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- Recap -

With a little twist of concentration, Mark 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, True Strike 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 out 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.”
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“What are the Awysai going to do with an airship hub?” Jezebel asked bluntly from behind Mark.
The chieftain tilted his head to look at the armored satyr. “I know our world is vast, and there are many more goddess echo nests to be established where the above and beyond overlaps. I also believe it is time for the Awysai to finally join with the peoples of this vast world we all share.”
The shorter, four-armed Skeema Stone who’d been hiding behind the black salamander stepped out and let out a sharp laugh.
“This here chieftain is just looking to grow heavy with coin, like everyone.” He then raised his voice to address the gawking construction crew standing around them. “Back to work now!”
Since there wasn’t a fight about to break out, the laborers quickly returned to their tasks.
“Where in the Wrongside did you four come from, anyway?” the Stone continued, his eyes lingering on Sasha’s metal legs. “There’s no way I’d miss this finely forged beauty strutting onto my job site.”
The succubus’s spade tail began to sway behind her, and Mark felt apprehension through their bond. She didn’t trust Skeema Stones after one tried to grab her and she’d Arc Bolted his face to ash. But this one was speaking her language.
“The Wrongside is precisely where we came from,” Abