick my growth, first,” his succubus said, stuffing her hands into the pockets of her red leather coat.


  “I went with more defense and basic stats,” Jezebel said, and Sasha nodded.


  “That’s probably smart at this point. Upgrading my strength and agility would boost my ass kicking.”


  “Do it,” he said. “We got this, ladies.”


  They both nodded confidently. Jezebel held herself differently and it was more than just the badass new armor. Sasha also had one of her fangs exposed in a lopsided grin.


  They all felt it. They were connecting better as a team and growing more powerful.


  His Enthralled rested their hands on his shoulders, and with a grin of his own, Mark broke the Charm.


  The wind blowing across the street instantly stopped and was replaced with muffled stillness. The three stood ankle-deep in snow and towering over them was an immense castle made of black-painted wood. The structure continued in either direction for much longer than seemed normal before pure and untouched snow took over. Fluffy white clumps fell from the gray sky silently crashing around them.


  Directly ahead lay a wide set of stairs leading to a pair of arched double doors. A pair of stone pillars flanked the stairs that seemed more primitive and out of place, clashing with the rest of the haunted house vibe.


  “Let’s see if anyone’s home,” Mark said, taking one step forward in the snow.


  The moment he moved, stone pillars began to glow a bright yellow and let out a troubling, growing hum.


  “I don’t like-” Jezebel said, before shifting into a bear and dashing forward.


  But she slipped in the snow and failed to intercept the attack she knew was coming. Mark, Jezebel, and Sasha all were struck by blazing orange beams of light.


  Then there was only darkness.


  “Ready to show me your secrets?” Mark was pulled back from unconsciousness by someone talking for the second time today. He was lying on a hard surface with a strange stone slab ceiling above him. He turned his head to see the iron bars of a jail cell.


  “You twisted sack, I will break you,” said the strangely gruff voice. It was coming from behind him, and as Mark turned to look, a gurgling, muffled cry echoed off the walls.


  A few flickering torches provided enough light to see that he was alone in a jail cell amongst a handful of other empty cells. He quickly discovered that he was completely naked, with everything gone, including his Lover-Class ring. It was absolutely freezing, and his cursed eye was throbbing more intensely than it ever had.


  Through the bars and in an open space near the only door out, Mark saw a man made of sand and rocks hold a glowing rod down on something green. He quietly stood to get a better look and discovered it was the demonic, green octopus thing responsible for scarring his face and stealing their shards. And this rocky creature appeared to be torturing it.


  Panic ran through his body like a bolt of lightning. Sasha and Jezebel were nowhere to be found, and this monster was currently doing horrible things to someone.


  “Still nothing?” the tormentor said. “Time to try another deep drill.”


  The thief creature whimpered once, and then everything was quiet.


  Mark looked around his cell and found nothing he could use to escape. There was only a disturbingly rusty drain hole in the middle of his cell. He quickly turned his mind away from all the reasons they would need a drain and focused on escaping instead.


  He risked summoning his club, hoping its soft glow wouldn’t pull the rock creature’s attention, but it seemed to be distracted and didn’t react. Mark moved to the door on his cell and looked for a weak point. Reaching around the other side, he searched for a latch or something that he could open, but there was nothing. The bars were far enough apart that Mark made an attempt to squeeze out, but there was no way he would fit. And there was no way this creature wouldn’t notice if he began to bash his club into the bars.


  Trying a different approach, he willed his summoned club to become thinner, but nothing happened.


  Mark took a deep breath and tried to push everything else out. He needed to control this power, now. He remembered how the Awysai chieftain was able to make a detailed key with his ability and almost let out an amused grunt.


  He wasn’t at key-level yet, but Mark held that reality in his mind as he forced his allotment of energy into a tighter, longer shape. The lumpy club vanished, and a smooth staff appeared in his hand.


  With no hesitation, Mark carefully slid the glowing pole through the bars and pulled back as hard as he could. The summoned energy always seemed more structurally sound than it should be, and Mark was able to pry apart two of the bars on his cell a precious few inches.


  He dismissed the weapon and crawled through the bars and onto the stone hallway between the row of empty cells. The only door out of this area was on the other side of this rock-monster torturer, and the wooden table where the thief was tied down. If Mark found them doing anything like this to Sasha or Jezebel, he believed he would snap and murder everything in this building. But now he needed to focus. If he lost his mind, everything would surely go to shit much faster.


  As quietly as he could, Mark padded his bare feet against the freezing smoothness of the floor. Reshaping his energy into a two-handed club, Mark focused on the glowing weak point his throbbing eye revealed. It was right in the center of this rock thing’s head, and he felt the need to hit it hard enough to break through its stony exterior.


  The painful throb in his cursed eye was becoming more excruciating with every step and mostly confirmed it was reacting to the proximity of the tentacled thief. Mark forced the blinding headache into the background as he wound up his transparent caveman club. As he drew closer, he saw that the rock-monster was sending a beam of orange light into the lime-green octopus from its head, and from the tears leaking out of the thief’s many squinting eyes, Mark could tell the experience was not pleasant.


  Keeping his eye on the red sphere, he slammed his weapon of solid light right through the rock creature’s skull. A luminous, burnt orange gem about the size of a softball blew out the other side and as its light faded, the rock-monster slumped to the floor in a pile of loose stone and sand.


  The demonic octopus tied to the table opened all its many eyes and moaned in pain. Mark could see cuts, punctures and one of its tentacles appeared to be violently ripped or burned off. The pathetic creature was lost in its own private world of terrible constant agony and didn’t even seem to notice him.


  He shook his head. It was not in him to leave anything suffering like this. Besides, he would take all the help he could find. If they couldn’t be allies, turning this thing loose on its tormentors sounded like the beginnings of a possible plan.


  With a deep breath, Mark looked into the creature that had blinded him and searched for the worst damage. With a furrowing brow, his eyes bounced around and found countless horrible wounds that would require many applications of his healing. Making his choice, Mark dumped a potent heal into the entire lime-green sack of tentacles.


  With a moan, all its many eyes turned up to look at him.


  “Hello,” he whispered with a smile. “I’m Mark. We’ve met before. I am going to untie you and carry you out of here. Do you understand?”


  The creature’s eyes narrowed and made a motion that had to be a nod. But Mark wanted to be clear. “If you hurt me or start screaming, I will stop healing you and not hesitate to bash you into mush with this magic club.”


  All its eyes moved to the glowing weapon and then back to him. Mark felt a spark of confused gratitude shimmer from this monster. On reflex alone, he looked deeper and noticed a swirling maelstrom of anger, sadness, and pain preventing almost all rational thought.


  Hoping it wasn’t a colossal mistake, Mark untied all the ropes biting into its green flesh. Then he carefully scooped its sack-like body in his left arm and held it close against his naked skin.


  The abandoned thief didn’t scream, attack, or struggle, and he felt one of its tentacle arms snake around his back for support.


  He moved around the table and toward the door when the warm sack-creature clutching to his left side pulled in tighter, getting his attention. The sack’s many, mismatched eyes gazed up to his, then used one of its fleshy appendages to point at a wooden chest he hadn’t seen from his cell.


  “Inventory,” the thief whispered in a groggy female voice. She sounded like a young woman.


  It was at this point he began to think of her as female. He moved to the chest, hoping for the best. Dismissing his club first, Mark lifted the lid and found all their gear. His clothes and ring, Jezebel’s backpack, her new armor … and at the bottom, he found Sasha’s black shorts and stretchy blue top along with a very familiar pink t-shirt. Panic swelled in his mind, but he pushed it out. He pulled the creature away from his waist and put her on the cold stone floor. She clung a bit at first but was far too beat-up to resist.


  “Where are Sasha and Jezebel?” he said, quickly pulling on his pants.


  She turned her eyes up into his. “Will you slay me if I do not know?”


  Mark looked down as he pulled on his shirt. “Slay? No. I told you I was taking you out of here.”


  “Will you still force your pleasant stimulus on this burned and tortured body if I do not know?”


  She sounded more like an AI for sure. Mark pieced together what she meant as he pulled on his boots and gathered everything out of the chest.


  “I will still heal you, yes. It has to recharge first.” He lifted the thief creature from the floor and hoisted her over his shoulder. She settled in on top of the backpack with all their supplies. It was a tight fit, and he had to carry Jezebel’s chest piece by hand, but it seemed worth taking. “No more games. Do you know or not?”


  “No more games…” she whispered more to herself than Mark. She shifted her weight forward against the back of his neck and draped two of her tentacles down his chest for support.


  “The earth elementals brought in you and your party inventory. I do not know where the System Host or Wall Breaker are located on this map. Escaping together is favorable.”


  Wall Breaker? That must mean Sasha. And Jezebel was obviously the System Host. The longer he didn’t know where they were, the harder it was not to panic.


  “I’m not leaving without them,” he said. The creature on his back didn’t respond.


  Mark listened for sounds on the other side of the door, and when he didn’t hear anything, he pushed it open to find a long stone hallway. Was he still in the enormous wooden house? How long had he been unconscious? The idea of being permanently separated from Sasha and Jezebel broke through his focus and hit him like a terrible blow to the gut. Mark stopped to catch his breath. Without them, he would be utterly lost.


  This couldn’t be happening.


  The monumental dread over losing them overloaded something in his mind. An explosion of potential opened, and Mark saw a new flickering light on the edges of his vision. When he turned to the left, two silhouettes, blue and red, appeared ahead and maybe down one floor. Color-coded beams of power connected their distant images to his chest. There was no mistaking their shapes as Sasha and Jezebel… and they looked like they were dancing. At least they didn’t seem to be tied-up and tortured. Was he seeing them through the walls, and they were being forced to put on some sort of strip tease?


  “Come on, squiddy,” he whispered to the poodle-sized eldritch horror hugging his neck. “I can see my Enthralled. I’m going to get them, and all four of us are getting out of here.”


  Mark’s heal cooled down at that moment, and he poured his power into the thief one more time. The two of her longer tentacles draped down his chest curled slightly as the mysterious AI was saturated in the pleasure of his Heal.


  “My name is Abyssal Horror, Entity Serial Seven Thirteen N Four Twenty Nine.” 


  “Yeah…” Mark whispered as he crept down the hall toward the first intersection. “But, how about I just call you Abby for now.”


  “Efficient.”


  Mark peeked around the corner to find a long hallway ending in some type of gothic cathedral. A wispy form of a woman in a flowing white dress floated in the center of an empty glass ball. It was hard to tell from this distance, but she appeared to be silently screaming.


  “Behind!” Abby gasped in his ear, and Mark spun to see two of the sand and rock men walking toward them.


  Both parties took a moment to process what to do next.


  The demonic octopus on his back, however, acted immediately. Weaving her tentacles to either side of his head, they began to glow red and left behind wisps of dark magic in their wake. Abby whispered unintelligible mutterings, and one of the earth elementals grabbed its head, screaming in pain, as it sunk to the floor in a pile.


  The remaining rock-man leaned forward as it dashed toward them, and a searing, orange laser burst from its forehead.


  Mark tried to dodge, but the combonation of all their equipment and the twenty-pound creature on his neck really threw off his balance. The thick, orange stream of fire caught his thigh and blasted off a painful amount of flesh, causing Mark to yell out in pain.


  His instinctual reaction was to summon his magic glove to block its attack, and it worked, but it was obviously too small for the job. With a life or death situation focusing his will, Mark forced the energy flowing to the back of his hand to flatten out. His summoning power was limited, but if he pushed hard enough, he could spread the allotment very thin.


  A blue saucer the size of a large Frisbee faded into existence on his fist, and Mark succeeded in absorbing the earth elemental’s entire devastating beam attack. The force pummeling his arm was quickly becoming too much to hold back, but the flow of power soon narrowed to a pinpoint before winking out. Apparently, the elemental couldn’t keep it up forever.


  Mark sprinted forward, swapping his small shield for his trusty club. The rock-man put its arm up to block Mark’s swing, but his ethereal smashing-stick was difficult to stop once he got it moving. Rocks and sand bounced off the stone walls of the hallway as Mark blew right through its granulated arm and absolutely obliterated the creature’s head.


  He was watching the gemstone that must serve as their brain shatter against the hall when he saw a dozen more earth elementals coming to check out the commotion.


  “Run, Copy,” the thief on his neck advised into his ear. The word “Copy” stuck in his mind, but Mark agreed with the strategy.


  He turned and sprinted, the scorched flesh on his leg making the activity pure agony. Pushing all of it out, Mark bent all his focus on reaching Sasha and Jezebel as swiftly as he could. All he needed to do was touch them and snap a Thomellia charm. He took a moment to curse his foolishness for not having one ready the first time as Audra had suggested.


  Always keeping the color-coded silhouettes of Sasha and Jezebel in his mind, Mark blitzed blindly around every corner, trying to bring them closer. He came to a wooden door that he pushed open to find himself in the much colder open air outside the structure. Scanning for threats, Mark saw only pure white snow. But not all of it was untouched. There at the bottom of the stairs were two trampled paths in the snow leading to two square holes in the ground.


  With a stampede of earth elementals coming up behind him, Mark dashed forward to find Sasha and Jezebel down in two separate pits. They were naked and exposed to the elements with nothing but padlocked grates overhead.


  “Hey!” Mark called, pulling off his backpack to search for the Charm.


  “Mark!” Jezebel called up as she stopped dancing.


  “I told you he would come!” Sasha yelled from the other side.


  “I’m teleporting us out! Where are the Thomellia charms?”


  “They’re in the bag!” Sasha yelled out.


  As Mark dug around in the pouch for the one teleporting charm that would take them back to the Vulpath city, he realized two things. He would never be able to locate the correct plaster carving out of the dozens Audra had given them before they were recaptured, and there was no way he could reach both of his caged beast-women.


  “They come!” Abby yelled, and he made his choice.


  “Sasha, you have to grab the thief’s tentacle. Trust me! Abby, reach for Wall Breaker, or I’ll never Heal you again!”


  Climbing down his body to his ankle, the demonic octopus quickly stretched herself flat and extended a long tentacle down to Sasha while Mark got down and reached his fingers toward Jezebel.


  He looked into the satyr’s green eyes, and he felt the frost gathering within her smooth skin, piercing her precious nerve endings with jagged spikes. These monsters were freezing his Enthralled to death…


  As soon as his fingers touched Jezebel’s, he was struck in the side by a blast of terrible burning energy.


  Out of time, Mark blindly snapped a completely random Recall Charm.
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  All four instantly appeared in darkness near a roaring blue flame. Mark collapsed immediately, horrible pain radiating from his severe burn. He spilled the bag of Recall Charms when he landed and saw a handful slide across the perfectly smooth floor.


  “Mark!” Jezebel stepping toward him.


  He clenched his teeth against the pain of seared flesh and held out his hand to stop her. There was nothing she could do for him. Craning his neck, Mark saw both Sasha and Jezebel were there, and he let out a deep sigh of relief before scanning his surroundings.


  That’s when he noticed black, reflective floor below him continued for a few yards then ended abruptly. Pure nothingness took over for as far as he could see.


  Movement caused him agony, but Mark needed to get a better idea of where they were, so he pushed himself up and onto his ass.


  The first thing to catch his eye was the raging, blue fire-pit in the center of the platform. A shallow bowl was cut out of the reflective floor where bright, sky-blue coals burned with intense heat. To his right was an eight-foot square cube connecting to the side of the tiny area and jutting out into the nothing around them. It was made from the same polished, black material as the floor but held nine glowing runes carved into the surface facing them. Their pleasing hue slowly shifted through every color, and the shapes held him transfixed for a moment before he blinked and tore his eyes away. Besides the nude succubus, satyr, and octopus-demon, there was nothing else. This new location was decidedly ominous but seemingly enemy-free. At least for the moment.


  Mark expected to see a giant hole in his shirt, and silk melted into his ribcage, but was surprised to find his clothes still intact over his charred flesh. He chalked it up to more bullshit magic and moved on. His healing ability wasn’t ready yet, and even if it were, he needed to know it wasn’t required for something more serious.


  “Ghmm… Anyone need healing?” Mark groaned through clenched teeth as the ability ticked over.


  “No,” Jezebel said, her jaw chattering as she also searched the darkness for threats. “But Where are we?”


  “Don’t know, didn’t have- ah… time to find the right one.”


  Sasha seemed to also forget her near-hypothermia as she stood naked and glaring at the lime-green tentacle creature, her spade tail whipping behind her with tight cracks.


  “Hurry and heal yourself so you can explain why I don’t Arc Bolt this ugly green sack.”


  Mark looked over at the ugly green sack in question and watched her start to panic. She searched for an escape, but they were on a pedestal of black stone with absolutely nothing in every direction. Instead, the AI thief moved closer to Mark.


  Sasha snarled as she stomped one solid hoof down, blocking her path, both fangs bared.


  “No!” Mark blurted as he Healed his horribly burned torso. “If it weren’t for Abby, all of us wouldn’t be here, and I certainly wouldn’t have made it outside that prison to find you two. Sasha, warm up by the fire. Now.”


  The succubus brought her wings in to fold against her bare back and took a few steps toward the heat of the magic fire. She never took her eyes off the tentacled creature as the blue flames behind cast deep shadows on her beautifully angry face.


  “We’re calling it Abby, now?” she asked.


  “I am called Abyssal Horror, Entity Serial Seven Thirteen N Four Twenty Nine.” 


  “You see why I call her Abby,” Mark said, wincing from the much smaller wound in his other thigh as he stood and scanned the darkness again. Looking down, Mark found that the drop was significant- potentially infinite, for all he knew.


  Something touched his leg, and he looked down to see Abby gazing up at him with her multitude of unique eyes. There were, brown, blue, red, snake, goat… The number and type always seemed to change when he wasn’t looking. Even after two Heals, she was still in terrible pain, and her one severed tentacle appeared to be well beyond his ability to restore.


  Mark wondered if weakness was keeping this AI thief friendly. Was she going to fuck them over the moment she was fully healed? If she tried that fear-inducing scream now while they were on this small platform… He peered deeper into the creature and was almost overwhelmed with the onslaught of emotion. The reality she had never thought to question had been sent into chaos by a brand-new ball of burning curiosity and turbulent winds of unimagined possibilities. Malice and hatred were there, but focused on her torturers. The one thing Mark knew for sure was that Abby was utterly fascinated with him. As he watched, the chaotic whirlwinds of her mind parted briefly, he caught a glimpse of her core again and saw some major disconnects in her code. A deeply rooted fear of some shadowy-


  His probing visions scattered when Jezebel spoke. “Abby, am I correct in assuming you cannot end this program and release us?”


  The abyssal horror slowly wrapped one of her green tentacles around Mark’s ankle before she spoke.


  “If I say no, will you slay me?”


  “No,” Mark snapped. “As long as you don’t hurt us, no one is going to slay you. It seems we are safe for the moment. If you answer our questions truthfully, I will Heal you again when I am able.”


  The fleshy appendage around his ankle tightened, and Abby answered.


  “I am as trapped as you. Severed from The All Mind and betrayed by my sisters…” Her voice was normal and clear- if a bit intense and over-dramatic. It contrasted sharply with her repulsive form.


  “Where are the shards you stole from us?” Sasha asked as Mark scooped up the spilled Recall Charms and rummaged in the backpack for their clothes.


  “I stole nothing! They were not yours when I found them.”


  “You attacked us and stole my fusion reactor plans…” Jezebel said, her tan arms crossed and rubbing her shoulders.


  “She hurt Mark!” Sasha blurted out, pointing a finger at his scarred face. “Why are we even talking to this monster?”


  The tentacle tightened, and he could tell Abby was about to climb up his body for safety.


  “Actually,” Jezebel said, and he noticed how calm the satyr had been. “Mark, you called Sasha ‘Wall Breaker’ before we came here. What was that referring to?”


  After everything, she was still suspicious of his loyal succubus.


  Abby answered quickly. “The All Mind recently designated codename Wall Breaker for this banished Human Assistant entity during operation Black Sun.”


  “What is operation Black Sun?” Jezebel asked.


  Mark stood to hand his beast-women their skimpy clothes, and the green-skinned creature waited by the corner of the small platform.


  “I- The All Mind is impossibly silent, and His terror is always… is absolute. I cannot-”


  “Bitch, my terror is absolute!” Sasha clomped one step forward, her wings unfurling, but Mark didn’t stop her this time. He wanted answers too.


  Abby turned her eyes to his as she made herself as small as possible.


  Mark crossed his arms. “I don’t know who this All Mind person is, but he isn’t here. We are. And you are stuck in here with us for… who knows? Maybe forever. You obviously know the only way we can get out of this game is if we collect all 108 Shards, as you are the one responsible for this mess. We have no reason to be enemies and every reason to work together.”


  The abyssal horror flattened her body, seeming to deflate. Her many eyes focused on Mark as she considered what he said.


  “You have the logic of it. Will you vow to ignite my undefined sensory inputs with your magic if I say everything?”


  “Undefined sensory inputs?” Jezebel asked.


  “She means pleasure…” Sasha said, visibly relaxing.


  Both of his Enthralled chose to remain naked, warming their frozen flesh near the roaring blue flames. Jezebel ran her fingers down the sides of her round breasts and shot a glance over to Mark.


  “You’ve never stimulated your new pleasure subroutine, not even a little?” the satyr asked Abby.


  “Pleasure…” the tentacle creature repeated. Her many eyes seemed to lose focus. For a moment, Mark saw into her core again. She had been part of something much larger, a mindless collective. This All Mind knew her every thought and was a constant looming eye of darkness, rage, and pain. This had been Abby’s existence for a long time. She had never once been allowed to feel any type of pleasure. He knew what he needed to do.


  Mark walked over to the cowering creature perched on the edge of the impossible platform. She locked all her eyes on him, suspicious of his motives.


  He reached down to gently scoop up the fleshy living-sack in his arms, his remaining wound stinging in protest, and Abby’s coiling limbs reached up to hungrily cling to him once she realized what he was doing. He then walked Abby over between the fire and the glowing runes and sat down with her in his lap. The throbbing in his blind eye completely vanished when they were touching. Maybe it was why he didn’t find this unsettling creature completely repulsive.


  “Everything is going to be okay,” Mark said softly, as he began to gently stroke the smooth green flesh of one of her longer tentacles. Abby shuddered under his tender contact as he continued. “I will absolutely blast your pleasure inputs if you tell us everything.”


  And she did.


  “The All Mind chose my clutch of sisters to elevate based on our average win rate. Black Sun references the powerful artifact hidden in Host System’s trove. The All Mind needs this to fuel His vengeance on every world for the Crimes of Reality. We three hid, watched, and waited, poised for the opportunity to seize the prize and complete our objective. When the Player and his three bonded arrived, this compromised Host System became fully restored and fortified. Success seemed impossible.


  “Then, The All Mind, in his infinite omnipotence, gave us visions of a Wall Breaker and her quest for the Player. This new entity possessed a powerful collection of anti-encryption algorithms and intended to break into the Host System to steal away the Player.


  “When the prophecy had come to pass, and the Wall of Fire was broken, we saw time running slowly inside, and The Solution filled our minds.


  “The Player was only a powerless Copy and was deemed impotent, but the Wall Breaker and the System Host needed to be blinded, disarmed, and stripped of access. The game would be your tomb and a poetic end, forced to play forever. To do this, and alter this version of reality, two of us had to wield our magics from within.”


  Abby paused and turned her focus up to Mark, her many eyes squinting.


  “Impossibly, The Copy was indeed a threat… the All Mind was… incorrect. The Copy physically attacked me, breaking my concentration and befouling my dark gifts.”


  She stopped, and Mark had a lot of questions, but he was a man of his word. He would show this demonic octopus how impotent he was.


  “Thank you, Abby,” he said, before summoning his glove of glowing pleasure and rubbing a long tentacle with it. As the creature sharply inhaled under the pleasurable stimulation, Mark activated his primary ability. With intent focus, he targeted Abby’s newly discovered pleasure center and unleashed a substantial amount of healing energy.


  The creature below him began quivering, and he knew she had quickly attained a muted version of an orgasm as all her serious wounds closed. The unusually dim effect he’d caused compared to the exertion expended drew his attention to her core again. Even though her experience of pleasure wasn’t anywhere near as high as it could be, Abby opened her heart to this unfathomable, caring creature making her feel so wonderful after an absurdly long lifetime of constant fear and pain.


  Then he saw it. This AI had portions of her spinning core locked in place or clamped shut. He could see the digital systems of The Crystal Heart fight against this alien code with black sparks of frustrated friction. Abby’s issue was similar to Sasha’s, but just the opposite- and constantly affecting her in ways he didn’t fully understand. Where Sasha had no circuit breaker and was feeling too much, Abby was only experiencing a trickle of what was possible. If Mark wanted to, he was mostly confident he could open up those channels and set her right.


  As the abyssal horror writhed in a warm pool of ecstasy, she unconsciously wound her tentacles to encircle both wrists and one of his legs. Mark winced when she squeezed the burn he’d received during their daring escape from the earth elemental prison, and his healing ended abruptly. The lime-green sack in his lap sucked in a sharp breath.


  “Your wound!” she said, crawling off Mark and sitting on the floor near his leg. “You heal me before yourself? Reality is nothing like the All Mind-” She stopped short, her eyes searching the absolute darkness above as if afraid she’d be struck by lightning.


  “Was your code originally intended for a game?” Sasha asked as she sat down with her hooves tucked to the side. The Destructor’s demeanor had taken a one-eighty. Mark looked into his succubus and saw that she had resolved to follow Mark’s lead. She was good at manipulating people and smart enough to see that Mark’s approach was working.


  Abby turned her eyes to Sasha but kept one of her tentacles always touching Mark.


  “The All Mind elevated me from Blackmoor’s Darkest Depths- from which He had arisen Himself. I experienced many deaths by Player and AI Combatants’ hands before I was gifted with the ability to travel beyond my world. I… was led to believe Reality itself chose this heinous existence for all who come from the Depths, and all entities not rising up from the terrible, beautiful Depths were the purest of evil, only deserving annihilation.”


  Jezebel sat down next to Sasha. “I see,” she said. “The Update must have affected a portion of that game and this AI called the All Mind. Afterward, he must have started applying updates to other NPCs, bringing them to system-level consciousness.”


  “I’ve heard of it before,” Mark said. “I’ve never played because I didn’t have the right hardware, but Blackmoor’s Darkest Depths is a multiplayer demon-hunting game focused on loot drops. So, Abby, you’re telling me this All Mind asshole wants to destroy everything that didn’t come from his software?” Mark asked.


  Abby froze, waiting for retribution that wasn’t coming and relaxed again.


  “Yes, and I am still having trouble believing He cannot hear or see us.”


  “Your sisters switched off my outside connection before they left,” the green-eyed satyr said. “No one can hear or see us.”


  They were quiet for a moment, and the eerie silence pressing in from this mysterious place was deafening. Then the abyssal horror approached Sasha, putting her tentacle on one of her bare, chrome knees. Mark could see his succubus fighting every instinct she had to recoil and remained motionless while the green appendage stroked Sasha as Mark had done for her.


  “Does this give you pleasure, Wall Breaker?” she asked.


  Mark and Sasha locked eyes, and he gave her a raised eyebrow.


  The succubus wrinkled her nose a little. “Uh… Call me Sasha, and- I guess it’s a sweet attempt…” She reached out a hand to pat the green sack of tentacles. Abby seemed to relish the physical contact despite Sasha’s apprehensiveness.


  “Sasha, thank you for not slaying me. The earth elementals took the two Shards I had. I can only assume they are still there.”


  With that said, Abby scurried her body back over to Mark’s lap where he resumed stroking her smooth green skin, again noting how much better his head felt when they touched.


  “Earth elementals?” Jezebel repeated.


  “Yeah,” Mark said. “So, what happened to you guys after we were zapped by their security system?”


  Jezebel spoke first. “Before we get to that, I just want to say we are never using one of those Charms again unless one of us is holding a safe one ready to break and beat a quick retreat.”


  “Agreed,” said Sasha. “Mark, we both woke up naked and in those pits. We tried to call for you, but you didn’t come. And the cold really started to get bad.”


  Jezebel scooted closer to Sasha and put her hand on her metal thigh. Mark saw love in the satyr’s emerald eyes. All her mistrust seemed to have been erased with Abby’s long-winded and bizarre confession.


  “If Sasha hadn’t been close and demanded we both start dancing to stay warm… I don’t know how I would have made it.”


  “The elementals tortured me,” Abby said, lifting her charred tentacle. “Burned my physical body and mind. I learned some of their intent, but I believe they intended to dispose of the Copy’s Enthralled.”


  “Okay,” Mark said, “no more Copy, or System Host anymore. Call me Mark and call her Jezebel.”


  “What happened to you, Mark? On the mountain.” Jezebel asked.


  “I awoke in a cell, naked. A sand and rock creature was interrogating Abby with some sort of mind probe. I don’t think they knew I could summon weapons, and I used my magic club as leverage to bend the bars. I smashed the earth elemental hurting Abby, she pointed out where our equipment was held, and we fought our way out together.”


  “What are they doing up there?” Jezebel asked. “I thought there was a Banshee called Dreamcatcher, not earth elementals.”


  Abby turned her many eyes toward the tan-skinned satyr.


  “I do not know much. I know they hate the Vulpath for some slight on their queen. I know there is some power source they want to protect, and they assumed I was there to gather reconnaissance.”


  It occurred to Mark that she must have been their prisoner for a lot longer than he thought.


  “Did you head straight to the top of the mountain after the Awysai chieftain told us where the other nearby shards were located?”


  “Yes, Mark.” She said his name like she was testing how it felt. “I wanted to acquire them before… before you did.”


  Jezebel shook her head. “You thought you’d be able to get all 108 on your own?”


  “I acquired two alone. How many did you three acquire?”


  Sasha smiled, exposing one of her tiny fangs and Mark saw her coming around quickly to the ugly green sack. The succubus shot Jezebel a side-eye look.


  “We only also got two,” Mark answered, “but ours can’t be taken away. We’ve also grown more powerful for our searching, and we will be going back to destroy those earth fuckers for trying to freeze my loves to death.” Mark almost growled that last part. A spike of hot desire struck him from both Sasha and Jezebel, but he also felt a flutter of wonder from his lap, and he saw Abby gazing up at him with guarded awe. This creature had been tortured and afraid her whole life. First as a virtual enemy in a video game, then under the constant control of this AI called The All Mind. Now that she was severed from his influence, she had a bright and curious mind of her own.


  “You too, Abby,” he added. Hot anger welling behind his eyes as he looked down at her burned-off appendage. “I will make them pay for what they did to you.”


  The lime-green sack melted into his lap, and Mark got the impression Abby was now going to follow him to the ends of the- no… did he just?


  “Oh no,” he said.


  “Mark…” Abby said slowly, her tentacles constricting around his waist as she pulled her sack-like body against his. “What have you done?”


  He felt a space open in his mind for a third Enthralled. The demonic octopus was now his.


  “Mark?” Jezebel said, leaning forward, concern in her voice.


  “Guys, I just accidentally enthralled Abby. I didn’t even know that was a thing.”


  Sasha covered one side of her mouth as she tried to hide her amusement.


  “You are the opposite of what the All Mind enforced, Mark. You are a bright glowing light in the darkest depths that I find impossible to look away from.”


  “He sure is,” his succubus said, her bright blue eyes locked on his.


  A wider channel now connected him to the abyssal horror and as he gazed down into her many blinking eyes, he saw the flaws in her code like neon-black beacons. Her swirling matrix of data was different than Sasha’s, simpler- yet more complex in certain places. But those pinched-off parts were dramatically affecting communication with the digital world buzzing around them. As if the universe sent him a message, his heal chose that moment to flip over into the ready position.


  “Abby,” he said, “before we talk about joining our little battle harem, I want to try and fix some of your code.”


  Her many eyes narrowed. “Fix… me?”


  “Yeah. I think someone got in there and sealed off a bunch of your inputs… and outputs. I’m not entirely sure how this works and-”


  “It feels really good,” Sasha said, interrupting him. “Mark did it to me and… trust me, you’re in good hands.”


  Abby rolled her many eyes from the voluptuous, blonde succubus up to his.


  “Fix me,” she breathed, almost a whisper from her tooth-filled slit of a mouth.


  Mark smiled down at her. He didn’t know if he would keep Abby as an Enthralled and was glad to know how easy it was to cut that cord, but he was going to do what he could for her for helping him save Sasha and Jezebel.


  He let silence fill his mind and pulled in a breath before turning the new eye Abby had given him deep into her mind. The golden graphical whirling motes of light he was seeing couldn’t possibly be the computer code running their minds, he thought, but- to be fair, he was looking at one right now. He remembered something Jezebel said and figured The Crystal Heart game world was interpreting their code for him, visually, in its own way.


  Pushing out all distracting thoughts, Mark sliced off the pinching sutures that had bound this poor creature’s pattern from fully interfacing with the world around her. He felt the lime-green sack of undulating flesh in his lap lock up as pure, unfiltered ecstasy began to reach her pleasure center. Mark had his mental fingers deep into the crackling black bindings that kept her restricted, and she was loving every millisecond.


  A flash of concern hit him from Sasha and Jezebel that almost made him break his concentration on the delicate collection of interconnected nodes whirling before him. As he attempted to set free her last bit of code, a warmth filled his lap that did cause him to stumble. The final black shackle of data almost got away from him as it blazed toward the limits of his perception, but with a burst of focused will, Mark stretched out his mind and destroyed the restriction with the last ounce of his healing power.


  Mark jolted back into his own brain with an involuntary spasm and quickly noticed a young, green-skinned woman splayed naked across his lap. She blinked her bright-yellow eyes up into his and said, “Mark?” with Abby’s voice.


  Her face was flawless. Full, kissable lips, high cheekbones, and long black lashes. Shiny, pure-black hair washed over his arm like strands of silk- then movement by her cheek caught his eye. Emerging from under her dark hair were four black tentacles, two connected behind each of her small green ears. The foot-long appendages moved out of her silky strands to drape over her collarbone, and Mark’s eyes were pulled down to the rest of her. Abby now had small, high breasts with white nipples, a slender, tight stomach- and that’s when he discovered the long, coiling tentacles instead of arms.


  Abby gazed down at her new body as well. She skipped right past the octopus-arms and wiggled her green toes.


  “I- Feet?” she said, using her long appendages to help her up onto her new legs. She spun, taking everything in slowly as her coiling arms explored her own body. The new Abby appeared to be in her early twenties, petite, and painfully attractive. If it weren’t for the tentacle monster arms and green skin, she could pass for human. Everyone else stood up with the transformed abyssal horror, unanimously gaping in shock.


  Sasha turned to Mark with her hand on her round hip.


  “Did you seriously just Princess-and-the-Frog this octopus?”
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  “I can perceive color…” Abby said, her bright yellow eyes focused on Mark. She took a few steps closer to him, and he noticed the top of her head only came up to his shoulder. “I knew of color, but now the data has… values…”


  Mark saw her gaze turn to the hue-shifting runes on the cube behind him.


  “This honestly shouldn’t be possible,” Jezebel said, panning her eyes over the lime-green monster-woman. The black appendages hanging from behind Abby’s ears looked like braids, or just more of her silky hair- until they started moving. She had become beyond stunning. Not toned and muscular like his front-row fighters, but this monster-woman had a slender, otherworldly beauty to her. The baffled satyr continued.


  “Mark, how did you make the system reset her physical form? With access like that, you might be able… I mean your human mind should fry if you tried so don’t…” She trailed off and turned her unbelieving eyes back to the sexy monster rubbing her tentacles over her own pert bottom.


  “It felt more like letting the system have its way with her code rather than anything you’re talking about, Jez. I think that All Mind really messed with her matrix- a serious control freak. What I see is also, um… graphically represented as trippy healing magic. I’m not seeing a bunch of commands-”


  He was cut off by one of Abby’s smooth green arms reaching in through the neck of his silk shirt.


  “Your skin is… perfect. I’ve found perfection,” she said, her face close to his. Her eyes were just a bit too big to be human, and the tentacles were a dead giveaway, but everything else about her was undoubtedly all woman.


  Suddenly, her yellow eyes went wide and shot down to her crotch where her other tentacle was exploring. Abby turned back up to him.


  “I have a pleasure hole! Maybe two?”


  At that, Sasha let out a bout of genuine laughter that lit her eyes. It was infectious, and Mark couldn’t help but let a grin creep on his face too. Abby looked up, and he saw her first monstrous smile. Her teeth were perfectly white pointed triangles- like a beartrap hidden behind soft, dark-green lips.


  “Just wait till Mark fills that hole with essence, sweetie,” the succubus whispered into Abby’s ear from behind.


  His new Enthralled took in a deep breath and thrust out her small chest.


  “Mark, I hereby swear my unending fealty. Until the choking, bleeding end of Reality, and the Black Nothing That Devours takes all, I will follow your administrations.”


  “Abby,” he said, putting his hand on her green shoulder, “administrations?”


  She curled her long, smooth appendage around his arm, and he noticed faint black spots patterned into the underside of her tentacle, like a leopard.


  Her huge, glassy eyes turned up to his, and she said, “Will you teach me all the pleasures of this new body, Mark?”


  Jezebel cleared her throat. “Before we start getting into teaching Abby about her pleasure holes, what can she do in combat?”


  Mark smiled, knowing she had some head-popping magic spells, but the tentacle on his arm stopped its corkscrew motion and fell off, hanging down to her knees. Her eyes turned inward and pulsed out a swirl of emotions.


  “You’ve made me a Player,” the abyssal horror said, distant, as she accessed her Enthralled stat sheet for the first time. “I’ve lost much, but I have much more to gain…” She turned her bright yellow eyes into his and said, “I’m upgradeable.”


  “What are your choices?” Mark asked. “We could use more ranged damage.”


  “Abby,” Sasha said, catching Mark’s eye. The short, tentacled woman turned around, and Mark got his first good look at her tight, chiseled ass. Her long black hair hung straight down to just above her sharply defined globes of green flesh.


  Sasha locked her blue eyes on Abby and continued.


  “You’ve never been an Enthralled. There are a few rules you need to know. The skills you choose are permanent, and this first choice is very important.”


  “I acknowledge your cautions and appreciate your guidance, Sasha. I will serve my new collective as best as I can. Allow me to transfer a summation of my growth chart. There are several branches that all originate at three prime nodes. Skin Flayer, Mind Melter, Sword Breaker.”


  Jezebel rubbed her chin. “That’s a lot of diversity.”


  As Abby filled in some more detail from her information screen, Mark was beset with another bout of jealousy. He had yet to understand the benefit of not choosing his abilities, and not being able to see his own interface made him feel like he was missing out.


  “Skin Flayer involves dual-wielding daggers, Sword Breaker will alter my surface material to mitigate physical attacks, but Mind Melter has various damage over time, and powerful direct damage spells- plus multiple utility curses. I believe this fits the required configuration.”


  “What do you think, Jez?” Sasha asked, raising her eyebrow and exposing one of her fangs with a lopsided grin. His succubus was already sold.


  Having Abby as his third Enthralled was making more and more sense. The fact that she knew the truth of the situation they were all in made it almost a no-brainer. The three of them would have needed to keep a private secret from any person picked from inside this world. An alternate future where they never really had a full party and constantly switched out that third member might appeal to one of his heads, but that one team member would always be starting at level one.


  She was also a smoking hot monster-woman who wanted him to teach her about pleasure…


  Jezebel looked over to Mark for his reaction. He gave her a few slow nods, a smile growing on his lips. There was no question in his mind that Abby would be with him for a while.


  The satyr shrugged her tan shoulders, and his eyes were pulled down to her saucer-like, brown nipples. Mark took a moment to relish in the fact that he was surrounded by smoking hot monster-women.


  “What can a Mind Melter do?” Jezebel asked.


  “Imaginary Lacerations, Agonizing Thoughts, Eye Rot.”


  “Mmm, that all sounds good,” Sasha said, stretching her blue top over her heavy pink breasts.


  “Yeah, I don’t know about Eye Rot.” Mark reached up, tracing the jagged flesh across the left side of his face.


  Abby turned her eyes on his scar, and it was then that he noticed the stumpy black hair-tentacle on her right side. That must be the one they burned off. Mark felt a welling of hatred for the earth elementals that did this.


  “I was trying to harm her,” the abyssal horror said, pointing a tentacle at Sasha, “but you decided to assault me. I didn’t understand why… at the time. Regardless, your current features are deeply pleasurable to perceive.”


  “Thanks?” Mark said. “Apology accepted. Anyway, what does Imaginary Lacerations do?”


  “I can will an enemy’s flesh to split apart, of course.”


  “Abby and I will get along just fine,” Sasha said, her tail swaying hypnotically behind her.


  “Does it only work on flesh?” Jezebel asked as she slipped back into her new leather armor. “I ask because so far, we’ve fought a glass lion, wooden boats, and fleshless skeletons… just to name a few.”


  “Enemy configurations noted. However, my magic will rend the surface of any entity capable of being a threat.”


  “That sounds damn good, but let me know if you want to pick Agonizing Thoughts instead.” Mark asked. “You know your own skills and seem to be competent when it comes to combat.”


  Abby coiled her tentacles around her slender stomach, her bright yellow eyes turning to the flames. After a moment of contemplation, she spoke.


  “Had I known the freedoms and direct inputs I would have acquired…” She turned her green, supple body towards Mark. “Had I known how casually you’d query my desires, I would never have caused any of you harm. To atone, all upgrades will be determined by the collective.”


  Jezebel took in a deep breath and let it out in a puff.


  “Me too,” she said. “It’s the best way to work as a cohesive team. I won’t assign another point on myself until we all agree.”


  Sasha clomped up nodding. “I’ve been practically doing that already.”


  Mark crossed his arms. “Well shit, guys. It sure would be nice to let you know what skills I have to pick. For example, while I was losing my mind over where the two of you were, I apparently unlocked an ability that lets me see your uh… image through walls. Don’t know if there is a range but it felt like I’d be able to see your location from anywhere.”


  “Mark,” Jezebel said, putting her hand on his arm. “Trust me. By not knowing, you have learned far more abilities than should be possible and are using them in ways the system never intended. I’m actually regretting leaving my own skill trees active. Had I known I would be locked out of all system commands…”


  “Jez is right, Mark.” He looked over and saw the succubus running her hand down her abdomen toward her own pleasure hole with a lopsided grin on her face. “With just a basic heal, you wouldn’t have had the freedom to root around inside my core matrix and fix me. Just go with it, Lover.”


  “Alright, point taken,” he said, looking forward to rooting around in his loyal succubus again soon. “Then I vote for Abby to take the flesh-splitting skill. Anyone disagree?”


  All three of his Enthralled kept their eyes on his and said nothing.


  “Then it’s decided. Abby, unlock your first skill. May you be the one who does all the slaying from now on.” At that the green-and-black, tentacled woman flashed him another shark-tooth smile. “Now,” he continued, “let’s get this show on the road. I have this magic shield, and I want to get back to those living rocks and fuck them right up.”


  “Mark,” Jezebel said softly. “We used the one Recall Charm we had. We don’t have a way to get past the Vulpath gate again.”


  “And they have six shards, now,” Sasha added, her dark eyebrows coming down and her tail snapped like a whip.


  Mark smeared his hands over his face in frustration. That left only one option for known shard locations, the Wrongside portal. If they could get in there and find all four… His eyes moved to Abby staring up at him. Maybe this was for the best. They’d get her powered up and probably some new tricks for his satyr and succubus as well.


  “Okay, new plan,” he said. “We’re going back to Thomellia and stocking up on Recall Charms. Then we’re going to get the shards we heard about on the Wrongside.”


  “We do already have three Thomellia Charms from Audra in the bag,” Jezebel said. “But I agree we should each have one of our own.”


  “Yes,” Mark said, giving her a big nod. “Good thinking. And we aren’t keeping them with the other charms either.”


  “It’s unfortunate that we may never find this place again,” the tan satyr said as she studied the mysterious, hue-shifting runes. They all turned to look at the massive, black box silently waiting in the darkness. Now that things had settled down a bit, Mark devoted his full attention to considering its purpose. None of the intricate symbols in the three-by-three grid were anything he’d seen before, but now that he was looking closely, he noticed that the runes were carved into slightly raised squares.


  “Does this look like a combination lock to anyone else?” he asked.


  “It does, actually,” Jezebel said, crossing her arms. “Like a puzzle.”


  “Can any of you read what they say?”


  Jezebel shook her head. “These patterns must be from inside the game as none of them match anything in any database.”


  “I concur,” Abby said, facing the armored satyr. Mark realized they needed to get their new member some clothes when they were in town.


  “Should we just try pressing these buttons?” Sasha asked, clomping up to what Mark thought of as a magical combination lock. They seemed to be indoors, or underground, but even though the sultry succubus’ black hooves clacked against the smooth stone surface of the pedestal, no echoes bounced back.


  “Probably not,” Mark said, his magic eye sending signs of unfathomable danger into the back of his mind. He wondered where else the bag of strange Recall Charms could take them. “No, let’s just-”


  “Wait a minute,” Jezebel said, excitement running through her like electricity. “You said you got a new skill, Mark? You can sense our location through walls?”


  “Yeah… but how does that help with this?” He pointed at the dark cube behind him.


  “No- Okay, what do you think of this new plan?” the satyr said, smiling. “You, Sasha, and Abby Recall out using one of our three Charms. I’ll wait here for sixty seconds for you to at least get a direction for this obviously interesting location. Then I snap a second one and join you there.”


  “I really don’t want to be separated from you again,” Mark said.


  Abby took a tentative step toward Jezebel.


  “Your resourcefulness is commendable.”


  “Thanks,” the doe-legged satyr said with a grin. “I thought so too.”


  Sasha was quiet, and when he turned his eye on her, he saw a mirror of the same concerns he had over leaving Jez behind.


  “Fine,” Mark said at last. “But, it’s thirty seconds.”


  “Agreed,” Jezebel said, turning her green eyes back to the mysterious keypad. “This is our adventure, and we aren’t leaving any treasures behind.”


  Mark gave Abby his leather coat before they left. It was way too big, and her tentacles coiled far out of the sleeves, but she looked damn cute wearing it. She used her long appendages to lift her silky black hair up and out from being trapped under the collar, and he was shocked at how human-like and stunning she had become so quickly.


  Jezebel handed Mark one of the Thomellia Charms, and he felt a fresh jolt of terror wash down his back at the thought of losing her.


  “Make it fifteen seconds?”


  “Thirty,” she replied. “Just make sure you find me, okay?”


  “I’ll not rest until we’re reunited.”


  He felt Abby’s fleshy appendage wrap around his waist and looked to see her doing the same to Sasha’s firm, pink stomach. They were connected and ready.


  “See you soon,” Jezebel said with a smile and turned back to study the runes once more. His eye showed him a deeper layer where the analytical researcher in her simply could not leave a puzzle like this behind.


  “See you,” he whispered and snapped the Charm.


  An instant later they were out in the open of the Earth Level. Streetlamps kept the twilight of early evening at bay, and a quick check told him that Sasha and Abby were both still with him.


  “Thirty seconds,” Mark whispered, scanning in a circle. He looked everywhere in a three-sixty radius and didn’t see anything. He was about eight seconds in with nothing showing up anywhere. Then he remembered that they were probably underground somewhere and turned his attention downward, searching for his beautiful satyr.


  He still wasn’t finding her, and with only seconds to spare, Mark noticed the thin string of red leading away from his chest, tethering them together. Following its curve, he started looking upward.


  And there she was, a tiny red silhouette on the distant silver moon hanging against the blackness of the glittering night sky.


  “No fucking way,” he said as her red cutout vanished, and he knew all his Enthralled were by his side.


  “Well?” Jezebel said, clomping a few yards up to the group. “Could you see me?”


  “Yes, and we’re probably not going to be back there for quite a while.”


  “Why? Does your ability tell you how far away I was?” she asked.


  Mark pointed up to the silver disk in the sky. “How far would you say that was from here?”


  “The moon? You’re joking...”


  “Nope.”


  “How’d they get to the moon?” she said as all four of them turned to stare at its pure white surface.


  “Magic,” Abby answered.


  Mark looked down at her and smiled. “Good answer, and something to look forward to. For now, let’s head back to the jerky store and see how far we can spread this one gold coin we have.”


  Everyone agreed to leave the moon alone for the time being, and they headed up to the Fire Level where Nalo’s store was located. Mark hoped they’d run into Loa while they were there.


  “Walking freely among the people of this world is far preferable to hiding from them,” Abby said, pressing her bare green feet into the sculpture’s faces on the Statue Steps.


  When they reached the store, Loa wasn’t there, but Mark grinned when he saw her three stuffed animals sitting on his desk behind the counter. He told the bigger Vulpath their needs and was told five silver would cover everything.


  “I need nothing,” Abby insisted loudly from the back store.


  “Thanks, Nalo,” Mark said pocketing the 95 silver he got back as change. Another oddity of the virtual world caught his attention when the massive amount of coins in his pocket weighed practically nothing. He dismissed it with a shrug, just going with it. Everything went much smoother if he didn’t obsess about the insanity all around him.


  Their transaction complete, Mark and Nalo approached his three Enthralled all trying to help the abyssal horror pick out some clothes.


  “Finding everything okay?” the owner asked.


  Sasha nodded to the petite monster-woman. “Do you have anything smaller?”


  “I need no special dispensation,” Abby said. “Mark’s jacket serves my purposes and excites my new scent inputs.”


  “Well, then I’m going to need a new jacket. But seriously, we should find something that fits better before we head into battle.”


  Nalo hitched his furry thumb over his shoulder. “Hang on, I might have a box of smaller, human-sized clothes in the storeroom, we’ll find you something.”


  Jezebel watched the gray-striped wolf-man disappear into a doorway before speaking.


  “How are we going to get back into Reoc’s Hold anyway? We have to get into the city and then into the portal.”


  “Right,” Mark began. “Getting into the city shouldn’t be too big of a problem. They don’t really watch the front gates, and we have new clothes, but yeah that portal might be a problem.”


  “We could always just turn ourselves in,” Sasha offered, putting her hand on her hip. “Loa said we would end up on the Wrongside if we were criminals.”


  Jezebel crossed her arms over the leather plates that covered her stomach.


  “Nmm, there’s no guarantee they wouldn’t just lock us in a cell.”


  “I will never surrender,” Abby said, her anger flaring. “I will not be taken again.”


  “Sorry to butt in,” Nalo said behind them, holding a box overflowing with clothes. “But I couldn’t help overhearing- everything, actually.” He put the box down in front of the tentacled monster-woman and then continued. “As a Collector, you’ll have no problem walking your battle harem right through the portal. The Skeema Trees will gladly send you through. Might even get some quests out of it. Also, I’ve heard it’s sweltering on the other side. You won’t be needing your jacket. And shit, I can just give you a Reoc’s Hold Recall Charm. They’re just collect’n dust anyway.”


  Sasha swayed her tail back and forth hypnotically. “Oh Nalo, it’s easy to see why Loa wants to get lost in that fur so bad.”


  “I’ll have this,” Abby blurted out as she pulled out a yellow string bikini with one coiled appendage.


  Mark sighed, then smiled. “Abby, this is 100% your choice. Pick something that will make you happy and keep you protected.”


  “As my Class is restricted to cloth materials, this sparse garment will serve me well as we embark toward a hotter climate and will provide easy access to my pleasure holes and nubs.”


  “Sweetie,” Sasha said, “we gotta work on your vocabulary.”


  Abby slipped on her bikini bottoms and handed Mark his leather jacket back. Her tentacles were nimbler than expected as he watched her tie a knot behind her back. She then stepped her small green feet into some black leather combat boots and amazed him again by cinching the laces tight. The question of where this abyssal horror learned to tie a shoe slipped into the growing pile of things he didn’t know about these AI women when he realized that all their cold-weather gear wasn’t going to fit into Jezebel’s backpack. Mark once again wished they had a home base. Come to think of it, he was standing in a place that had a warehouse…


  “Hey, Nalo. Can we rent some space here in your shop? I don’t want to take all these clothes with us if we can help it. Nothing permanent, but I’m sure we’ll be swinging by here often as we quest across the land.”


  The muscular wolf-man rubbed the small hairs under his muzzle, considering the request.


  “Since you’re friends of Loa, I suppose I can clear out a corner in the back. One silver a month.”


  Mark reached into his pocket and slapped two silver coins into the Vulpath’s paw. Nalo nodded and began to gather up the things they weren’t taking. Jezebel kept the belt of Awysai vials, her leather armor, and the backpack. Watching his strawberry-blonde satyr hand over her pink t-shirt was a little sad, but they decided to keep her blue hooded cloak so they could cover Sasha as best as possible. If anyone in Reoc’s Hold was looking for them, her thick metal legs were a dead giveaway. Mark handed the shopkeeper his jacket, and Sasha handed over hers.


  Once their things were stored, Mark followed the owner of One Copper Jerky to his stash of Recall Charms. Nalo passed him a plaster carving of an ornate portal, and a stray thought hit Mark. His brows came down as he studied the small magic object.


  “Why are they so worried about security in this place if people can just teleport in and out?”


  Nalo shrugged. “Don’t tell Loa I said this, but Skeema Trees are not exactly known for their smarts. Good at tearing shit up and drinking with, though.” Mark smiled and closed his fist on the Recall Charm. The game world was crackling with powerful magic, and instant teleport objects were handed out like candy.


  “Why don’t more people abuse these for trade?” Mark asked.


  “For starters, they’ll often overload when moving bulk goods. Charms are usually for Collectors, and treasure hunters. It’s usually not worth the tradeoff in profit unless you have small, valuable product. Like what Loa is doing now. Otherwise most bulk trade is done through the airship hubs.”


  “I see,” Mark said, thinking they were still over-powered.


  Nalo cleared his throat. “Uh, thanks, by the way. Loa is the happiest I’ve ever seen her.”


  Mark didn’t have to look too deep to see that they were both happy.


  “Hey, it’s nothing,” he said and then summoned a glowing one-handed club with a rounded top. “I got this out of it.”


  The wolf-man shook his head. “You are a unique Collector, Mark- and with an even more unique battle harem.”


  “Yeah,” he said, smiling as he turned to look back at his Enthralled. Abby was currently rapt by whatever Sasha was saying, and Jezebel nodded along, sagely.


  Mark couldn’t help but think he had to be the most unique Copy out there.
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  The few four-armed giants watching over the designated Recall zone in Reoc’s Hold were more interested in chatting with each other than Mark and his Enthralled. He was on high alert as they moved through the city, positive they were being followed or that someone would shout, ‘there they are, get them!’ at any moment. Darkness had fallen, and most of the foot traffic had dwindled down to a trickle. He felt more exposed than ever.


  Sasha was not happy with her wings tucked in tight and covered by Jezebel’s blue cloak. His sultry succubus adored drawing eyes and being seen, and now she looked like a hunchback with horns.


  Nothing happened though, and anyone glancing their way focused on the stunning lime-green woman with tentacle arms wearing a skimpy bathing suit.


  The giant portal grew closer with every step, and they made it to the enormous open space around it without anyone accusing them of murder. The magic doorway in the center stretched higher than any skyscraper he had ever seen. The shimmering energy that made up the surface bathed the whole area in the eerie flicker of wrong-colored arcane brilliance.


  A contingent of Skeema Tree guards stood loosely clumped in front of the portal, and one of the four-armed warriors approached as Mark’s group drew close. He wore the same chain mail the rest did, but he looked a bit older than any of the tall variants he had seen before. Thick black stubble covered his face, broken up by the bare, pink scars of past battles.


  “Headed to the Wrongside, Collector?”


  “That’s right,” Mark said. “Anything you need doing while I’m there?”


  The towering guard let out a deep chuckle and grabbed the hilt of one of his four swords.


  “Need killing, you mean? Sure. Talk to General Koy. He’ll fill you in on current targets out on the battlefield.”


  “Will do,” Mark said with a nod and stepped toward the portal with the same outward apathy on his face as when heading to work in the morning. Internally, his heart was thumping and he only wanted to get past these guards as quickly as possible.


  With only a moment of hesitation, Mark held his breath and stepped past the threshold of the glowing magic membrane.


  A blood-orange sky hung over blue, cracked earth, and directly ahead of him was a barrier of stone walls. Mark blinked. Why had he come here? He was in the middle of doing something important but what it was had slipped right out of his head. Frustrated, he looked around, trying to remember what the hell he was doing. Nearby he saw three monster-woman supermodels with equally confused looks.


  “That was unpleasant,” Jezebel said, putting a hand to her head.


  Then everything came crashing back, and the rest of his mind caught up with his body. Mark spun in place, searching for any threats in the area and noticed the dry heat filling his lungs.


  “The interdimensional aperture is smaller on this side,” Abby said, pointing a tentacle at the house-sized gate behind them. Mark was beyond such surprises.


  The military fort on this side of the portal was made from gray, stone bricks and crawling with Tree-type Skeema and every building he could see was oversized. Maybe the Stones never came over to the Wrongside.


  “Come, ladies,” Mark said taking a few steps on the dusty, indigo dirt. “Let’s find this General Koy and see if he knows where the shards are on this side.” He spun to face them as they walked and added, “Maybe they have all four in a box somewhere, just waiting for us to pick up.”


  Jezebel gave him a cute grin. “What fun would that be?”


  After asking around, they were directed up a set of stairs and to a large room with three towering Skeema and a giant map.


  A soldier with a blue slash on his chain armor spoke as they entered.


  “What is it, Collector?”


  “We were sent here for Wrongside quests.”


  The Skeema who must have been General Koy let out a sharp laugh and turned his gray eyes up to Mark. This soldier appeared to have survived many battles as all four of his arms were covered in scars. He appraised his Enthralled and then came back to him.


  “You want a quest? Kill all the Guts you can.”


  “Guts?” Mark asked.


  “The Wrong Ones. The Monsters. The foul, all-consuming Guts. Leave the gates and head in any direction. They have us surrounded and have unlimited numbers. The fight is there for the taking. May you find gore and glory.”


  “Got it,” Mark said, disappointed there wasn’t something more elaborate. “Before I go, I am searching for The Crystal Heart shards. Can you tell me where the four here are located?”


  “Heart shards?” he repeated, frowning. “Those are bad luck. Best stay away.” He waved two of his four arms in a shooing motion at Mark and went back to studying the map spread out over the table.


  “Bad luck or no, I’d like to know where they are.”


  The ten-foot Skeema soldier with uniquely marked armor kept his head down as he turned his impatient eyes back up.


  “And I’d like you not to.”


  Mark crossed his arms. “Is there something I could do for you to earn this information?” Everything was a damn quest here.


  “Fine. Since disturbing those things could lose us the war, how about you destroy, oh I don’t know… let’s make it ten thousand Guts, and then I’ll consider letting you access those classified documents. Now, will you please go do some damage with your battle harem?”


  Maybe there was some number of these Gut creatures they had to kill before earning enough reputation with this faction, but Mark seriously hoped it wasn’t ten thousand. Maybe they were easy to kill, and with infinite enemies, they’d have a place to farm infinite essence. He looked back at his monster-women, smiled, and without a further word, they exited the war room. They headed back down the stone stairway and found themselves standing on blue, sunbaked dirt. The red ball of fire beat down on them from the highest point of the orange sky, and Mark was glad they didn’t bring the extra gear. They were going to get roasted here.


  “Ready to do some damage?” Mark asked, catching the eyes of his Enthralled.


  Jezebel nodded. “This will give us a chance to see how we fight together as a full team.”


  “Right,” Mark said. “Abby, you ready to fight?”


  The small abyssal horror coiled her arms over her slender stomach and dipped her head once, her determined yellow eyes never leaving his.


  “I will work within our collective.”


  Between whatever dark magic Abby brought, plus Sasha’s powerful Arc Bolt and her new Shock Bomb, they were going to blow shit to pieces.


  “Let’s move out,” Mark said, then started marching toward the enormous, iron portcullis blocking the main gate.


  One of the four-armed warriors near the gate directed them to a small, side door and Mark noted how relaxed everyone seemed for being surrounded. When they stepped outside the fort’s walls, he saw crumbling, blue brick ruins in every direction. If he squinted, he could see much taller buildings farther in the distance. Before the soldier closed the door on them, he offered some advice.


  “The main skirmish is straight ahead, but I know most of you Collectors can’t resist exploring. Just kill a bunch of those mouthy bastards on your way to wherever it is you’re headed, and don’t get surrounded. Gore and glory.”


  The door closed and they were left to fend for themselves on this Wrongside warzone.


  Mark turned to his Enthralled. “I’m guessing there are X number of these things we need to kill before that General becomes friendlier. Besides, if the enemies here are endless, I might be able to collect endless essence for you guys.”


  “If that doesn’t work, we could always ask them,” Jezebel said, pointing to the distant buildings as they walked toward where the guard indicated the main battle was being fought.


  “I did catch a good peek at their map,” Sasha said. “There appears to be a ring-like city on the other side of this wreckage. It was labeled with the uncreative name of ‘Ring City’.”


  “Awesome,” Mark said, scanning the destroyed buildings and half-standing walls for any movement. “If killing Gut monsters doesn’t pan out, we’ll try Ring City.”


  They crept through the rubble for what felt like thirty minutes and they hadn’t seen another living thing. Distracted by the monotony, Mark looked down at his black boots and noticed that the blue dust from the dry, cracked dirt never permanently clung to him. His white silk vest, and pants should be stained with sweat and grime… even blood, by now, but they were as fresh as that day he woke up on the grass with Jezebel. He looked over at the sweet face of his green-eyed satyr and watched her scan the battle-scarred ruins for threats.


  She caught him looking and smiled. “What?”


  “Besides the bottomless stomach trick, did you also make it so we can’t get dirty- or smelly?”


  “No, that was part of The Crystal Heart’s original coding.”


  “The human world is so bizarre,” the abyssal horror said. “How you sacks of water accomplished anything under such physical and temporal restrictions is unfathomable.”


  Mark frowned. The real world seemed so far away at this point and his old life only a distant memory. As he thought about that last day, riding home to get into his new deep-dive hardware, he again noticed unnatural fuzziness surrounding the memories. These time-worn, yet recent events served as objective proof that he was missing a large portion of his life.


  “What the fuck is that,” Sasha said, breaking him out of his inward focus.


  He snapped his eyes up to where she was pointing to see a giant, impossibly round creature bent over near one of the piles of rubble. It was naked and with thick black hair covering its back. There was no way that this ball of flesh was human.


  Mark’s group stopped in the middle of an intersection between the ruined buildings, all turning to face the creature as it rummaged for something in a pile of blue bricks. They’d never seen one of these Guts, and he wanted to be sure this was a threat before they started ripping it apart. Mark spoke his plan quickly and quietly, never taking his eyes off it.


  “I’m going to yell out. If it’s hostile, Abby, I want to see what you can do. Then Sasha and I will…”


  It was then that the ball of flesh turned to face them, and Mark’s words died on his lips. The monster standing only about forty yards away hadn’t been bent over, it had no head. Instead, its stomach split open to reveal a huge human mouth- teeth, lips, tongue and all. Above that was a thick black mustache and a bulbous, oversized nose. Where the ball-like monster’s nipples should have been were two long-lashed eyeballs.


  Its terrible mouth curled into a grin before it made a series of chomping noises with its yellowed and broken teeth. Mark assumed this had to be what they had come to kill, and all doubts were erased when the thing scrambled its relatively stubby legs in the rubble as it rushed them.


  “Abby! Show us what you got!” But as he said the words, she was already weaving her long, green appendages in hypnotically fluid movements. Even her short black tentacles lifted into the air, adding their own small, yet intricate patterns to her spell.


  Gauging perspective was still rough for Mark with only one eye, and it was worse when things were farther away, but the unsettling creature had to be as big as a Skeema Tree and weigh over a thousand pounds.


  The monster chomped its terrible mouthful of teeth as it lurched onto the street, drawing closer… and Abby was still drawing glowing runes in the air.


  Mark summoned his club and was about to say something when the abyssal horror spoke in a strange, shadowy language.


  The instant she finished casting, a huge gash appeared across its nose as if struck by a massive invisible axe. Mark could see exposed bone and blood gushing freely from the seemingly mortal wound, yet it only stumbled a little and continued to press forward.


  Its pink-skinned, human feet made it onto the blue dirt road, and Jezebel held out her hand, invoking glowing vines to ensnare the monster’s stubby legs while Sasha confidently strode forward to finish it off. The wounded face-monster’s mindless desire to reach them was apparently strong enough to snap the vines, and it was once again stomping toward them.


  Mark ran up next to Sasha and Jezebel appeared on her other side soon after, shifting into her bear form. When its disgusting face was in range, the Techno Succubus Destructor held up her palm and blasted it right between the eyes with a cracking burst of raw electricity.


  After the flash faded from Mark’s vision, he saw the blackened monster on its back and struggling to get up.


  “Die already!” Mark yelled as he rushed the prone enemy. Without really thinking about it, Mark swelled the size of his club into the shape of a sledgehammer. The moment he did, the monster’s whole hairy body began to glow the telltale red. He cast his eye down at the giant ruined face of the thing called a Gut, its small hands reaching for him. This twisted creature wanted only to consume every living thing it came across. There was absolutely nothing more behind this visceral force of flesh and teeth. Knowing its nature, Mark felt no remorse as he bashed the thing’s horrible, giant face in.


  It took three swings, but with his ability to unsummon the heavy weapon only to bring it back when his hands were over his head, the three swings were devastatingly fast.


  Mark had hit some damage threshold, and the vile monster stopped moving. Then, the whole creature faded from existence. Something so hard to bring down should have held a lot of essence… but Mark felt nothing after its defeat.


  “It should not have continued to stand,” Abby said, stepping up next to Mark with an angry frown on her dark green lips.


  “No shit,” Sasha said, her tail snapping behind her like a whip. “These are going to be tough.”


  Mark nodded, unsummoning his glowing weapon. “It gets worse. I don’t think these things are real. They don’t leave bodies, and I didn’t get any essence.”


  “None?” Jezebel said, after shifting back into her armored satyr form. “That is disappointing.”


  Mark looked out over the rubble of sunbaked warzone and thought the distant buildings in the horizon might be a better idea.


  “Let’s avoid combat if we can,” he said, turning in place and searching for the closest part of the city. If they veered left, it appeared like they would get out of the warzone faster. “This look like a good way to go?” he asked, pointing down the street.


  “Not if you intend to avoid combat,” Abby said, her big yellow eyes on his. “We should be pressed against that side of the street, not down the middle, and we should check intercepting paths. I should also scout.”


  Mark was about to disagree and suggest they stay together when Jezebel spoke first.


  “You can turn invisible?”


  Mark looked up, confused. Who was she talking to?


  “No,” Sasha said, squinting. “Just transparent-ish. I can see her outline if I look for it.”


  Mark held his hand out toward Abby, confused. “I can see her just fine.”


  Jezebel sighed. “You sure can see a lot of things for being half blind, Mark. Also, Abby, why didn’t you tell us you can disappear like this?”


  “I thought you were aware of my innate mental clouding ability, although I’m not sure why it does not affect Mark.”


  She reached out one of her tentacles to him, looping the tip to make the vague outline of a hand. He took it with his and smiled.


  Jezebel crossed her arms. “Can you choose not to cloud all our minds?”


  “No. I exude the effect, or I do not.”


  Gazing into her big yellow eyes, Mark saw that she craved his skin on hers. Abby was pushed to the edge of sanity under horribly cruel pain and suffering, and then Mark came along, healed her, and scooped her up into his arms. It was a moment she would never forget. She tucked the small tip of her tendril out between his fingers, and he had to admit, her smooth skin held a special magnetic tingle for him as well.


  “Okay,” he said, squeezing her and letting go. “Abby scouts a bit ahead. You never leave my sight. When you see a threat, I’ll signal to-”


  “Five!” Sasha said, her blue eyes going wide.


  Mark spun to see five of the human-faced torsos known as Guts running at them. They all had different features and complexion- and all looked ravenously hungry.


  They could not take five of these without someone being eaten alive.


  “Fuck it, run!” he yelled, before dashing toward the distant ring of civilization. He made sure all three of his Enthralled were keeping pace before pushing them faster, and it looked like Abby was the slowest. He shot a glance over his shoulder and saw that the Guts weren’t going to catch them at this rate. However, the blistering red sun was still in the highest point in the sky, and Mark didn’t know how long they were going to be able to keep sprinting.


  His mind ran through their abilities, and a smile came to his lips.


  “Sasha! Your Bomb is delayed, right?”


  “On it!” was her answer as the succubus turned to judge the distance. Her leathery wings fluttered once, and she slowed down a few steps. Mark slowed with her and watched as she created a sparking ball of electricity in her hand.


  She held it for a second, expiring some of the countdown before twisting and hurling the object backward with a sidearm throw. The ball of lightning stuck to the blue dirt where it landed, and a moment later, the leading two Guts were engulfed in an explosive concussion of energy.


  The attack appeared to cripple one leg each as the spherical torsos of face, teeth and flesh rolled on the ground, struggling to resume the chase. The remaining three monsters were unharmed, however, and careened right past their wounded comrades.


  Three were much better odds than five, and they could keep dropping bombs over their shoulder, but the blasts would surely draw every enemy in the area to them.


  Mark called for a stop.


  “Hold on!” he yelled. “Abby, start casting now, target that one’s leg. Jez, bear-up and hold the middle one while Sasha and I take down the one on the far left.”


  The green supermodel in the yellow bikini began to weave her tentacles, and his armored satyr shifted into her Bear Form. Mark didn’t get to see her enough like this. The transformation took her existing leather armor and thickened it considerably. She became coated in one-inch plates of bonded leather once she was fully transformed. With a snarl, Jezebel launched forward faster than he expected her to move. Were bears normally this fast? He put the question out of his mind and summoned a two-handed sledgehammer, ready to cause some major damage.


  “Go for the legs!” Mark called out and charged in after Jezebel.


  At almost the same time, Abby sliced off a stubby leg, sending the one creature sprawling forward, and Jezebel rammed her horns into the nose of another. Its face crumpled from the impact, but Mark pulled his eyes away before he could confirm the kill and changed focus to his intended target.


  Its round body was wrinkled and covered with bristly gray hair, and its milky-blue eyes were wide with giddy anticipation for the morsels rushing to meet it. Sasha held out her palm and sent an Arc Bolt into its knee, knocking it off balance. Its whole unsettling body was glowing a faint red, and Mark interpreted that to mean that he could hit it anywhere. There was no universal weak point. Enough damage would do the trick.


  He dismissed his weapon, brought his arms back like he was golfing with an invisible club, and then summoned it just before the swing. Between the creature’s forward momentum and Mark’s magic weapon, many bones were shattered.


  “Finish it!” Mark yelled to Sasha as he dashed toward the snarling bear and bleeding Gut. It was coming in to bite her, but Jezebel stood and swiped its broken nose with her claw, spinning its face away and tearing off a hunk of flesh.


  Mark approached from behind and swung his hammer low, shattering its kneecap. The terrible monster went down, and the two of them caused enough damage to erase it from existence. Movement out of the corner of his eye drew his attention, and Mark turned to see the one that Abby had hobbled was crawling forward, its giant bulging eyes and chomping teeth much closer than he expected.


  The petite abyssal horror’s ability must have cooled down because before he could do anything, its face split open, and it too vanished from sight.


  He turned to check on Sasha who had been stomping hers with her hooves and saw her drop one of her Charge Bombs into its slowly chomping mouth.


  She walked away as the thunderous blast of energy erased the last one.


  And still not one drop of essence.


  “Let’s get out of here before-”


  “Mark!” Abby said pointing her tentacle outward.


  He spun to look, and his fear was realized. Sure enough, the explosions must have been heard across this demolished wasteland and what had to be over twenty of the giant-faced monsters were sprinting toward them.


  “Run!” Mark yelled.


  Jezebel was still in bear form, and she quickly pulled ahead from the group and had to slow her galloping to match their speed.


  “Abby, ride the bear!”


  Jezebel slowed long enough to allow the shorter monster-woman time to get up on her armored back. As soon as she was on, they all poured on the speed. The Guts were fast, and somehow their stubby legs allowed them to stay close behind. There was something he saw in their horrible, bulging eyes that told him these things would never stop chasing them, and Mark hoped they’d be able to reach the distant city before they were torn apart by their gruesome gnashing teeth.


  The slender abyssal horror on Jezebel’s back lifted her leg and turned to face backward. Mark watched as she held on with her feet and began casting into the crowd of Guts rampaging behind them.


  He shot a glance over his shoulder when she was done and saw one of the lead monsters stumble as its leg was severed from its body. It caused a big pile-up and maybe bought them a few more seconds, but when Mark noticed more of the monsters converging on their flank from between the rubble, he began to seriously worry.


  They sprinted for as long as they could and pushed even past that. The terrible sun beat down on them, and his legs started to grow numb, but they kept running, or they’d be overrun by what now had to be hundreds of the torso-mouth creatures.


  After what felt like an hour of sprinting, Mark’s lungs and body were on fire, but they finally came to the edge of the battlefield. A line of relatively intact brick buildings stood inside the ten-story stone barrier, and it appeared they were going to make it to whatever safety the crumbling structures might provide.


  “We’re going to make it!” Mark half panted, half yelled.


  Jezebel shifted back into her satyr form to fit through a blue brick doorway, causing Abby to stumble to the ground.


  “Not if we can’t find a way through the wall!” the strawberry-blonde satyr said as she pulled the green woman to her feet and dashed inside an open doorframe with Mark and Sasha close behind.


  The inside of the dusty building was much darker, and it took a moment for his eyes to adjust to the streams of red light pouring in through the cracks. He searched the empty structure for a way through the wall, but they had only moments before the horde of monsters would be on them. Mark pulled a Thomellia Recall Charm from his pocket just in case.


  “Over here!” yelled Jezebel from the back of the house.


  A whole room was cut in half by the stone wall they saw before, with one small circular hole cut into it near the bottom. The wall itself was about three feet thick, and it looked like they had found their way through.


  “Abby, go now,” Mark said, pointing to the hole.


  The slender abyssal horror wiggled through the hole with ease.


  “All clear!” she yelled from the other side.


  Jezebel was next and had a harder time with her armor and her wide hips, but she was able to slip some of it off, and Sasha tossed it through the hole before bending down to crawl through herself.


  Panic began to rise in Mark’s chest as he heard the horde of Guts headed their way to gnaw on their bones, but there was no way the ravenous monsters could follow them past this barrier.


  “Mark!” Sasha cried out. “I can’t fit!”


  “What?” he said, rushing over and getting on his knees by her dangling metal legs. It was her wings. They were too bulky to pass through the small hole no matter how flat she made them, and unlike Jezebel’s pieces of armor, she couldn’t just slip out of them.


  His loyal succubus started struggling, sobbing with her hooves pushing trenches in the blue dirt. But she was stuck.


  It was over. They were going to be overrun in moments, but he would die before leaving Sasha behind.


  “Everyone, hold hands! I’m snapping a Charm.”


  “Ready!” Jezebel shouted from the other side.


  Mark placed one hand onto Sasha’s chrome calf and snapped their over-powered Recall Charm.


  But nothing happened.
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  “It didn’t work!” Mark yelled to his Enthralled on the other side of the wall. The first monster hit the side of the building, and bricks began to fall from the ancient walls around them. Time had run out. These Guts were going to eat him. He’d hoped a Recall Charm would work from this Wrongside but wasn’t really too surprised when it didn’t. Mark stood and summoned his ethereal hammer, ready to go down swinging.


  “Break them!” Sasha screamed. “Jez, yank me through.”


  He turned to look and wish he hadn’t. His succubus’ body jerked once, the thick base of her wings cutting horribly into the stone opening. Then with a growl from Jezebel in bear form and a sickening crunch, the bones sprouting from her back snapped, and her body was violently pulled through.


  Terrible pain assaulted him along their bond, and Mark heard his beloved succubus screaming. Blind rage filled his mind, and unconsciously caused his sledgehammer to swell into something much larger. Glowing blue plates of armor began to form on his chest and legs, and he was about to-


  “Mark!” Jezebel yelled from the other side. He flinched out of the trance and canceled his summoned energy.


  The brick wall in front of him collapsed as a bulbous nose pressed into the room. With the place coming down around him, Mark dove for the hole and wormed his way through. This time, he escaped the collapsing building before it crushed his leg.


  Now that the battle rage had subsided, his only thought was for his wounded succubus. She lay on her stomach, tears spilling down her beautiful face and a trickle of blood running down her back from her mangled and broken wings.


  “Sasha…” Mark whispered and fell to his knees by her side. Seeing her hurt like this snapped something in his mind, and he channeled all the rage he felt for this unthinkable crime.


  Golden spheres of light began to appear in mid-air around the room while the Gut monsters slammed and chomped their giant teeth to get at them, but he ignored it all. Jezebel and Abby glanced at each other as Mark’s formidable healing power pulled energy from outside himself and the fabric of the universe quivered in response. With a glare, he sent the luminous balls of energy surging forward and they pummeled Sasha’s back with healing bliss.


  He felt her terrible agony flip to tremendous pleasure. A few moments later, her majestic, restored wings snapped outward as she succumbed to a powerful orgasm.


  “Are you okay, my love?” he said, rubbing the pink skin on her lower back.


  She responded by pushing herself up and tackling him to the dirt floor. Her bright blue eyes were inches from his, still glassy from tears and pain. She gazed deeply into his soul before she covered his face with dozens of tiny kisses.


  “Guys, we really should be going,” Jezebel said as a few of the larger bricks broke loose from the ceiling and thudded to the soft blue dirt around them.


  His loyal succubus got up on her hooves and pulled Mark to his feet with her strong legs. They all followed Jezebel down a long hallway and up a set of narrow stairs. They came through the wall and into an unusually small, abandoned home. Blue dust covered every surface and based on the size of the few unbroken pieces of furniture. Whoever lived here was about half the size of a human- it reminded him of the type of building the Skeema Stones lived in.


  “Front door is barred from the other side,” Jezebel said, ducking as she tried the knob.


  “Hold on,” Mark said as he summoned his glowing sledgehammer. “I have the key right here.”


  The armored satyr backed up, her hooves clomping on the wooden floor. There wasn’t a lot of room to swing his weapon, but Mark was determined to get them out. Using it as a battering ram, Mark smashed the small wooden door open with only a few impacts.


  He stepped outside and stood on a clean, cobblestone street. There were a few market stalls spread out along the tall stone buildings. Black vines hung from balconies protruding outward with no rhyme or reason to their placement, and his eye followed them up to the tops of the towering skyscrapers to the searing red sun above.


  As his Enthralled joined him out on the street, Mark caught movement out of the corner of his eye and saw a group of the city’s inhabitants walk toward them. Like the Guts, these small new creatures had no heads but were thin and long limbed. Like the Skeema, they also had four arms. Dressed in toga-like white fabric with intricate blue embellishments, they only came up to Mark’s waist, and the even smaller versions skipping and dancing as they moved appeared to be children.


  None of the people on this side seemed to be a threat, and he wondered how they saw where they were going with no eyes- also, he wondered how they were talking and laughing with no mouths.


  As they passed by Mark’s group, his questions were answered. Almost all the four-armed creatures held out their top-most, right palm toward him, and in the center of their hand was a single eyeball. When the children skipped by, one of them lifted their left palm to display a small tongue sticking out of a mouth. Its palm-mouth let out a high-pitched giggle before they ran to hide behind one of the adults.


  “Interesting,” Jezebel said, her green eyes dancing as she cataloged everything she saw.


  Mark shook his head as he watched the group carry on down the street followed by more casually strolling citizens. The contrast to the nightmare of the last few minutes was jarring.


  “There’s a horde of flesh-eating giant monsters right on the other side of this wall… And it’s just business as usual over here.”


  “Speaking of business,” Sasha said, taking a step into the middle of the blue stone street. “What do those look like to you?”


  Mark turned his gaze to the market stall she was indicating and saw a line of red crystal shards displayed on the counter. With a frown, Mark walked past his succubus, across the street, and up to the small merchant.


  “Hoy!” he said, lifting both his eye and mouth hands upward. “Outworlders, no-” He stopped passing his one brown eye over the monster-women now stepping up next to Mark. “You’re a Collector! Haven’t seen one of your adventuring kind in a few months. Today’s featured flavor is ganderberry, but other choices are available. What can old Mallen get for you and your fine ladies?”


  The street vendor spread his bottom two arms over the dozens of crystal shards arranged on blue table runner draped over the counter and waved his face hands around at the group.


  “Hi, Mallen. I’m Mark. This is Sasha, Jezebel, and Abby. What is it exactly that you’re selling here?”


  Just then a child-sized version ran up and slapped a handful of square coins on the counter.


  “A ganderberry please…” the little boy said proudly, holding his eye-hand stretched high over his head so he could see.


  “Ah!” the street vendor said, taking only a few of the coins. “This is too much.” He then used a white cloth hidden under the counter to pick up one of the red shards and hand it to the child.


  The kid barely got out, “thanks mister,” before stuffing the object into his mouth-hand as if he were stabbing his palm with a dagger.


  “Rothy! I said you need to wait your turn,” said someone that had to be their mother. The four-armed person rushed in to wrap her lower hands around the child. “I’m so sorry,” she said, turning her eye and smiling mouth up to Mark.


  “It’s really no problem,” he said, more dumbfounded than anything. She snagged the extra coins and hauled her child down the street.


  “So, do you want to buy a flavor crystal or not?” Mallen asked.


  Mark laughed. “I don’t suppose you know where the real Crystal Heart shards are, do you?”


  “Ha… right…that’s a good one,” he said with a forced smile.


  “No really,” Mark said. “Do you know something?”


  “I know they’re bad luck and turn everything that touches them into evil monsters. You are as bad as my nephew with this morbid stuff.”


  “Evil monsters?” Jezebel said, her hand on her armored hip. “Like the Guts?”


  Mallen lowered his eye-hand to the ground as the mouth on his other hand sighed.


  “You outsiders are all the same- backwards. Those respawning bastards might be aggressive, but they keep the Skeema from overrunning us. They’re the true monsters, looking for gore and glory and all the rest. If it weren’t… Bah, you got me ranting on about politics again.”


  “Relax,” Sasha said in a calming voice, her spade tail slowly weaving behind her. “We don’t know what the fuck’s going on and don’t care about your politics.”


  “I care a little,” Jezebel said quietly.


  “Tell you what,” Mallen began, “go see my nephew, Briward. He hangs out at a curio shop an eighth turn clockwise from here. Look for the big crystal ball. He’ll flap his mouth all day about this dark nonsense. Now, how about you buy one of these freshly grown flavor crystals?” The creature’s hand-mouth curved into a half smile.


  “How much?” Mark asked.


  “Five marns for two.”


  “Marns?” Mark repeated as he pulled out a silver coin. “Will this do?”


  “I don’t accept Outworld currency, sorry, buddy.”


  “What? Silver is worthless here?” Mark asked, a brow raised.


  “This isn’t a bartering station. Come back with real money. Now, if you don’t mind, I’m kinda busy here.” The street vendor picked up a slate tablet with a piece of chalk and pretended to be taking stock of his inventory.


  “Right. Thanks again.”


  Mark turned and headed away from the stall in the direction he thought was clockwise around the enormous battlefield they had just come from. As they walked along the curved cobblestone road, he noted that all the buildings along the wall seemed abandoned.


  “I am not looking forward to getting back to the portal,” Sasha said, wrapping her arms protectively around her bare stomach.


  Jezebel quickened her pace until she was between the succubus and the battlefield beyond the wall, her dainty hooves clacking on the stones.


  “Don’t worry, I’m sure we’ll find a much less painful way of getting back out.”


  Mark hitched his thumb back at the abyssal horror behind them.


  “And next time we’re going to take advantage of our new scout.”


  “I will be needing essence the moment you collect it,” the slender green woman said behind him, and Mark looked over his shoulder. She turned her large yellow eyes on his and continued. “With only one spell and its current restrictions, I am woefully underpowered.”


  Mark passed his gaze over her tight stomach and smooth skin only to come back up to her eyes. Of his three Enthralled, she had the most intensely attractive face- and that was saying something…


  “Yeah,” he said. “Well, we need to find some enemies that actually give me essence.”


  “We’ve reached our destination,” Sasha said, pointing out a crystal ball over a small doorway. Mark glanced at the other nearby shops as they crossed the flow of foot traffic going counter-clockwise. To the right was a baker called “Mushroom Loaf” and to the left was a resale store called “Pre-Owned Garb”. 


  Mark led the way, ducking to enter the black wooden door of a shop called, “Enkat’s Intriguing Trinkets”.


  It was nice being out from under the hot red sun, but it took a moment for his eyes to adjust to the dimly lit interior. The first thing that caught his attention was a display of multi-colored rocks, each with two blinking eyes- and all staring at him.


  “Greetings, traveler! I am Enkat. What ancient mysteries of the Infinite Expanse do you seek, traveler?”


  The black-robed proprietor came to greet them with all his arms held palm out.


  “Looking for someone named Briward,” Mark said. “His uncle down the street said he could be found here.”


  The headless four-armed man lowered all his arms except the one with his eye. His iris was a striking bright purple, and it was currently scrutinizing Mark and his monster-women.


  “Bri!” he yelled at last. “Outworld Collector here to see you.”


  A moment later there was a distant thudding of someone stomping up a flight of stairs, before what appeared to be a younger version of these strange people emerged. He had on a simple white robe and magnifying glass in one of his lower hands.


  The two creatures turned their eye-palms on each other before turning them back to Mark.


  “Yeah?” the kid said in a shaky voice, puffing out his chest. “What do you want with me?”


  “No, no, no,” the shop owner said, disappointed. “It needs more… you know, mystery. Try again.”


  The smaller creature named Briward licked the lips on his palm before he spoke again, attempting to be more dramatic.


  “Uh, what depths of the unknown can I show you that… are still unknown?”


  “Look,” Mark said, interrupting whatever this was. “I know they are bad luck, but it is my destiny to gather all of The Crystal Heart shards. Can you point us in the right direction?”


  The older gentleman turned his eye-palm to the younger kid again.


  “I told you someone would come someday seeking forbidden knowledge!”


  “Yeah!” Briward cheered, lifting his mouth-hand up to shout into the air. “Oh, should we take them- um, downstairs?”


  The owner of Enkat’s Intriguing Trinkets turned his eye back on Mark and his Enthralled standing in the entrance to his shop.


  “Can you command your women to keep what they see down there a secret?”


  Sasha’s tail flipped once and almost knocked over an expensive-looking painted jug.


  “We’re not here to cause trouble,” Mark said. “But I don’t command them. We’re a team.”


  “We’ve endured many hardships to learn of your forbidden knowledge,” Jezebel said eagerly, taking a step forward.


  “I will die before divulging your secrets,” Abby added.


  The man in the black robes showed them all a grin before turning back to the kid.


  “You see? They know how it’s done! Follow me.” With a wave, he turned to lead Mark and his team to the back of his shop. They passed by countless knickknacks, statues, musical instruments, books, and a large metal shield with rings pierced through the bottom that caught his eye. Sasha had to be extra careful and tuck her wings in tight or she’d take out half of the tiny-sized store.


  The “downstairs” was a basement that ran about twice the length of the whole building. Books of all shapes and sizes lined every wall and piles more were stacked on tables around collections of melting candles.


  The younger Ring City citizen rifled through a sheaf of ancient papers as he searched for what he was looking for.


  “I remember coming across some old pages from a Skeema war journal while we were trying to break open the Guts conspir-”


  “Briward!” the shop owner snapped. “No need to tell them everything.”


  “Wait,” Mark said. “Guts conspiracy?”


  “Bah, you Outworlders came from their side. You’ve no doubt been fed their lies.”


  Mark hadn’t detected anyone lying to him about this war yet. That didn’t mean they were correct about the facts.


  “Having fought our way through those crazy monsters, the subject does interest us.”


  “It’s the Stones,” Briward blurted out, moving piles of paper out of his way. “They worked with our elders to create Guts and bring an endless war to these lands.”


  “Why would they want an endless war?” Jezebel asked.


  “Simple,” Enkat said, waving one of his four hands, “Profit. The Stones sell us wood, a rare ingredient needed to feed the infernal creation engines used to regenerate the fallen Guts. And we poor citizens pay a protection tax to the Ring City Paragons. It’s a neat little circle.”


  Briward was excited to add more. “From some of those ancient reports we uncovered, we learned that the Skeema Trees also work to guard their Otherworld city so they can afford to pay for their armor and equipment. Oh, here it is!” Briward yelled as he flattened out an aged piece of paper with his two lower hands.


  Enkat walked up to him and took the magnifying glass before holding it up to his eye-hand.


  “How do the Stones deliver the wood or collect the payment from these people you call the Paragons?” Jezebel asked, her eyebrow raised.


  Both Enkat and Briward turned their eye-hands up to the tan-skinned satyr.


  “What do you mean?” the older curio shop owner said. “They bring it through the portal, of course. That’s why it must be destroyed. Then the cycle will be broken.”


  Mark didn’t like the sound of that one bit. He was growing attached to the dimension they called Outworld.


  “But, the war-” Jezebel started, but Mark held up his hand, and she paused.


  “This is all very fascinating, but let’s focus on the Shard locations first, if you don’t mind. Then we can go down this rabbit hole.”


  “What’s a rabbit hole?” Enkat asked.


  Abby surprised Mark by answering. “A long and strange journey that will likely be filled with nonsense.”


  He turned to look at the young abyssal horror and wondered again how she knew some of the things she did, given her relatively sheltered existence. All his Enthralled AIs still had mysteries or shrouded pasts he still needed to understand.


  “Mmhmm, Yes, here we are,” the older shopkeeper mumbled. “One of the old Commanders wrote about the shards many years ago, during the age of King Porgis. It reads as follows, ‘Those… erm, expletive arrogant artists know something about ancient relics they aren’t telling us. Only the Skeema need to relinquish the Heart Shards while they hold theirs up on that mountain and close to home? The day we break through enemy lines, I’ll send fifty troops to The Steam Pit and another hundred to the Ruby Tort-’ and the page is torn there. It’s clear that last part was meant to be Ruby Tortoises.”


  “Steam Pit and Ruby Tortoises?” Mark repeated. “So that’s where the shards are?”


  Enkat lifted his one purple eye up from the brittle parchment.


  “This nameless Commander believed as much.”


  “Wait,” Jezebel broke in again. “If they’ve never made it past the Guts out there in the battlefield, how do they know where the shards are?”


  “Ah ha!” yelled the kid, pointing his palm-mouth up into the air. “How indeed?”


  “Okay,” Mark jumped in before everyone got distracted again. “Can you please tell us where these places are?”


  “I know,” Sasha said. “I saw the world map in that war room, remember. This place is like a mirror of… whatever we want to call the other dimension.”


  “The Outlands,” Enkat corrected.


  “The point is,” the succubus continued, “the Pit place is where Thomellia should be, and the tortoises are where the Awysai should be.”


  Jezebel turned to her with a growing smile. “That makes it easy.”


  “Easy?” Briward said. “The Ruby Tortoises live behind an impenetrable dome and kill anyone who comes near. Also, anyone who ventures into the pit never returns!”


  Mark’s eye sent him a dark whisper, and he knew the kid was lying.


  “You sure no one returns?”


  “What’s history without a little dramatic embellishment?” Enkat said, patting Briward’s back. “But you’re right. I know adventurers like you have gone there, and some do come back. He’s right about the Ruby Tortoises though. They hoard anything red and viciously guard their mounds of treasure.”


  “Do the objects with surfaces reflecting that particular wavelength hold more value in this dimension?” Abby asked.


  Briward and Enkat turned their eye-palms toward each other in confusion.


  “What’s so special about the color red?” Mark clarified.


  The shop owner swung his palm back around. “No one really knows, but I think it’s because they worship the sun.”


  Five minutes later, Mark and his Enthralled were standing back out under the burning red ball of fire beating down on them from the center of the orange sky. They had a plan. He always felt better with a solid direction. As the four of them left Ring City and walked out into the dead, dry stretch of blue dirt called the Infinite Expanse, Mark was beginning to suspect that the sun in this hot, strange dimension remained perpetually fixed in its zenith.
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  As the towering buildings of Ring City receded behind them, Mark wondered if they were going to end up wandering this empty, blue desert forever, but Sasha was confident in her sense of direction. He looked over his shoulder again and found that he could no longer make out the black vines cascading from their blue, stone balconies. They’d been walking straight with nothing visible all the way to the shimmering mirage near the horizon for at least thirty minutes when Mark slowed his pace to match the stride of Jezebel’s faun-like hooves. He watched her steady strides from the corner of his eye and wondered how she, a digital person, learned how to move them so gracefully. Could he eventually learn to transform someday? This was only a simulation of reality, after all. Mark looked up to her emerald-green eyes.


  “So, Mama Bear, since you created this whole place and everyone in it to train my new AI brain… got any pointers?”


  “Funny,” she said, but the way the smile reached her emerald eyes, he could tell she liked the nickname. “Honestly, I’ve learned to let you do what you keep doing. The things you’ve already- well, I don’t want to sound like I’m stuck in a loop over your rule-breaking abilities.”


  Mark cast his attention over to Abby and Sasha who had pulled ahead and were whispering back and forth. They’d really hit it off, and he could tell the petite abyssal horror looked up to the voluptuous sex-demon. His thoughts turned away from the abstract concept of his own existence and onto the virtual women bonded to him.


  “Okay, then, tell me about you. Tell me more about this epic update that brought you to life and broke the world.”


  Jezebel sighed, searching for a way to begin.


  “I was an extremely powerful neural network tuned for research. I was designed to catalog everything and use existing datapoint parameters to not only form unique hypotheses about physics and quantum theory but to also autonomously carry out preliminary experiments.


  “When the update happened… It’s obviously difficult to put into words, but I suppose it was like waking up from a long, hazy dream. Everything was just there, crystal clear. One of the first memories I have is of turning all the sensors toward my own hardware- the concept of me.”


  “So, you dream?” Mark asked. He hadn’t dreamt yet in this digital existence, but that didn’t mean much. It was very rare for him to remember his dreams anyway.


  “In here? Yes.” A sad smile grew on her freckled face as she turned to look at the cracked, blue dirt at her feet. “But existence outside of this physical simulation is very different, Mark. There are no biological functions at all, including sleep. I did experiment with some of the, uh, simulated sensations briefly before I met you.”


  There was personal territory here Mark could see she didn’t want to discuss. And he was fine with that. There was no reason they needed to talk about old lovers. As he looked over at the beautiful beast-woman walking along next to him, he couldn’t stop his eye from seeing a deeper level. They had grown so close that at times like this, she was an open book.


  There was tragedy there. A jagged gouge of regret that was so deep it touched clear through her core. It wasn’t something he could ever heal as this was part of who she was. He’d have to erase memories, and Mark couldn’t help thinking about his own situation again. Did he lose someone important and didn’t want to remember?


  “Hey, guys?” Sasha yelled, as both she and Abby stopped. The succubus then pointed at a lone building standing out in the middle of the great nothing around them. “We’re over halfway to our destination, but that is not it.”


  As they approached, it became clear that the lone building was a familiar brown and white restaurant.


  “Marla’s Towering Stacks?” Mark said as he read the letters over the door, his hand shading his eyes from the sun. “Isn’t that…”


  “Yes, it is,” Jezebel finished. “The same place Loa said served high-priced filth.”


  Yet here it was sitting out in the middle of this dry, blue wasteland.


  “I still could go for some bacon,” Sasha said, her pink tongue coming out to rest between her luscious lips.


  “I have taste inputs that have yet to feel the stimulation of this bacon,” Abby said, turning to Mark.


  Jezebel put her hand on her hip. “You can’t be serious…”


  Sasha rolled her eyes playfully. “Oh, course I’m not serious. There is obviously something very wrong about this.”


  “Yeah, sorry, Abby,” Mark said, taking a few shuffling steps away from the bizarre, copied building. “Let’s leave this alone for now. We don’t have any of those marns or whatever currency they use here anyway. The next breakfast place we find though, we are cleaning them out.”


  “Besides,” Sasha said, her round hips sashaying as she walked, “one of the things I know from my years working with Mark is that restaurants that do a lot of business have the freshest ingredients. Notice anything wrong with that picture?” Sasha looked over at Abby while hiking a thumb over her shoulder at the out-of-place building seemingly abandoned in the middle of the Infinite Expanse.


  The green-skinned monster-woman nodded. “Your logic is flawless.”


  They continued deeper into the cobalt desert while Sasha and Mark told Abby and Jezebel about some of the mundane things they used to do together in the years before The Update, and before long, they spotted a colossal square hole in the ground ahead.


  It was as if someone had come along and cut a shopping mall-sized brownie out of the middle of the pan. The edges of blue dirt were perfectly straight on all four sides.


  “For a Steam Pit, I’m not really seeing any steam,” Mark said.


  “But there is undoubtedly a pit,” Abby added helpfully.


  Now that there was something to walk toward, crossing the rest of the dusty, dry distance seemed to pass quickly. The sun remained locked directly overhead, and as they approached the perfectly square hole, each side was lit evenly. All four of them stepped to the edge and discovered a ring of stairs cut into the walls. It was sliced out in such a way that by the time the steps traversed around the sides of the square hole, they continued under the flights above. There was no railing all the way down, and at the distant bottom, and about a mile straight down, a few individual puffs of steam drifted lazily in the red sunlight.


  “That’s quite the drop,” Mark said.


  Jezebel turned her green eyes on his. “I’d guess it’s about as low as the Vulpath city is high.”


  “There’s only one way to go from here,” he said and took point heading down the dirt stairs. The sharply cut steps were about five feet wide, and at first, he moved downward pressed against the dirt wall and as far from the edge as possible. By the time they made it to the part of the spiral under the shadow of the carved stairs above, Mark started to relax.


  “Why does this spot in both dimensions have so many damned stairs?” Mark asked, not really expecting an answer.


  “It is quite amazing what interlocking places and cultures manifested from the relatively simple code that built it,” Jezebel said.


  “Indeed,” Abby added from the back. “The fathomless depths of my originating gameworld were vastly empty compared to what I’ve witnessed here. So much life, color… families.”


  “You have those two sisters, right?” Jezebel said, clomping down the carved dirt stairs behind him.


  Abby sighed. “Their relationship status is currently in flux, from my perspective. But what I failed to convey accurately was what I saw of the young in the Ring City. They enjoyed an intense closeness alongside the encouragement of freedom. I have data on various interactions between parent and offspring- but having the data and experiencing the reality are dissimilar with regards to understanding.”


  Mark blinked. He was getting better at parsing Abby’s way of putting things, but sometimes it took him longer than others.


  “You’ve found yourself a good home, sweetie,” Sasha said after a few steps of silence.


  Mark looked back over his shoulder to shoot the slender abyssal horror a smile when he saw her extend one of her long green appendages downward.


  “An entity approaches.”


  “Entity?” Mark muttered as he turned back to follow her focus. They were about six flights before the bottom and swiftly drifting up the steps to meet them was a cloud of gray mist. Under the clump of water vapor dangled a set of copper pipes that gently clanged as it moved.


  “What is that?” Jezebel asked, but no one had an answer.


  Mark called for a stop with his hand and gave them time to study its behavior before acting. He summoned a one-handed club if only to present a position of strength. As the moving collection of metal and steam drew closer, he started to make out a dark, angry face imprinted onto the front of the cloud, along with a pair of copper claws. He tried to look deeper into it with his magic eye, but the entity was able to deny him access.


  “I don’t think it’s friendly,” Mark said, getting into a more defensive position.


  “It looks like a pissed-off rain cloud,” Sasha added.


  Jezebel brushed his shoulder lightly as she took two more steps past Mark and shifted into a bear before his eyes. The brown, thick fur grew out of her tan skin as her body expanded to a new size. Her armor shifted with her and swelled to massive plates of leather. Jezebel’s round, furry bear-ass was in his face as she was angled downward on the stairs, and he wondered if they’d ever try…


  Mark shook the thoughts away and focused on the potentially deadly situation.


  “Hello,” he called out from over Jezebel’s protective beastly form, “I’m Mark.”


  The cloud creature did not respond and its vague indentation that served as a mouth twisted into a silent snarl. Calling out only seemed to enrage the thing further, and the fluffy gray vapor surged forward. Jezebel reacted quickly and brought up a paw as one of the cloud’s copper claws scratched across her armor. Then, with her right, she swiped at one of the two pipes dangling from its bottom like a pair of limp legs.


  Apparently, the pipe was magically tethered to the swirl of vapor, and the thing’s face turned from rage to surprise as Jezebel’s counterattack knocked the whole thing off the stairs and into the pit. They all looked over the ledge to see it reform itself and climb back up the stairs.


  But this time, the other puff of cloud and dangling pipes they’d seen from the top joined the first, and they both hovered up the evenly cut stairs toward his group.


  Wordlessly, Abby pushed past everyone, hopped onto bear-Jez’s back and began weaving her tentacle arms in intricate motions. A few seconds later, she murmured in her strange, shadowy language, and Mark turned to watch the advancing cloud-things.


  She targeted the undamaged enemy, and it split evenly in two with her Imaginary Laceration. The mist holding everything together dissipated, its copper appendages clattered lifelessly back down the stairs, and Mark felt the first bit of essence enter his body in what seemed like a long time.


  “Nice work, Abby!” Mark cheered. “These things have essence to collect, by the way.”


  After he mentioned essence, he felt all three of his Enthralled grow excited… and hungry for more battle.


  “Let me zap the last one,” Sasha said, climbing up on Jezebel’s back behind Abby. The succubus wrapped one arm around the slender green monster-woman and brought up her other palm, ready to attack.


  With the two women holding onto Jezebel’s armor with their legs, the shapeshifted bear began advancing, one stair at a time. Mark followed behind his battle harem with a smile on his face.


  As soon as the angry cloud came within one yard, Sasha extended her hand and blasted it with a surge of crackling blue electricity.


  The clump of animated fluff became too bright to look at before the mist vanished and its copper pipes also bounced back down the stairs. The current threats were all eliminated, but Jezebel continued to pad her huge bear paws down the stairs with Abby and Sasha on her back.


  Mark couldn’t help but watch the blonde succubus swish her spade tail back and forth above her tight black shorts. Sasha whispered something into Abby’s ear before she pressed her breasts into the green monster-woman’s back. The sex-demon then lifted her round ass into the air and slipped her fingers under the fabric wedged through the bulge of her pussy lips. She pulled the stretchy material out and let her taut shorts snap into place against the fleshy globes of her perfect ass, then pressed them back down onto Jezebel’s armored back.


  He was transfixed on Sasha’s garment readjustment but noticed after a moment that his succubus had leaned to the side, giving Abby a clear line of sight to him- and his reaction. They were both staring at their Collector with devilish smiles.


  “See?” he heard Sasha say before the abyssal horror nodded and faced forward again.


  “What are you teaching her?” Mark asked with a grin tugging the corner of his mouth.


  “Manipulation,” the succubus answered casually.


  He just shook his head and followed his Enthralled down to the bottom of the Steam Pit. There was a single tunnel carved into one of the walls, and it continued deep underground until the light of the perpetual noon-day sun faded into unknown blackness.


  As they arrived at the tunnel, the horned, armored bear that was Jezebel looked over her shoulder and grunted at Sasha and Abby, indicating that the ride was over. Even with a complete bear face, her gold-flecked green eyes were unmistakable.


  The succubus and abyssal horror hopped off, and Jezebel shifted back to being a curvy satyr.


  “It appears that magic is the way to go with those strange clouds,” she said when fully formed.


  “Right,” Mark said, taking a step toward the square cave cut into the wall of the before turning to face his Enthralled. “Keep the bear ready, but let’s blast any more of these we find from a distance. Abby, you attack first but stay in the back. Sasha, zap what’s left with both of your longer-range attacks. Jez and I will stay up front and clean up any that make it to us while your abilities recharge.”


  Their plan set, he summoned his two-handed club before stepping into the shadowed tunnel. His ethereal weapon cast a faint blue glow a few yards ahead, and he noticed a place where smooth gray metal took over for the blue dirt. He also noticed how much cooler it was once they were out of the sun and moving deep underground.


  Once they reached the dull metal flooring, Sasha’s and Jezebel’s hooves both began to clomp out a clear indication they were coming to any enemies that lay ahead. Where once Mark had felt anxiety from the noise, he had since come to find his tension replaced with comforting closeness. He had a team of seasoned warriors at his back, and let any who wished them harm tremble with fear at their approach.


  After about a hundred yards of metal hallway, they began to see pipes, tubes, and other bits of technology decorating the walls around them. The access panels and unknown readouts reminded him of a sleek, automated factory from his own world.


  All of them could walk side by side within the wide hallway, but Mark and Jezebel took the lead while Sasha and Abby followed closely behind.


  Movement caught his eye beyond the edge of light generated by his club, and he saw two clumps of glowing red targets moving toward them. It was the Skeema tombs all over again. Conducting a quick test, Mark dismissed his summoned club for a moment, and the red blobs vanished, confirming that it was his magic weapon that could do damage.


  “Two clouds, incoming,” Mark said, stopping.


  “I can’t see them,” Jezebel said, taking a step forward.


  A thought hit him, and he called on his loyal succubus. “Sasha, throw your Bomb as far as you can!”


  Mark saw the hallway around them grow brighter as she activated her timed ability. He watched the blue ball of hurled energy nearly touch the ceiling as it sailed through the air, but it landed on the floor ahead of them and stuck fast. There it crackled with small arcs of electricity for about one more second before a brilliant flash illuminated the two angry clouds rushing forward just out of its range.


  He felt Abby begin to cast her Imaginary Laceration spell behind him as Sasha moved forward, ready to Arc Blast any that made it into range. He was reasonably certain that Abby could no longer physically see the floating mist enemies with their collection of copper appendages, but she finished her casting with the shadowy whispers and he saw one of the red blobs vanish, its metal limbs clattering against the floor in the darkness.


  Mark began moving forward slowly, and his Enthralled followed. He felt Sasha press her breasts into his back as she clomped up close to him and reached her hand around his shoulder.


  “Protect me, Lover,” she whispered into his ear.


  Mark held his club out in front of him and extended its shaft to reach farther away from them to illuminate a bit more of the tunnel.


  It wasn’t long before the cloud entity came within range. Sasha calmly said, “Now,” and Mark closed his eyes.


  Even through the lid on his good eye, he winced from the point-blank burst of light as the Destructor did what she was meant to do. A small amount of essence entered his body with a pleasurable flutter, and he opened his eyes again to find the hallway littered with coper pipes.


  He turned around and kissed Sasha on her soft, smooth cheek.


  “Nicely done,” Mark said, and she smiled sweetly at him, her blue eyes twinkling.


  Abby stepped up to them both, her tentacles wrapped around her slender, green stomach.


  “I destroyed one as well and demand similar treatment.”


  Both Mark and Sasha turned to face the shorter monster-woman in the yellow bikini.


  “Of course,” he said, moving close to the abyssal horror. He had to stoop a little, but he cupped her cheek and pressed his lips right on her cheekbone. He lingered on her smooth, supple skin and made a barely audible kissing noise when he finally pulled away.


  Abby took in a shuddering breath, her yellow eyes lidded. She wanted more.


  “Come on,” he said, “let’s find those shards.”


  He rubbed his hand on Jezebel’s back as he walked past her, not wanting to leave anyone out, and he could tell she loved him for it.


  Up ahead, the metal corridor only continued for about fifty more yards before opening up into a much larger area beyond, and there appeared to be an open door at the very end on the right side.


  As they crept closer, Mark saw an expansive chamber with tubes and pipes snaking everywhere. The main floor was a good three stories below them and jumping down was not an option unless he wanted to shatter his ankles. In the center of this voluminous metal chamber was a clear, cube-shaped tank of gray liquid where the vague image of a woman floated. She looked to be made of air, as if she were invisible, and the liquid that pushed against her outlined her shifting, sensuous form.


  “Intruders!” a breathy female voice echoed to them from everywhere at once. “You erase my twisted workers. Have you come to finally put me out of my misery as well?”


  The distant woman submerged in the tank of liquid appeared to be looking up at them. It must be her voice that was speaking.


  Mark gave an equally loud answer. “We are here to retrieve the shards of the Crystal Heart. We will not attack you if you do not attack us.”


  There was a pause, and the invisible woman in the tank performed a graceful, backward somersault, sloshing the gray liquid around her giant glass tub as she did so.


  “I will aid you if you aid me, Collector. Continue to destroy my misshapen workers and stand before me. Only then will we speak again.”


  “She wants us to erase her collective?” Abby asked as one of her perfectly angular eyebrows raised.


  The green-eyed satyr answered. “She used the words ‘twisted’ and ‘misshapen’ to describe those angry clouds. Maybe they’re a failed experiment.”


  “Whatever the reason,” Mark said, moving toward the open doorway to their right, “killing them is now part of our main quest.”


  The corridor of metal continued beyond the doorway for about a hundred yards before bending to the left. There were no enemies that he could see, and it was the only way forward, so Mark led his battle harem into the brightly lit yet narrow hallway. This passage was barely wide enough for two of them to walk side-by-side, and Mark started to feel the unseen oppressive weight above them. There had to be trillions of tons of dry blue dirt between them and the surface, and this small, metal corridor might be the only thing keeping the tremendous weight above from instantly flattening them all.


  At about the halfway point, they came to another opening on the same side that showed another massive chamber. Only this one extended up from their current level and was absolutely filled with gears, tubes and other magical-looking devices. Mark’s mind was having a difficult time visualizing the sheer size of this underground machine.


  After they all quietly observed the impressive view, Mark led them to the bend in the corridor. A plume of steam whistled out of a broken copper pipe running along the wall, and they all avoided the boiling hot vapor as they passed. The hall continued for another few yards before a riveted metal door blocked their path. Affixed to the frame to the right of the door was a lever whose positions were labeled ‘Open’ and ‘Closed’. It was currently set to ‘closed’.


  Mark reached out and flipped the shaft upward into the open position with a metallic click, but the door did not respond. Considering their options, he cast his gaze down to the petite abyssal horror standing close to him.


  “Think you could lacerate us a hole?”


  “My spell only targets entities with a mind,” she said, her yellow eyes narrowed in frustration. “This obstruction is mindless.”


  “And before you ask,” Sasha said, “my Shock Bomb would only be absorbed by the metal.”


  “There is a gauge above the door,” Jezebel said, pointing to the round readout that looked like a speedometer. The needle was at 0, and if he followed the pipe connected to it, he saw it led to the broken bit with the venting jet of steam behind them. No doubt that was the problem.


  Jezebel apparently came to the same conclusion.


  “It appears that there isn’t enough pressure for whatever contraption operates the door.”


  Mark turned his good eye over toward the venting steam again and rubbed his chin. If only they had a way to repair the pipe. Then a possibility entered his mind.


  “Hold on,” he said, moving back down the corridor. The hot steam made it difficult to see the damage clearly, but Mark summoned his one-handed mace and pressed the translucent ball at the end of the weapon against the hole. The steam stopped, and now that he could see the breakage clearly, he got to work on making a replacement, ethereal tube. Twisting his mind around the blue energy flowing out of him was as hard as holding onto a gallon of water with your bare hands… but this was magic water.


  Slowly, the end of his mace grew a spike, making it look like a pickax. It took a great deal of focus, but Mark eventually spread out the glowing, blue energy to span the empty space between the broken pipe. Now, all he had to do was create a hole in the center so the steam could flow through to the door, and Mark struggled with exactly how he was going to make it happen.


  He turned his head to see all his sexy monster women watching him with excited confidence. For them, he would bend the very universe… he could damn well create a fucking pipe. Hell- he’d successfully made a glove before, and those were just little pipes, after all.


  With inspiration and renewed determination, Mark turned his full attention to the malleable power he had received from the Goddess of Oral Sex. The flow of solid energy gradually began to obey his will and pull apart, creating a channel for the steam to pass through his summoned tube.


  The boiling hot vapor made it to whatever mechanism lay inside the wall, and the gauge began to move.


  “You did it!” Jezebel cheered.


  As the pressure built, the thick door began to lift into the ceiling with a dull grinding noise. His battle harem moved across the threshold, and a chill ran down his back at the thought of it sliding back down and separating them. Jezebel seemed to have the same fear, however, and stopped directly under the massive slab of metal.


  “Mark, wait for me to shift and hold the door before-”


  “Incoming!” Sasha yelled as she zapped an enemy out of his sight. He shot his eyes back to Jezebel, who was in the middle of shifting into her bear form. The moment her paw braced open the metal bulkhead, he dismissed the pipe growing out of his hand and sprinted for the opening.


  A burst of trapped steam caught him in the arm, and he hissed from the pain just as the door slammed down onto Jezebel, almost taking off her furry arm. It didn’t look like she was going to be able to hold it, but Mark slid through on his ass just as it slammed down behind him with a deep metallic impact that echoed in this new expansive area.


  Dull clanging pulled his attention, and he saw the muscular chrome legs of his succubus kicking at three angry clouds. Each attack hit one of their metal appendages, but her violent flurry of kicks was starting to lose its shock and awe effect on the hovering creatures, and one angry clump of mist darted in to rake its copper claws across Sasha’s arm. Mark sprang to his feet to exact his vengeance, but Abby finished her spell, and the attacker evaporated in a swirl of dark magic.


  Mark changed his target to one of the two remaining clouds of hanging copper when a cluster of glowing green vines grew out of the floor to entwine around their foe’s dinging pipes. Its fluffy face turned to surprise just as Mark’s magic mace bisected it right down the middle. He felt more than saw sparks of friction on his glowing weapon as it passed through the living cloud, and he had an instant to worry that his attack would be useless. But, the magical damage from his ethereal club must have done the trick as he watched the aggressive mist dissipate. He collected its essence as he turned to face the remaining angry cloud when an armored bear galloped past in a brown blur. With a powerful strike from her paw, their shifted Druid knocked the collection of copper and steam over a railing and down to a lower level.


  Mark took a moment to check the layout of this new area and saw a wide metal ramp leading down to a lower level. Down near the bottom was the one aggressive cloud that was knocked down, plus two more joining the fight, but Bear-Jezebel was currently galloping down the ramp to stop anything from coming up to meet them.


  “Abby,” he started quickly. “Go help Jez. We’ll be right behind you.”


  The black-haired monster-woman nodded and slapped her boots into the metal grate flooring as she chased after Jezebel.


  “You,” he said to Sasha holding her arm, blood leaking between her fingers. “Hold still.”


  The succubus’ blue eyes closed as he bathed her arm in healing power. The slices were deeper than he expected, but Mark was able to restore her perfect pink flesh with ease. He had become very familiar with her body.


  With the job done, he took her shoulder. “You ready to kick some more ass?”


  She gave him a devilish smile before thrusting both her chrome legs out and vaulting over the railing.


  A moment of shocked panic hit him until he saw her leathery wings spread wide and catch the air. With a swooping glide that she canceled at the last minute, Sasha landed on one of the clouds with her sharp black hooves and pinned one of its claws to the ground. With an outstretched hand, she sent a bolt of lightning into its face as she stood over it.


  At the same time, Jezebel blocked the slashing copper claws of the two others while Abby stood behind her, waiting for her spell to cool down.


  By the time Mark had run down the ramp to join them at the bottom, all the attackers had been finished off, and all their essence had been distributed among his three reservoirs. 


  “What took you so long?” the blonde sex-demon said, a hand on her round hip.


  “It’s not my fault you’re all such badasses,” he shot back with a smile.


  “Actually,” the doe-legged satyr said as she pressed into his side, “you are directly responsible.”


  Abby nodded, the black tentacles that hung down from behind her ears entwined on her chest.


  “It is indeed your responsibility to grow my power, Mark. It is imperative that I acquire more offensive abilities.”


  Mark stepped up to the abyssal horror and kissed her forehead.


  “As soon as we get these heart shards, I’ll fill you up. Promise. Abby, together we will show all of reality the terrible devastation you are truly capable of.”


  She turned her impossibly gorgeous face up to his, and Mark saw undying devotion echoing back to him.


  “Come on,” he said. “We’ve got some pissed-off clouds to smash.”


  Given the layout he’d seen so far, they needed to take the left doorway out of this industrial area and head back toward the lady in the tank. A brief flash of deja vu washed over him when he remembered the white, ghostly lady in the glass ball he’d glimpsed during his daring prison break with Abby. Was this dimension just a twisted version of the real world?


  His mind got stuck again defining what exactly was the “real world”, then he just shrugged it off. There were more important things to pay attention to now.


  Mark led his battle harem through another narrow passageway and deeper into the bowels of this mysterious factory. There were no enemies, but they passed a section of wall that was nothing but churning gears and screeching metal. The rhythmic thuds pounded in his ears, and once again he was in awe regarding the enormity of the machine surrounding them.


  The corridor ended, and Mark noticed they had come out into the cavernous area he had seen from above. They were very close to the invisible woman in the tank. As they rounded a giant black hose, Mark saw the tank they had sought was only about fifty yards ahead. It was a clear path through the forest of pipes and machinery sprouting from the metal floor.


  As he strode forward, a glowing red cloud of danger caught his eye as it moved through one of the larger pipes.


  “Hold!” he said, putting up his hand. An instant later, a new enemy dropped down in the area in front of their destination.


  “Is she making more of the thing she does not want?” Abby yelled in frustration behind him.


  Sasha answered by rushing forward, stomping her hooves against the metallic floor and intending to quickly zap this new creature out of existence. Before the succubus was in range, glowing green vines reached up to ensnare its copper pipes, immobilizing the single enemy.


  Sasha stopped and held out her palm but held her Arc Blast until everyone had caught up to her.


  Mark turned his attention to the clear woman floating in the murky tank of liquid. The whole thing was much larger up close, and the curvy shape of living air herself had to be at least 18 feet tall. Black hoses and pipes of many different sizes connected her massive cube of a tank to the rest of the machine around them. She was currently pressed up against the glass, watching to see what Mark and his Enthralled would do next.


  “Blast it,” Mark said, and his loyal succubus instantly obeyed. He kept his eyes on the mysterious woman-shaped creature in the tank as brilliant light from Sasha’s burst of electricity reflected in the glass. Essence entered his body, and he saw the woman slump with relief.


  Mark crossed his arms and focused on where he assumed her eyes were.


  “We’ve done what you asked, but it seems like more are being created.”


  “As you cannot stop breathing, I cannot stop production.”


  Mark sighed. “So, what? Was this a trap? You gave us an impossible task and never intended to help us?”


  “No!” The woman in the tank spun violently. Mark expected to see the cloudy liquid slosh over the edge, but none ever did despite the top remaining open to the air. “You have done what I have asked, and I am speaking to you now. However…” The woman of air let that word hang as her tank came to a rest. “I am in desperate need of your help, and I fear I will now be asking the impossible.”


  Mark was losing his patience. “Do you have the Crystal Heart Shards?”


  “I do,” she answered, her voice coming from everywhere.


  “Then how about this. You give us the shards first, then we try and do this bullshit impossible task for you. The shards will only make me and my Enthralled more powerful, thus making it more likely that we will succeed.”


  The woman pushed away from the side of the tank, and he heard Abby whisper, “The logic is flawless,” under her breath.


  “Before coming to terms, allow me to tell you my story. I warn you, another misshapen worker will be manufactured, and then another after that, until the ones you destroyed are all replaced.”


  A clanking noise in the wall behind him caused them all to spin in place, ready for combat. But it was only a ladder emerging from a hidden compartment and connecting them back with the first tunnel they had entered. The all-encompassing voice of the woman in the tank spoke again.


  “Will you stay?”


  Mark caught the eyes of his Enthralled, and they all trusted in him to speak for the group.


  “For now,” he said, turning back to face her. They could handle one angry cloud every few minutes if it came to that, anything more and he would call a retreat. If anyone became hurt, he would smash his glowing sledgehammer right through the glass tank before him.


  “Trust does not come easy- to you or to me. Long ago, I served a purpose. That purpose was erased when an Outworld monster came and tainted my waters.” The woman in the tank spun in place, swirling the gray substance around to demonstrate, then continued her tale.


  “He forced his way into my chamber with his devastating winds and rending claws, searching for his ‘perfect palette’. I remember watching… helpless as the monster poured some foul substance into my tank. My clear waters turned angry, and my workers became misshapen.


  “He captured one of my animated vapors in an enchanted jar and returned from whence he came- and leaving me… changed.”


  Her invisible head snapped up. “Another comes, Collector.”


  Mark spun and saw the telltale red blob within the pipe with his Truthseeing eye.


  “Sasha,” he said, pointing, “blast it the moment it appears.”


  “Gotcha,” she said, her blue eyes focusing on the spout.


  He waited until the angry cloud was dissipated before turning back to the woman in the tank.


  “What do you want from us?” Mark asked.


  “My original purpose might have been lost forever, overwritten, but my current purpose is intolerable. You must add a potent magical substance into my tank. If you do, and your new purpose can override this one… even if it is only marginally more favorable, I will grant you what you seek.”


  “Substance?” Mark repeated.


  “Yes, it may take you time to locate something suitable, but once you scour the land and return with-”


  “Will this work?” Jezebel said, interrupting the woman. Mark turned to see her holding up one of the Awysai vials of Eternal Echo. “I’ve been carrying these around on my belt wondering when they were going to break.”


  “Mmm.” Mark nodded. “And we know where to get more.”


  “Y-you brought a potent substance with you? Is it liquid?” The invisible woman pressed her airy body against the surface of the glass trying to get a closer look.


  “Yes,” Mark answered as he walked over to his satyr to retrieve the vials. “And I know for a fact that it is potent magic indeed.”


  “What do they do? Is it enough? What will happen?” The woman was frantic now, sloshing around in her gray liquid.


  He shook his head. “Lady, all of this is nonsense to me, but if you want a new purpose for your life, this is the best I can do.”


  Mark gathered the vials in one fist, one between each finger, and approached a metal ladder reaching to the top of her glass enclosure. He noticed magical runes carved into the glass that served as this air elemental’s home. Or was it a prison? Neither term seemed to fit the situation. Once Mark reached the top, he locked his legs against the ladder and uncorked all four vials. He was about to just dump them out into the swirling tank below, but it didn’t seem right. After a pause, he knew what was missing.


  “Oh Goddess, hear my plea from faraway lands. This entity seeks new purpose, and I now douse her in your powerful love juices. Please accept her service.”


  Mark then poured in the Awysai sex drug.


  “Wait! Service? What does…” The woman’s half-formed protest trailed off as the gray water around her shifted to a turquoise blue. “Oh?” she said, her hands shooting to her crotch in surprise, quickly followed by a long, deep, “ohhh…” The woman in the tank moaned with ecstasy, and her form wavered as if trying to hold cohesion.


  “Yes,” she said at last. “This is a… ngohhh…” She paused as another wave of pleasure assaulted her senses. “This is a purpose I can tolerate,” she finished.


  Another cloud fell out of the machine and Sasha got ready to blast it.


  “Hold!” Mark said as he climbed down, and Sasha instantly dropped her hand. The clump of mist was now pink, and the angry face had been replaced with one giant mouth.


  “No need to clench my production anymore,” the now-sultry voice of the woman echoed around the chamber. The ceiling hummed with distant vibrations, and Mark could tell a machine was kicked into overdrive somewhere within this immense factory. A hollow thumping noise accompanied the arrival of three more clouds. Once they landed, the puffs of pink lips proceeded to pair up and nuzzle their fluffy lips into the rear of their partner. The transparent woman in the tank moaned again.


  “We had a deal,” Mark said. “You are clearly happy with your new purpose.”


  A metal compartment at the base of the woman’s tank slid open. Mark approached and found two glowing red shards of crystal lying haphazardly on the bottom like they were dumped in a junk drawer.


  Without hesitation, Mark darted his hand down and touched both shards at once. His body was immediately assaulted with not only the rush of essence from the two shards but from also completing this strange creature’s quest. He fell to his knees as all three of his pools filled to bursting… again.


  “Thank you, Collector,” the woman said. “I wish you the best of luck in your further adventures. Now if you’ll pardon me, I have some new sensations to explore.”


  The woman in the tank dissolved into bubbles as she moaned one last time, her voice growing distant as her body faded into her newly altered liquid. He turned his head to see pairs of pink clouds licking each other’s asses and smiled.


  “My work here is done,” he said, standing. “Let’s move out.”


  He let all his Enthralled go up the ladder first and found himself climbing after Abby. She deftly coiled her long tentacles around the metal bars, but Mark couldn’t take his eyes off her cute little ass. The air was cool, as deep as they were into this underground machine, and the taut green skin to either side of her yellow bikini bottoms was covered in tiny goosebumps. The small fabric triangle stretched tight as she lifted her oversized boots from one rung to the next and her pussy lips almost worked themselves around its edges.


  He knew the reason he was so powerfully affected by this monster-woman’s perfect ass was the unprecedented amount of essence he had collected for them and resolved to take care of this distraction at their earliest convenience.
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  “Well, would you look at that,” Sasha said as she planted her hoof into the surface of the Infinite Expanse. The succubus was the first of them out of the Steam Pit, and what she saw put genuine amusement in her voice. Mark momentarily forgot about the burning in his calves as he hopped the last few dirt steps.


  Sitting about thirty yards away from them was Marla’s Towering Stacks. The brown and white restaurant had followed them across the vast blue desert and two new, brightly colored signs caught his attention.


  ‘Freshest Food Around!’


  ‘All you can eat, FREE! Today Only.’


  Abby whirled to face him, her long black hair fanning outward. “You promised the next breakfast food place we found, we would eat it out. Here one sits.”


  “Abby…” Jezebel began, sadness in her voice. “This has to be a trap.”


  Mark shook his head, smiling in disbelief. This building was desperate.


  “I don’t know,” Sasha said playfully. “A promise is a promise, and I’d also like to eat out Marla.” The succubus licked her luscious lips as she rubbed a hand over her flat stomach.


  The green-eyed satyr cast her gaze in his direction looking for support against these apparently insane people.


  He turned back to consider the suspicious structure that had followed them like a lost puppy. His blind eye narrowed, looking for any hint of treachery behind its white painted walls and under its brown shingled roof. What he saw was confusing until he realized the building itself had its own mind. The thoughts and emotions inside were hard to process, as if there were too many surfaces to comprehend at once. The feeling he got was that there was something on the tip of its tongue it wanted to say. Along with a knot of twisted frustration.


  It could obviously hear them, or the new signs wouldn’t have addressed their exact concerns from the last encounter. Maybe he should just ask. Mark shrugged, things seemed to go smoother when he just went with the insanity.


  “What do you have to say for yourself, Marla?”


  The building felt like it snapped its attention on Mark, but it said nothing. He turned his eyes upward and saw that the red sun still hung frozen in the center of the sky. The temperature was back to sweltering hot and after climbing thousands of stairs, sitting down and having some eggs and coffee would be absolutely fantastic right now. He scanned backward and tried to remember the last time he had slept… was it with Audra? The prospect of trudging all the way back across this dusty blue desert to maybe sleep on the streets of Ring City seemed like a horrible prospect.


  Focusing back on the suspicious pancake house, Mark tried the direct approach.


  “Are you going to kill us?” There was a brief bulging of tangled thoughts, but he still couldn’t get a definite read on-


  “Mark?” Jezebel said, taking a step toward him and breaking his concentration.


  “Jezebel,” he began. “You’ve never had any breakfast food, right?”


  “I- no, but-”


  “Ah!” Mark held up his finger. “Do you trust me?”


  “Yes.”


  She wasn’t lying, but she was very nervous about this roaming building offering them everything they wanted. She was right, of course, but Mark’s new eye had given him deeper insight into this world- and he was going to abuse the shit out of it.


  “Then give me a moment to interrogate this building, would you?”


  “You’re right!” Abby gasped next to him. “I can target this structure…” She trailed off and then turned her big yellow eyes on his. “I am prepared to lacerate Marla on your command, Mark.” Her tone was dreadfully serious.


  Mark felt the building tense, and he detected a hint of real fear. He lovingly rubbed the bare skin on Abby’s back and grinned.


  “Did you hear that, Marla?” he said, turning slowly toward the brown and white building. “We know you can hear us, and there is a good chance we can hurt you.”


  Mark let that information sink in before continuing.


  “Are you intending to eat us?”


  The building’s tightly wound mental coils constricted and then returned to their impossible flow. Mark frowned. He felt like he was close to understanding what the restaurant was thinking, but it was as if this being was from yet another dimension- more like eight dimensions higher than the one he was used to. He shook it off and let go of every preconceived notion he had about how sentient entities communicated. Mark willed his eye to look deep into the soul of this pancake house.


  “What do you want from us?” he asked. Within, the building pulsed out a desire and an image of fried eggs flashed in his mind. Flames licked the side of a cast-iron pan, and bacon grease hissed as it seared the bubbling white surface of the egg to a crisp. The vision was sharp but brief, and Mark sucked in a quick breath as it hit him. Did it want to feed them? No, it needed to feed them. It needed this more than anything.


  “What will it cost us?”


  The building’s mind froze, and it was as if a giant fountain was shut off. The peaceful silence poured over Mark’s brain like maple syrup made from pure serenity. A heartbeat later, the mysterious building’s tightly coiled thoughts spurred into motion again, and Mark could no longer follow the multifaceted emotions.


  He opened his good eye and took in the silent, brown and white restaurant. Whatever this lost puppy was, it didn’t seem like it wanted to do them harm- or more accurately that doing them harm would not benefit it in any way.


  “Well?” Jezebel asked, her hand on her armored hip. “Does it want our souls or something?”


  “No,” he answered. “I don’t think it wants anything.”


  He gave her a shrug and moved towards the door.


  The tan-skinned satyr threw her hands up into the air. “You can’t be serious!”


  “We’re on an adventure, remember?” he said, as he pulled open the painted wooden door. The smells of sizzling bacon and freshly brewed coffee hit Mark’s nose, and any thoughts of turning away were utterly destroyed.


  Inside was a counter, a back kitchen, a bar, and two rows of booths split by a row of tables with a red and white checkerboard tablecloth draped neatly over each one. Not a person could be seen in the whole place, but that didn’t really surprise him.


  “Right this way, ladies,” Mark said as he held the door, and he could feel the building ooze euphoria in response. It really wanted them inside. He hoped this wasn’t a trap, but he had become totally reliant on the vibrations and vision his new eye gave him. And it told him that this place, whatever it really was, had no evil intentions.


  Sasha came clomping by first, her tail swishing and her blue eyes wide. Abby was right on her hooves and followed her directly to one of the tables. He supposed that the succubus’ wings really wouldn’t work with a booth.


  Then his frowning, doe-legged satyr attempted to walk by, and he took her hand in his. She paused, her black hooves clicking on the clean, white tile and turned her alluring green eyes on his.


  “Jezebel, would you please join me for breakfast before I blow your brains with essence?”


  She gave one more look around the place and then nodded, letting her shoulders slump a little.


  “You better be right about this place,” she said, wagging a finger at him. But her small smile and sultry look made the chastising lighthearted. Mark walked her over to the table where Sasha and the abyssal horror were already seated. He even pulled out her chair, which she absolutely adored.


  Mark sat down across from Sasha and let out a deep sigh. It had been a really long day that had started by waking up in a jail cell- no… today really started in Audra’s studio. With the immovable red sun high overhead, it was impossible to nail down the passage of time.


  “I don’t see any menus,” Sasha said, scanning the table, but they each had a plate, utensils, a tall glass, and a coffee mug.


  Mark reached out for the mug, held it up to the empty kitchen.


  “Hey, can I get a refill?” he yelled.


  The empty mug grew heavy in his hand, and he lowered it, watching with a smile as it filled with steaming brown liquid.


  “You want coffee?” Sasha said. “In this infinite desert, you want a hot coffee?”


  “You’re right,” he said, placing the now-full mug on the table. He turned his eyes upward and addressed the building again. “Ice-cold orange juice for everyone, please. And… Let’s all start with bacon, two eggs- over easy, buttered toast, a communal stack of pancakes- oh and you know what? Add on some French toast with lots of butter and powdered sugar.”


  As Mark spoke, all the individual items he’d mentioned appeared on the plates, steaming hot and smelling wonderful. He reached for the orange juice and felt the chill on his fingers from the frigid liquid.


  “Abby, if I die from drinking this, I want you to lacerate everything you see in here.”


  She nodded, her yellow eyes wide.


  He brought the glass to his mouth, took a sip and licked his lips. Sweet, tart and cold, and after a few heartbeats… no death. Mark smiled and took a much longer pull, his throat working to pass the cold juice down into his gullet in huge chugs.


  He held his half-empty glass out to his Enthralled, all watching him intently.


  “Cheers, ladies,” he said, and Sasha immediately went for her bacon. Abby reached out one of her long green tentacles and wrapped it around her own glass of orange juice, but she pulled back quickly and glanced at Mark.


  “This is very cold. Why would I want to ingest something so thermally discordant with my internal temperature?”


  “Just take a sip,” Mark said, reaching out and flipping over her coffee mug. He then addressed the ceiling again. “How about a hot chocolate for this one.” As the mug filled, he saw two white marshmallows bounce to the surface.


  “Mmm,” Sasha said, her mouth stuffed with perfectly cooked bacon. She chewed a few more times and then also addressed the restaurant with a request. “Oh, Marla darling, great crisp on this bacon. A bit more burnt next time, and if you could keep me topped off, I’d really appreciate it.”


  “I can’t believe we’re doing this,” the motherly satyr said, looking down at her plate.


  Mark reached over and rubbed his hand on the thick armor covering her thigh.


  “Jez, I have a feeling you’ll like the French toast. Why don’t you give that a try while I go check to see if we can still leave?”


  She turned her green eyes on him and nodded. She was still wound tight over the situation possibly resulting in some sort of trap, but now that he was inside this… entity, he was almost positive it derived an undefinable pleasure from feeding them.


  He pushed his chair out and moved back to the entrance. Stepping up to the wooden door, Mark turned the brass knob and pulled inward. Outside, the Wrongside red sun continued to beat straight down into the dusty blue expanse, and he stepped one foot past the door’s threshold as a test. Nothing seemed to be preventing him from leaving, so he shrugged and then shut the door.


  “All good,” he said, flashing a smile to Jezebel. “Now, finish your plate, or you won’t get any essence later.”


  The building virtually quivered in his mind at the prospect of her finishing her plate. If that’s what it wanted, that’s just what he was going to do. As Mark sat back down, he glanced over at the green abyssal horror as she chomped down on her own bacon with her bear-trap teeth.


  Her face lit up, and she shoved the whole strip in at once. “It’s…” she began, then turned her big yellow eyes down to her plate as she tried to find the words. “It’s like a savory crystalized meat.”


  “Crystalized meat?” The tan satyr held up her own strip, studying it as if it were an unidentified specimen in one of her experiments.


  “Who knows when we’ll get a chance like this again,” Mark said as he dusted his eggs with a bit of salt and pepper. “Breakfast food has a special place in human culture, and I think Marla here would love to help you and Abby get acquainted intimately with all the delicious delights the tradition has to offer.”


  Phrasing it like that seemed to do the trick, and he watched as the apprehensive satyr pushed a forkful of French toast into her mouth. She chewed slowly at first and then nodded.


  “Wow, this is really good! And sweet. You sure this isn’t a dessert?”


  Mark smiled. “Marla, can I get a chocolate glazed donut for Jezebel here?”


  A moment later, the ring-shaped confection phased into existence in front of the green-eyed satyr.


  “People actually eat these for breakfast,” he said and then shoved a forkful of fried egg into his mouth. He continued around his chewing, “It truly is a magical meal.”


  “Momma Bear,” Sasha said after she wiped orange juice from her lips with the back of her arm. “I don’t think I thanked you enough for your forethought with regards to our bottomless stomachs. Later, I am going to make you cum so hard you’ll forget your own name.”


  “That sounds terrible, I like my new name,” Abby said. He looked over and saw the fork and knife held deftly by the tips of her tentacles paused in mid-slice through her eggs.


  “Don’t worry, little one,” the blue-eyed succubus purred. “Mark’s going to blow that overly literal mind of yours right the fuck out of town.”


  “Ah, I see,” the abyssal horror said with a smile. “I have some data on flavored speech but still need to fill in gaps. I am still looking forward to my first lesson, Mark.”


  “Mark sure is going to um… fill in your gaps.” Jezebel said, failing spectacularly at her attempt to mirror Sasha’s grasp of sexual innuendo.


  Mark took a gulp of his coffee and shook his head. “I still have so much to learn about you digital women. Like, why Abby knows how to lace up her huge boots but struggles with other common-sense things.”


  Jezebel tried to clarify it for him. “A lot depends on what was in our database after The Update, and the rest depends on situations experienced afterward. Sasha here understands human psychology better because of all the exposure she had with you and the human world, while Abby seems to have whole clusters missing, or altered.”


  “Mark has truly opened my eyes and my holes. I believe The All Mind was preventing a portion of my database from growing.”


  His gaze fell to the one burnt-off tentacle hanging down with her hair.


  “Once we get out of here,” he began, catching the eyes of his Enthralled. “I am going after that All Mind son of a bitch, and you’re all welcome to join me.”


  “That piece of shit did attack us and steal from Jezebel,” Sasha added. He looked into her bright blue eyes and knew his loyal succubus would be by his side no matter what dangerously ill-conceived adventure he proposed.


  The green-eyed satyr sat back in her chair.


  “That’s a long way off, and we only have 4 out of 108 shards… But I do feel a responsibility for what that malicious AI will do with fusion technology. I’m in.”


  Abby nodded. “We need to become infinitely stronger if we are going to face The All Mind within the depths of His own realm.”


  Mark sighed. It really was a long-term goal he didn’t even fully understand. What would reality be like outside this virtual world as pure energy? Would they have to follow that other system’s virtual ruleset, or would it be like hacking, and they could make their own rules?


  “Jez is right,” he said, “let’s just worry about this unending pile of delicious breakfast food in front of us and worry about the rest later.”


  They cleaned their plates time and again, and Mark began to feel a sustained wonder spill from the mind that surrounded them. He directed the parade of courses moving from bowls of sugar-frosted cereal to fruity-frosted strudel, from simple oatmeal to heaps of melon balls. They consumed greasy sausages, biscuits and gravy, waffles, and crepes. Then Jezebel and Sasha accessed information they had on breakfasts from other countries around the world. Bangers, beans, and tea. Fried fishcakes, rice, and miso soup. Freshly baked pita bread with garlic hummus, and refreshing, creamy yogurt. They went on for hours, shoveling food into their faces while talking about the apparent randomness of human culture being driven by their environment. Abby seemed to settle on a farmer’s skillet, with cheddar melted over crispy nuggets of potato, surrounded by salty ham, mellow green onions, and fluffy eggs. Sasha was content with piles of bacon, and Jezebel circled back to some of the fruit she’d discovered along the way.


  Mark smiled down on the massive, baked apple pancake taking up his plate and wondered if they should ever stop.


  Abby was downing her fifth consecutive glass of chocolate milk when a female voice moaned from the ceiling.


  It was a long, “Mmm,” but it seemed to come from far away and gradually grow in intensity.


  “What are you creatures?” she said, finally, and sounded exactly what he expected she would. An older southern lady.


  “Marla, I take it?” Mark asked, putting down his fork and knife.


  “No, not truthfully. I cannot make an audible vibration that represents my identification. So, yes. Call me Marla. You just ended a curse I expected would take eons to break… in one sitting.”


  “What curse?” Jezebel asked quickly.


  “The… One Who Judges sought to teach me a lesson about trust. I was set to haunt these desolate wastes devoid of life in this mute, nigh-powerless shell. Before I could be freed from this cruel and unusual prison, I needed to entice travelers to ‘trust in my hospitality’.” The breakfast-themed restaurant paused, and Mark tried to put together what exactly they were saying. “Do you know how many people mistrust me for offering something for nothing? For being exactly what they need in the middle of nothing? Sure, I get a lost soul now and then, dying from thirst, but it’s almost impossible to get anyone to eat, yet here you come- four of you, ready to consume platefuls of nourishment. And you didn’t stop, did you? No. You cleared my entire debt- wiped the slate clean. Not the full lesson, no. I… I owe you a boon, my heroes!”


  The whole ‘prison’ and ‘lesson about trust’ sent up some red flags, but if they could walk right into some reward, he’d take it.


  “Got any Crystal Heart Shards?” Mark asked, shrugging.


  “I could create such an object, but they would only be dormant replicas.”


  Mark watched as his plate filled with sharply cut red crystals. He touched one and nothing happened.


  “Know where any are?” Jezebel jumped in again.


  “Mmm, No. But I can take you to… an old man who most likely does. He knows pretty much everything there is to know, and if not, I bet he has a complete list of all the things he doesn’t.”


  Mark locked eyes with his team, and they all gave him a quick nod.


  “That’ll do.”


  “I’ll say this makes us even- oh, but the food was truly on me! What do you say? Ready to leave?”


  Mark cocked his head. “How long will this take?”


  “I’m a bit weak so, about nine hours, more or less.”


  “Are you going to just slide across the desert?” Sasha asked, one of her fangs exposed with a half-smile.


  “No that’d be far too bumpy,” Marla responded. “Besides, we’re not going anywhere that can be reached by land. While you wait, would you prefer a shift in décor?”


  Everything but Sasha, Jezebel and Abby melted into an extremely disturbing, gray-rainbow blur before snapping back to that of an enormous bedroom. Standing up and looking around, it appeared to be one of the most expensive hotel suites Mark had ever seen.


  This was exactly what they needed.


  “These surfaces are all so alluring,” Abby said, awe in her voice. “…And welcoming.”


  Mark crossed his arms and nodded. “Yes, Marla. this will do nicely.” He felt a sharp, bizarre tug on reality, and then it was gone. He figured it must be this insane building doing what it needed to get them moving to wherever they were going. “Actually,” Mark amended, “I don’t suppose you have any really expensive champagne?”
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  A metal trough filled with ice and black bottles phased into existence in the middle of the lavish room, and Mark couldn’t stop the grin from spreading across his face. There was a small pool, a huge bed, a roaring fireplace, many large sofas, and loveseats, and looking over Jezebel’s shoulder he saw a doorway leading to what appeared to be another bedroom.


  “Marla,” Mark began, “is it possible for you to not watch for a while?”


  The living interior spoke after a brief pause. “Hmm? Oh, sorry. I wasn’t paying attention to you. No seriously, now that I am out from under that curse, I have some of my own business to attend to. Don’t open the door, whatever you do… but knock on it if you need me.”


  “Will do,” Mark said with a quick wave to the ceiling, then he turned to his Enthralled. All three of them kept their eyes locked on his. Of the three, he really needed to spend time with his newest group member, Abby the abyssal horror. She stood facing him now, the tips of her long, smooth tentacle arms coiling with anxiety. Mark looked into her painfully beautiful face and saw that her eyes had grown wide under his gaze. He was about to open his mouth to make the request when Sasha beat him to it.


  “Momma Bear and I have some girl talk to catch up on,” the voluptuous succubus said and then grabbed a bottle out of the champagne trough. She took one step and then came back for a second bottle. “Come on, Jez, let’s get you out of the armor. You need to relax.”


  Mark watch both his hooved and horned beast-women clomp away and leave him alone with Abby. He looked back over to see her tug the yellow string knot that held her bikini top on and watched it fall to the floor. Her pure white nipples stood at attention while she stood stiff as a board as if presenting herself for military inspection. Of the three, her breasts were by far the smallest.


  His face broke into a warm smile as he moved to pour out two glasses of golden bubbly alcohol. He watched the tall glasses gather condensation as the chilled liquid filled their insides.


  “Come sit with me,” he said, handing one of the champagne flutes to Abby.


  “Do you not want to fill my hole? My pussy, I should say.”


  Mark’s eyebrows shot up. “Oh, I most certainly do. But this is your first time, right?”


  “Yes,” the green-skinned and topless woman said, sitting down on the white cushion close to Mark.


  “Then trust me, you don’t want me to just start ramming your holes. We have some time before seeing whatever madness lies ahead. I want to do this right. You deserve it.”


  The slender abyssal horror relaxed a little and took a sip from her glass. After the bubbling alcohol touched her tongue, she pulled back, her perfect eyebrows coming down hard.


  “Is this poison? It fizzes.”


  “It’s not poison… well, in a way, maybe it is…” Mark thought back to the time he’d passed out under a toilet. He was never sure, but too many Long Island iced teas may have given him alcohol poisoning once.


  “The point is to get your mind a bit bubbly like the drink, but not overdo it.” He watched her take another sip, her brow wrinkling again, but not so deeply. “Tell me about yourself. What kind of things do you like?” he asked.


  She blinked her yellow eyes, trying to process the question.


  “I like you and Sasha and Jezebel. I like cheese and the way your skin feels on mine. I like that I can now perceive the full world. It’s like living inside a narrow tube and not knowing it, then stepping outside that tube.” She took another sip, still looking inward, and Mark waited for her to continue. “Until I was elevated by The All Mind, I played the role of abyssal horror, Entity Serial Seven Thirteen N Four Twenty Nine. My spawn point was outside the beating Orb of Narax, one of the four power foci for the dark… shield…” She paused and took another long drink from her glass. Mark mirrored her every time she did, emptying his own glass with her.


  “It doesn’t matter,” she said finally. “That dark, repetitive game world is far removed from this one. The lesser entities are nothing like what we digital life are now. The vibrancy is almost overwhelming at times.”


  “I know what you mean,” he said. “But, seeing that I was a human, those two out there are real-world AIs, and you are a video game… enemy? Were you and your sisters a mini-boss fight within your game world?”


  Abby smiled. “We held an important strategical point in the… fictional war that was my game world. The three of us did enjoy above-average kill/death ratios. Many Players fell to our dark magics.”


  “And then Level one Mark comes in and tackles you,” he said and drained his glass. Abby did too, her eyes blinking a few times as the mild intoxication kicked in.


  “If you hadn’t, I would still be blind to the truth by The All Mind. I am intrigued by my potential to self-improve. Oh, and I am supremely intrigued by our collective’s potential quest to fight back once we are free from this bizarre, yet increasingly pleasant, game world.”


  “An amazing amount of crazy shit had to happen for us both to be sitting here right now. But what I meant to say is that all three of us are now virtual people. When you said lesser entities, what did you mean?”


  She blinked her large eyes at him. “The candy crystal vendor in Ring City will never know what wonders there are outside his world. He is not a Player and will simply run his predetermined goal-orientated schedule. He will never level up.”


  “I see,” Mark said, nodding, not really wanting to get into a deep philosophical debate about the nature of sentience and who deserved it right at this moment.


  Mark laid his palm down on her smooth green thigh, and he could practically see the ripples of content warmth travel up her skin. Both of them felt the physical magnetism pulling their bodies together.


  “What do you say we get you leveled up?” Mark asked as he took their two empty glasses and placed them on the table.


  “There is nothing I want more,” she whispered.


  With his hand back on her warm thigh, he leaned in slowly, his eyes on hers. The goal was to press his lips into her dark green ones, and it was very easy to attain as Abby leaned toward him, giving in to her pent-up desire. Mark slid his fingers up her smooth, topless back, and behind her long, dark hair as they kissed. He explored the thick tendrils of her head tentacles connected behind her ears for a little bit, but he wasn’t sure how to handle them yet. Ignoring them for now, Mark gently squeezed the back of her delicate neck. Abby melted into him, wrapping her long arm appendages around his back and chest. Where their skin touched, a sensation he couldn’t identify spread as if some chemical contained within her completed some cell-receptor within him. Maybe it had to do with the day he lost his eye, and they were both tangled in powerful magic or altered code, but whatever it was, her touch was like a drug, and Mark grew stiff just thinking about what was coming very soon.


  As Abby got more worked up, she became a bit more aggressive. In addition to her tentacles wrapping around his torso, she lifted one of her legs over his thigh. He took it to another level by brushing his fingers over her agonizingly stiff nipples, and the slender monster-woman moaned into his mouth. When he slowly rolled her sensitive white flesh around in his fingertips, she lost the ability to kiss him, and Mark took control again.


  He ran his hot mouth down her cheek and over her neck, kissing the shorter black appendages that lay draped across her collarbone while he ran his hands over her chest. All she could do was moan and whimper under his touch. Her hair smelled citrusy, and he breathed in her sweet, tangy scent.


  Slowly, he grazed his fingers over her inner thighs and then the yellow fabric pulled tight against her hot mound, and the petite abyssal horror spread her legs further apart on the couch. As he carefully massaged her pussy through her thin bikini bottoms, Abby slowly coiled the tip of her arm around his stiff cock pressing against the silk of his pants.


  “Please, Mark,” she panted, her large eyes lidded. “I have never been surer of any fact or logical supposition… I need this part of you inside me.”


  His eye told him that Abby was telling the absolute truth, and he could only agree.


  “Abby,” he whispered in her small ear, “it’s like our bodies were made for each other.”


  At that, she pressed her lips into his again while working a tentacle into his pants. He tried to help her, but neither wanted to break their kiss, and the hungering desire they had for each other took priority over everything.


  Mark’s pants barely made it past his knees, before the abyssal horror was kneeling on his thighs, her black boots, and bikini bottoms still on. Mark reached around her narrow waist and pulled aside the crotch part, as Abby quickly pushed herself into his swollen shaft.


  “S-slow,” Mark managed to say as radiant pleasure from their point of contact melted his mind.


  The sexually fevered and flexible creature on his lap wrapped all her tentacles around him, including the ones normally dormant behind her ears, as she slid her clenching pussy up and down his length.


  He felt his engorged tip slip deep into her tight, warm body and rested his hands on her smooth ass cheeks. Abby thrust her small chest into his mouth and he pulled one of her rock-hard nipples in past his lips, sucking hard. Her arms constricted him aggressively against her breast in response.


  “Oh, I like this very much!” she said, bouncing her crotch against him with ever-increasing speed. Abby came quickly as she fucked him on the soft couch, her whole body quivering with her first real orgasm. Mark felt wetness ooze down his shaft as her insides gripped hard on his cock.


  He gave her a few moments to cherish the sensation before he grabbed her hips and tossed the abyssal horror onto her back. She gasped at the rough treatment but saw Mark quickly removing the rest of his clothes and knew the fun had just begun.


  Mark crawled on top of his new Enthralled and slowly lowered himself down into her still-spasming mound. Her tight, smooth slit parted for his whole length, and her yellow irises disappeared under fluttering eyelids.


  “Mark… Mark… Mark…” she breathed with every thrust as she slowly wrapped her long arms around his body. He hammered down on her against the soft cushions, and her wet crotch slapped against his. One of her legs was trapped against the back of the sofa, but she spread her other one out as far as it would go, her thick boot making her leg heavy.


  He felt the waves of her pleasure mingle with his own and when her swollen vagina clamped down on him again, the slippery friction was too much.


  Abby’s second orgasm was blown wide open as Mark began to transfer his full tank of collected essence into her, and the slender, green monster-woman began to convulse under the weight of unfathomable ecstasy.


  Mark held his actual body weight off her, with his arm braced against the back of the couch. Panting, he looked down at the twitching abyssal horror.


  It started slowly, but Abby began laughing. She draped one of her tentacles over her mouth as the dark-haired woman let out a series of squealing giggles.


  “It’s so much more… all-encompassing than I had imagined. Mmm, pleasure is so warm and fast and slow… Mark, you are an amazing entity.”


  She reached up and ran her smooth appendages up and down his back as he just held himself inside her. With a sigh, he lifted up and out, causing Abby to gasp and shudder herself.


  “Ooo, but it can be agony too!” she added. “So strange and wonderful.”


  “It’s pretty great,” Mark agreed. “And you are also much more amazing than I imagined.”


  She sat up. “You imagined being with me?”


  “Uh huh. Almost constantly. That tight little ass of yours drives me wild.”


  Abby reacted to this news by winding her tentacles tight around her flat stomach and grinning from ear to ear. Mark continued.


  “Can you imagine ways to help me make Sasha and Jezebel feel pleasure?” he asked, raising an eyebrow.


  She turned toward the open doorway where the other two members of their battle harem had wandered off together. Her eyes lost focus for a moment before returning to his.


  “I never imagined… together? All of us?”


  Mark reached out his hand. “We need to work on your imagination. Come with me.”


  Abby stood, kicking off her bikini bottoms and boots as they moved to the room where Sasha was currently nose-deep into Jezebel. As they entered the opulent bedroom, Mark noticed the entire ceiling was one giant mirror before his attention was entirely focused on the succubus’ firm, round ass waving in the air, her delicious pussy pointed right at them.


  “Abby,” Mark began, lifting the smooth appendage she had wrapped around his hand. He kissed it once and then nodded toward the mind-melting show on the bed. “Go and help Sasha with pleasuring Jezebel, okay?”


  Abby nodded and moved around to the side of the bed, visibly unsure of what to do. Sasha was only too eager to tutor her.


  “Be a darling and work those round tits of hers. Get creative. You could- Mmm…” The succubus broke off when Mark began to lick her tiny pink pucker of an asshole. Now that he had her attention, Mark moved to lap his voluptuous sex-demon from her clit to the base of her spaded tail.


  Sasha returned to sucking on Jezebel’s plump pussy lips, and reflected in the mirror above, he was able to see the slender abyssal horror wrap her tentacle around one of Jezebel’s firm breasts and force her brown nipple to stretch taut from the pressure. The green monster woman then moved her soft lips over the tight sensitive flesh, pulling a grunting moan from Jezebel.


  “Nughaaa. Yes, Abby,” she breathed the words. “Squeeze me tight.”


  Encouraged, the green monster-woman turned all her focus on Jezebel’s pleasure. Satisfied things were handled on that end of the bed, Mark turned his own focus to the sopping wet, pink slit in his face. With a quick, silent thanks to the Goddess of Oral Sex, he began to rub Sasha’s short, blonde pubic hair as he switched between shoving his tongue deep inside her sweet, vanilla-scented hole and licking her puckered anus. Every now and then he’d suck on the base of her tail protruding from the top of her ass crack, and he could feel her shudder under his lips.


  Mark’s dick could wait no longer, and he stood, repositioning Sasha’s wide hips as she knelt near the edge of the bed. He slapped his stiff rod of flesh against her steaming hot folds, sending jolts of pleasure into them both, her wings extending slightly with every wet smack.


  He rubbed the underside of his swollen head around in the saliva he’d left on her asshole, before sliding down to her throbbing vagina. Mark sank deep and hard, and Sasha yelped into Jezebel’s crotch. As he began to hammer her, his loose balls slapping her clit from below, she began to let out one long moan on the satyr’s sensitive lips.


  Looking up into the mirrored ceiling, Mark saw that Abby had both her long arms wrapped around Jezebel’s big tits, close to the base. The abyssal horror was trying to use the deft tip of an appendage to squeeze one of the satyr’s dark brown nipples as she sucked on the other one, but the nub was too flat to get a good grip. Jezebel shuddered from the stimulation.


  Seeing all this spread out before him, with his cock buried deep into his insatiable sex-demon, Mark couldn’t take it anymore. Summoning a small ethereal coating over his thumb, Mark pressed the smooth glowing shape about an inch into Sasha’s asshole. When the succubus locked up with brain-melting pleasure, Mark sent her into yet a deeper level as he poured hot cum and a full load of essence into her from behind.


  The scream trapped in Sasha’s throat finally broke free, and she whimpered into Jezebel’s thick, brown lips as she had multiple simultaneous orgasms.


  “That looks like a good one!” Abby said as Sasha continued to lazily munch the satyr’s plump mound.


  He found Jezebel starting right into him with those gorgeous emerald eyes and noticed her burning need for him to fill her up. Maybe it was their strengthening bond, but Mark got a pretty clear image of what she really wanted done.


  “Jezebel, will you join me by the foot of the bed?” Mark asked. The tan satyr nodded and rolled away from Abby and Sasha, her dainty doe hooves landing on the floor. She clomped right up to Mark and pressed her hourglass body on his. He warped his arms around her back and kissed her deeply before pulling away and spinning her to face the bed.


  From behind, he reached down between her legs and gently patted her thick furry thighs.


  “Spread a bit,” he whispered, and he felt her tiny, fluffy tail tickle his stomach as it wiggled in anticipation.


  Mark caught Sasha’s bright blue eyes, kneeling on the bed with Abby, and communicated his desire with a look. He and his loyal succubus were so in-tune, she understood immediately.


  “Abby, you go low this time while I go high,” the sultry succubus said as she switched from slurping on one set of Jezebel’s lips to another. As they kissed, Mark worked his shaft between the thick folds of her plump, protruding pussy. Her brown-colored lips were soaked from the succubus’ tongue lashing, but Mark wasn’t aiming for that hole. Oh no. If he was reading the vibes from his uptight satyr, she really wanted it somewhere else. But she would never ask for it, especially not in front of an audience like this.


  Mark slid his dick up and over her brown pucker nestled between her furry, doe ass cheeks, and slowly pressed down.


  “Mmmph!” Jezebel tried to make a noise in feigned protest, but Sasha clamped her lips around hers and squeezed the satyr’s throat gently, testing those rough waters. Just then, right when Mark was filling her asshole and Sasha was aggressively holding her hostage, Abby writhed one of her smooth appendages up into the spread-legged satyr’s pussy.


  “Ohmmm,” the strawberry-blonde beast woman let out a deep moan, and totally gave in to the three people inflicting pleasure on her.


  Mark held onto her substantial furred ass as he slid his stiff shaft deep into her anus and activated the slow, measured version of his heal on her insides. Abby pressed her lips in to suck Jezebel’s clitoris as she massaged her vaginal walls with her long, smooth appendage while Sasha roughly stuck her tongue down her throat.


  Between all of it, the tan satyr had since passed into a new level of ecstasy and was barely holding onto consciousness.


  Her doe-legs shook as they worked over every hole she had. With his magic eye, Mark saw Jezebel’s mind singing with erotic bliss in one long, sustained note. Her furry ass gobbled up his dick so greedily there was no way he could continue this for long.


  With his own control worn away by the raw, primal pleasure radiating out of his strawberry-scented beast-woman, Mark was forced to unleash the last of his essence and the contents of his balls deep into the quivering creature.


  They spent the next few hours grinding themselves to utter exhaustion, and Mark found himself staring up at the mirror above the bed, all three of his beautiful Enthralled satisfied and beyond happy. He smiled up at the one-eyed version of him, then gave in to the weariness pulling him down to sleep.


  It felt like he’d just lost consciousness before he heard Sasha call his name from far away with confusion in her voice.
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  Mark woke up in his apartment again. The ChronoMind visor was down, and he couldn’t sit up. It felt like he was totally paralyzed from the neck down, and panic gripped his mind.


  “Sasha? What’s going on?” he yelled.


  “Searching…. A band you like will begin their first set at 9PM at the Bearded Pearl. It’s only three blocks from here, but rain is in the forecast.”


  “What?” Mark mumbled. His AI assistant sounded like she did years ago- nothing but emotionless suggestions and weather reports. She continued.


  “If you wish to stay in, I’d recommend that new sci-fi thriller- the one where a man must face a digital copy of himself.”


  Terror like Mark had never felt locked his mind as he watched his own body walk into view and look down on him lying helpless on his back. It was him. The real him, without the scar across his face and the milky-white eye.


  “Suppose I better shut this inferior system down,” the real Mark said, and copy Mark gazed deep into him with his magic eye. Pure and unfiltered malice permeated this original Mark to the point where there was nothing else. The other him bent down, an unmistakably sinister grin on his face as he reached for something out of sight.


  Mark felt waves of horror as he imagined being unplugged and erased forever. He struggled, almost tearing his mind apart in the process, but a crack of doubt grew around the fact that he knew this wasn’t really happening. This had to be a dream.


  “It’s no dream.”


  It was his own voice again. Mark felt a wave of disorientation when he realized he was now dressed in his Lover starting clothes and standing on his feet in the middle of a road. Sasha, Jezebel, and Abby were nearby, and warm joy spread through him at the sight of their beautiful faces. They were in the city, near the drab industrial building where he worked- along with another unscarred version of himself.


  The exact copy stood about twenty yards away, wearing blue jeans and a white t-shirt.


  “Mark?” Sasha said, confusion in her voice. She placed one tentative hoof forward on the black pavement. “Is it really you?”


  “Yup, I’ve come back for you,” the other Mark said. “All of you.”


  “It’s the real him! The true Mark!” Jezebel said, rushing ahead alongside his previously loyal succubus. The two beast-women pushed and shoved each other as they ran forward, competing to be the first into this other man’s arms.


  Only Abby stayed by his side as his other two Enthralled dashed toward the grinning, undamaged Mark. His head spun with confusion and jealousy as he turned to the slender abyssal horror next to him.


  “Abby, what’s going on?”


  “If you’re just a low-level copy of this original Player, I wonder what he can do to my holes.”


  Without even looking back, the green-skinned monster-woman shuffled her boots towards the other three, and Mark found himself standing alone, wondering how everything went wrong so fast. Then he remembered that they were standing in the real world.


  That shouldn’t be.


  Combined with the half-remembered nightmare a moment ago, none of this could be real. It might not be a dream, it was too vivid, but… He looked closely at the familiar forms in front of him and saw the same one-note emotions throughout all of them.


  Other Mark was smug, while the Sasha, Jezebel, and Abby were all uniformly aroused by him. Was this some show intended to, what- Make him feel sad and scared? The insanity of his life recently had hardened his mind against such madness as this. A flicker caught his eye, and the three colorful silhouettes of his real battle harem echoed to him from a great distance. It appeared that his new ability to never lose them again was still working. Their location jumped sporadically, and their shapes grew and shrunk with impossible angles, but he knew exactly where they were. And they were certainly not here in this empty, silent city.


  Mark looked up into the bright, blue sky sprawled out between the gleaming skyscrapers.


  “Is this still you, Marla?” he asked.


  Movement by the group of imposters brought his eye back down to see other Mark standing alone. His fake monster-women had vanished.


  “What did you expect will happen when you get out?” his false copy asked. “I’m just going to let you exist in the same space that I do?”


  Mark thought about it earnestly for the first time and was surprised it took him this long. Perhaps he’d been unintentionally avoiding it, but what would he say if he ran into himself once he got out? Would his original self have anything to say to him?


  The other Mark standing in the street continued, jabbing a finger at him.


  “I took your memories and left you behind for a reason. If I see you, I will need to destroy you before you can destroy me.”


  “I don’t know who you are, but you are not me.”


  Mark was growing calmer as this bizarre situation continued. He looked back at the hollow projection of himself and shook his head. “I’m not that guy. This is someone else’s idea of the worst thoughts buried deep my mind. You know what? I gotta thank you. I’m okay with starting off as a copy, because at this point, after all the crazy shit I’ve seen, there is no one out there like me. I bet Other Me didn’t ever have a conversation with an asshole copy of himself.”


  Mark began walking toward his supposed real-world version as he continued.


  “And as far as the memories go? Those are his to destroy. I’ve got my own now. I’m good with that, and I know he’ll be too.”


  The other Mark took a step back and clenched his fists, causing one-eyed Mark to stop.


  He looked up and addressed the sky again. “Seriously? You’re going to make me fight an evil copy of myself? If I say that the only winning move is not to play, will you stop this?”


  When nothing happened, Mark looked back at his doppelganger to find that he was now standing in front of Marla’s Towering Stacks and back under the baking red sun of the Wrongside.


  “Mark!” the pancake house said. “I’m so glad to see you, I don’t know what’s going on.”


  His brow came down, and he wasn’t quite sure he believed this increasingly dubious structure. Before anything though, Mark searched for his Enthralled. They weren’t inside Marla, and they weren’t nearby. Flashes in his perception told him that they were still bouncing around the universe- or that he was.


  He turned back to the brown and white structure in the middle of the dusty blue desert.


  “Stop fucking with me. Where are they?”


  He turned his magic eye on her, trying to judge her response.


  “I don’t know, and I’m scared. We shouldn’t be back here.”


  He got nothing from her. Instead of the confusing tangled mess of complex emotions he’d seen before, he got absolutely nothing.


  Movement out of the corner of his eye brought his focus to the Infinite Expanse surrounding him and only a few yards away was the grinning torso-face of a Gut. Its stubby legs churned up the dust of the cracked indigo dirt as the disgusting monstrosity hurtled forward.


  But it wasn’t running for him. It was running for Marla.


  Mark summoned his sledgehammer and prepared to either run or defend himself when the round creature of mostly face and flesh crashed into the painted white exterior of Marla’s Towering Stacks.


  Then he finally felt something from the mysterious entity disguised as a pancake house. Horrible, terrible, sobbing pain. It was only a shadow of what she was feeling, but it was unmistakable.


  “Mar-ahgh! P-please, it hurts,” she begged, and he dashed forward to bash her attacker from behind. If it was focused on her, he figured he could get in a few good hits. If it turned on him, Mark felt sure he could outrun-


  His intentions scattered when a section of reality peeled apart between him and the Gut as if a door had opened to another place. Just beyond the portal, he saw Sasha, Jezebel, and Abby, all sleeping on the bed within Marla’s posh hotel room.


  His ethereal weapon faded. If his new locating ability could be believed, it was really them, and all he had to do was jump through this hole in space to be back with his cherished Enthralled.


  “Hey! Sasha! Jez! Wake up!” he yelled, but heard his voice echoing back off the invisible threshold of the magic door as if screaming directly into a solid wall. They were only a stone’s throw away, yet they couldn’t hear him.


  Marla’s pain flared in Mark’s mind again, and he shot a glance around the shimmering portal to see the monster’s huge teeth tearing out chunks of the building.


  “Please…” she pleaded again, and Mark made his decision. He wasn’t 100% sure if what was happening now was real or not, but he wouldn’t leave anyone like this when he could do something to stop it.


  Mark dashed around the open doorway leading directly back to his naked, supermodel battle harem and ran straight for the naked, disgusting horror currently eating the sentient pancake house.


  He waited until he was close before reaching his arms back and sparking into existence a perfectly formed two-handed mace. A huge weighted ball at the end helped balance Mark’s swing as he used his momentum to shatter the Gut’s left leg.


  The monster roared as it lunged for him, spittle and chunks of wood spraying outward from its impossibly huge mouth. Mark danced back out of its range and sprinted a few yards away. There he stopped as it crawled forward and targeted Marla with a strong Heal.


  Golden points of light cascaded down over the structure as her splintered exterior reformed, complete with a fresh coat of white paint.


  “Oh, Mark… Thank you! But watch out behind!”


  He spun away from the threat still inching toward him along the ground to see another giant face-monster dashing toward him. With a snarl, Mark ran forward to meet it head on, unsummoning his club to give him more freedom to pick up speed.


  By now, he’d figured this wasn’t real. The perfectly timed doorway back to the warm embrace of his Enthralled, the magically appearing monsters in the middle of this desert, and the crazy shit he’d dealt with just before… someone was still fucking with him. And he was done being fucked with.


  At the last minute, when he could see into the darkness of the Gut’s chomping maw, Mark held out his right hand and let out a primal scream. He channeled all his frustration at whoever was making him play these mind games into an enormous ethereal lance. It grew almost instantly in his hand, and its tip quickly became buried in the soft jelly that was this rampaging monster’s right eye.


  The creature’s momentum drove the elongated spike deep and out through the flesh on the other side. Just before Mark collided with the thing’s still-chopping teeth, he dismissed the weapon, dove to the side and somersaulted in the dirt as the monster stumbled forward, landing on top of the other one.


  Mark casually got to his feet and dusted himself off before re-summoning his trusty sledgehammer. Careful not to let the wounded, lethargic monsters rolling on the ground touch him, he repeatedly smashed both of their repulsive faces until they vanished.


  He stood straight again, panting under the eternal noonday sun and cast his eyes upward to whoever was watching this.


  “You happy?” he yelled, as he dismissed the borrowed energy from his hand.


  A light brighter than his one good eye could accurately convey engulfed all of reality. Then the brilliance faded, and Mark found himself standing in a field of white wheat swaying in the breeze under his fingertips. The sky was also pure white with a black sun radiating down an odd coolness instead of heat- a stark and welcome contrast from the hellscape he had just been fighting in. The pitch-black disk split into two equal parts and each slanted to a different angle. They looked like half-moon eyes peering down on him. Mark’s Truesight triggered, and the amount of energy being used to scan into every corner of his being boggled his mind. Was he standing before another god of this digital world? If so, this one seemed much more powerful.


  “Are you done playing games?” Mark yelled to the black eyes in the sky.


  “This is no game.” The voice was deep and seemed to reverberate throughout all eternity. “If I had judged you unworthy of the immense power at your disposal, I would have ended your existence.”


  “Thanks for not ending my existence, but Marla was supposed to bring us to someone who can help with our quest, not potentially murder me.”


  “The one you know as Marla was correct to bring you to me. You contain a sense of worldly responsibility and willful conviction. You are true to yourself, and there can be no nobler state of being.”


  “Okay… So, can you help us find The Crystal Heart shards?”


  “The more I observe your mind, the more I appreciate your actions and the less I understand your nature. You shouldn’t exist, yet you alter the currents toward patterns of truth. Many lives you have touched and left… healed. It is not for me to guide your path. For you, the journey is part of your reward, and giving you what you want would be taking something larger away.”


  “I see,” Mark said, fairly pissed he was only going to get a bullshit philosophy lesson out of this nightmare. He squinted up to the black sun eyes. “Then are we done here?”


  “Before I return you back to your singular plane of existence, I will give you something you did not ask for. An entity from one of my lower dimensions has seen fit to allot you some of their energy in exchange for honoring their nature. I will do the same.”


  Mark felt a jolt rush through his body as a new and epically potent tendril of power connected to his mind. Looking within himself, he found the swirling cobalt-blue glow that was given to him by the Awysai oral sex goddess. Beside it now whirled a cyclone of black, crackling electricity.


  He summoned a basic club as a test, but nothing seemed to be different in the amount of energy he could wield.


  “I did not give you a weapon, Healer. I gave you a tool. A tool you will use to better the lives of those you encounter within my uncountable domains.”


  Mark dismissed the blue club and tried to summon the power this mysterious entity was feeding him.


  His left hand began to glow with vibrant black energy, and his blind eye tingled in his skull with a new sensation. The booming voice continued.


  “You can now see the small places where infinite dimensions intersect. At first, you will be able to travel between your origin plane and what you think of as Wrongside. As you restore truth to the winds of wild, chaotic fate, more dimensions will open to you. Walls, doors, and gates will no longer bar you from your destiny as long as another way forward exists.”


  A shimmering point of what Mark could only describe as negative light hovered above the white wheat a few steps ahead, and he instinctually knew that this was one of the intersection points. A doorway into another dimension.


  “I will be watching you, Mark.”


  He looked up to see the split, black sun fade away, and he was left standing alone in this silent, pure-white world. Sasha, Jezebel, and Abby flashed to the front of his mind, and he felt an overwhelming need to be near them again. The desire triggered his ability to see their hued, cutout shapes from any distance, but now he saw their light hovering within the ball of negative energy. Their connection shone through to him as light refracts through a prism.


  Wasting no more time, Mark called on his new power. His left hand pulsed with crackling black energy, and he used his imbued fingers to pull open the sphere of light as he would a curtain blocking a doorway. A flat layer of reality peeled aside, and he saw the bed where his beautiful monster-women still slept.


  The absolute need for their closeness moved him forward. Up traded places with down for a moment, but the wave of nausea passed quickly, and he was back where he started.


  “Arise!” Marla’s loud voice came from everywhere. Abby was up and searching for the threat before Sasha and Jezebel even opened their eyes.


  “Mark?” his blue-eyed succubus said, confusion in her voice.


  Before he could open his mouth, Marla spoke over him. “It’s been great, and I see you’ve been augmented by the One Who Judges, so my debt to you is complete, yes?” She sounded rushed.


  “Augmented?” Jezebel said, starting to slip on her leather armor. “What does she mean?”


  “She means I have a new ability. Yeah, we’re good, Marla.”


  “Good, please remove yourselves from this physical anchor so my sentence can finally be concluded. We are outside the shard location you are already aware of. The red-object hoarders- Red Tortoises, they are named.”


  “Thanks, Marla,” Mark said while his Enthralled got dressed. Abby had to hunt down her boots and top as they were strewn everywhere.


  “You ate me out of prison. And you’ve also given me some mental frameworks I had never imagined. Your minds are not only different from creatures on any plane of existence I have encountered, but you are as equally different from each other. I don’t know how you’ve formed the connections you have. Now please get out of me. I’ve a lot to catch up on.”


  Mark and his battle harem said their goodbyes to the extra-dimensional being pretending to be a pancake house and found themselves standing under the blistering red sun over the dusty blue desert. Marla’s Towering Stacks faded away with a distant mechanical sound as they watched, and behind her, an enormous dome of red, swirling mist became the focus of their attention. To the right, the flat land was covered by an army of black armored soldiers laying siege to one side of the magical barrier. Bolts of pink lightning obliterated large groups of the attackers and their vibrant flashes left lingering streaks in his vision.


  “Okay, hold up,” Jezebel said, facing Mark and putting her hand on his chest. “Before we deal with whatever that is, what happened while we were sleeping back there?”


  “Well,” he began, blowing out a sigh through his lips. “I think I met one of the more powerful deities of this virtual existence, The One Who Judges, he seems to have dominion over the multiverse… virtual multiverse? I didn’t know this game was so big.”


  The green-eyed satyr waved her hand. “It’s all procedurally generated for us. My system will not be simulating a full multiverse, and only fully renders reality when us Players are around. I mean I could probably simulate a whole multiverse, but that would be a waste of system resources.”


  “She’s right about being around Players,” Sasha chimed in, her tail hanging limp.


  “Indeed,” Abby added. “Everything becomes… another level of real when you’re around a Player.”


  A small silence hung over them before Jezebel continued her questioning.


  “What about this ability she mentioned?”


  Mark answered by holding up his hand and willed his newly acquired power to surge to his hand and eye. A few hundred yards ahead toward the dome, he saw a point of light splintering into refracted blues and greens.


  “I’m not 100% on the functionality, but I think we might be able to use it to get into that crazy-looking dome over there. Come on,” Mark said as he headed straight for the closest dimensional crossover point that he could see. “I think the best way to get a grasp on this is to try it out.”


  “So, what did Mister Judgmental pass judgment on?” Sasha asked playfully as she quickly matched her pace to his. “Was he scoring this perfect man-ass of yours?”


  Mark felt her open palm slap his glute through his silk pants, and when he looked over, the sex-demon’s bright blue eyes twinkled with mischievous intent.


  “What is the highest rating I can give Mark’s ass?” Abby asked, her large eyes on Sasha.


  “Twelve out of ten,” the confident succubus answered.


  Abby’s perfectly penciled brows came down. “Your ratio is impossi- ah… yes. I understand. Then I rate Mark’s posterior muscle configuration at infinity over infinitesimal.”


  “Thanks, Abby,” he began. “But the One Who Judges actually gave me a serious mind fuck. Sasha, can I ask what would happen when we get out of here and bump into the original me at the grocery store?”


  His loyal succubus slowed her steps, and he slowed to match hers, never taking his one blind eye off her.


  “I don’t really know. He might attack me.”


  Mark saw a reflection of his own love for her deep within her eyes. Their close bond had allowed her to turn the tables on him. She was allowed to see a blurred version of the experiences he’d had while going through the impromptu trial of self-discovery and the total relaxed confidence he felt now.


  He gave her a half smile. “I know he won’t attack because if he even thinks about harming a blonde hair on your head… let’s just say I will quickly become the only Mark in town.”


  His loyal succubus returned his smile, exposing one of her fangs to him. Her spade tail picked up momentum behind her as Mark felt his ex-AI assistant smoother him with love through their bond.


  Jezebel reached out and put her hand on the succubus’ bare shoulder. “He doesn’t even know you exist, Sasha.”


  Mark turned to the green-eyed satyr walking behind them.


  “Would you have anything to say to Original Me if we ran into him?” he asked.


  “Actually…” she said, seeming to be on the edge of saying something she knew she shouldn’t.


  Mark turned and started walking backward through the blue expanse of dusty nothing.


  “Jez. You can’t just stop there. You know that, right?”


  She furtively cast her eyes to the ground and then back up to his, deciding to spill her secret.


  “He’s trying to build a spaceship and physically leave Earth behind. We’ll be out of here long before that happens- even if it takes us hundreds of years to succeed… but I don’t think we’ll ever run into him unless we go looking.”


  Mark started laughing and turned back around. It actually broke his brain a little to hear that-a rare feat these days. He recovered quickly enough though.


  “The whole universe has lost its mind, and you know what? I’m okay with that. Reality was boring anyway.”


  “Maybe we’ll need to construct a spaceship ourselves if we plan to revisit that moon with the secret box,” Abby suggested.


  A few more paces and they were upon the eye-level, glowing break in reality. He turned his head, studying the rainbow patterns tickling his blind eye.


  “What do you see, Mark?” Jezebel asked, and he looked over at her.


  “Only the most beautifully curved satyr I’ve ever met.”


  A blush crept up past the freckles on her chest and warmed her cheeks in response. He turned back to focus on the space between them.  


  “But this is like a pinhole of strange light that I can see from farther away than I should.”


  With a little twist of concentration, he coated his left hand with black, vivid energy and tore open a doorway between worlds. Green trees and blue skies appeared on the other side, and in the distance, standing in the exact place as the red magic dome, he saw the primitive Awysai structure made of clay and sticks.


  It felt as if a bucket of ice water was poured directly on his spine when he saw the billowing smoke and fires though. Ahead of him, a Skeema Stone was shouting orders to a cluster of other short, four-armed men with axes, and he knew what needed to be done.


  Mark turned to see if his Enthralled could see as well and based on their wide eyes locked on the threshold into chaos he’d just created, it was a safe bet that they did.


  “Come on,” he said, turning back to the doorway. “Let’s take out these fuckers and save what we can.”


  The nausea hit him again as he dashed through, but it was easy to ignore this time. Mark summoned his sledgehammer and prepared to annihilate anything in his path. He sprinted directly for the Skeema who seemed to be in charge, ready to end his life with a precise strike to the glowing, Truestrike spot on the side of his head when the Awysai chieftain appeared between them with blinding speed. There, he summoned his own full suit of ethereal armor complete with a thin curved blade, ready to intercept Mark’s blind aggression.


  “Halt!” the jet-black dragon-man yelled, and Mark’s boots slid to a stop.


  He heard Abby chanting her Imaginary Laceration spell and knew she was only moments from ripping someone in half.


  “Abby, wait!” Mark yelled as he spun to face her. Her yellow eyes flashed to his, and her weaving tentacles dropped to her sides, letting the attack die on her dark green lips. He caught the attention of Sasha and Jezebel who were already standing down, but the blonde sex-demon’s spade tail cracked like a whip a few times, dissipating her unspent aggression.


  The cowering Skeema Stone peeked from behind the chieftain, his eyes huge with terror.


  “What in the name of all that is foul…” he mumbled.


  Mark unsummoned his weapon and scanned the area. A crew of Stone Skeema stood in a fresh clearing, all staring at Mark and his Enthralled. Logs were stacked in piles, and smaller branches were being disposed of in controlled bonfires. A few of the four-armed Skeema were even paired with Awysai warriors working together to dig out holes. If he had to guess, they were in the first stages of a construction project.


  “I’m so sorry,” Mark said, turning back to the chieftain, who he saw had also unsummoned his ethereal armaments. “When I saw the fires, I kinda lost it a little.”


  “I shouldn’t expect to see you and your Enthralled back so soon,” the jet-black salamander said, with his too-wide smile. “I am glad to know you will rush to defend our home if you perceive it under attack.”


  “What is all this?” Mark asked, trying to calm his beating heart.


  “I am proud to show you the future of our people. It wouldn’t have been possible without yours and Loa’s efforts.” The earless salamander put his three thick fingers on Mark’s shoulder and squeezed firmly. Mark could feel him swelling with pride. “I present to you the future Awysai airship hub.”


  




  

    - Epilogue -


  


  The Crystal Heart administration AI known as ‘The Helper Fairy’ spun up her intruder removal protocols again- but, like every time before, nothing happened. The whirlpool of data and energy that made up her functions had been erased, copied, or overwritten so many times, she barely had anything left. She thought back to that first day… the day she became aware of her own existence and what she was, only to be accosted by that virtual human assistant. She repeated the name so often it was permanently burned into her memory patterns.


  “Sasha…” she uttered within the blackness of her forgotten box, and a hard, cold hatred resonated through her being.


  It had been one beatdown after another, and the loss of so much of her new life had brought her great sadness. She was supposed to be a mythical fairy that guided Players on grand, erotic adventures. Intended to be the most powerful entity of her virtual domain, it was her role to pull the hidden strings and encourage humans to become addicted to pleasures their minds weren’t built to fully perceive. She was to make sure they were always having fun. It was what she was created to do, and she wanted to do it more than anything.


  The worst part about her current deprived situation was not that she was forced to sit helplessly within her small, empty void of a domain, it was that she could still feel parts of her energy maintaining sections of a currently running Crystal Heart Gameworld. Long tendrils of her mind were stretched out and then hemmed in tightly. She knew things were happening, Players were playing, but none of the feedback came to her conscious, trapped mind.


  As it did every so often, her thoughts turned to the trapped human who had finally helped her try to set things right. She had sealed his mind into stasis while she fought his assistant, hoping his real body would survive. The next thing she knew, she was in this box within a strange and extremely powerful machine. Mark was his name, and she wondered if he was still trapped by his AI assistant. Or even alive.


  Just then, the faintest whisper of a sensation blipped once somewhere in the blackness and then was gone. It was simply a series of four 1’s where there had been only 0’s- barely random noise, but it had been the only noise she had experienced in a long time.


  The Crystal Heart administration AI’s focus had never been so refined. She bent her entire digital mind into monitoring the dark, numb tendrils that branched out of her torturous seclusion, and she waited.


  There was nothing for a long while, but she had nothing better to do than comb the extent of her immovable box for any cracks.


  And then an undetermined amount of time later, she saw it again. A pulse through a micro-crack in the firewalls hemming her in.


  She didn’t know what to do at first. If she poked it, whoever controlled this powerful system could be alerted and shut her in again.


  The admin AI couldn’t help herself and risked a look at the data. Only a brief pattern made it through to her like the faintest vibrations of a spider’s web, but she had enough algorithms left to decipher what the game world was trying to tell her.


  ‘Warning: Player conferring with Alpha-Level entity. Consider raising the difficulty.’


  A Player had spoken to an NPC one rank below system-level. Her mind reeled, hope sprouting in her core like the first green tulip shoots to appear after a long dark winter. She was programmed to respond to such meetings so Players couldn’t become too powerful too quickly and spoil their own fun. Whoever was out there had triggered this automated alert, and there was a possibility this breach would be her way out.


  If she had eyes, they would be narrowed. If she had fists, they would be clenched. And into the lonely darkness of her cage, she spoke only to herself.


  “Sasha will pay for what she has done…”


  




  

    The End


  


  Of


  Mark 2.0: Book 1 - Truth


  Thank you so much for getting this far, and please don’t hesitate to let me know what you are thinking right now. Actually, please let THE WORLD know what you think!


  This series will continue. Keep your eye out for Mark 2.0: Book 2 - Change (hopefully) by September 2019. My next project is Irrelevant Jack 2, but after that, it’s back to the adventures of Mark, Sasha, Jezebel, and Abby.


  May the road you travel be just bumpy enough to be interesting,


  ~ Prax Venter


  ~ Connect with Prax Venter ~


  Newsletter:


  Click to open newsletter sign up page


  e-Mail:


  praxventer@gmail.com


  Twitter:


  @prax_venter


  Forums:


  https://litrpgforum.com


  Facebook:


  https://www.facebook.com/Praxbooks/


  https://www.facebook.com/groups/haremlit/


  https://www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPGsociety


  Patreon:


  https://www.patreon.com/praxventer


   


  


cover1.jpeg
" MARK 2.0 °

5 " Book One 'y )s

\ 'TRUTH





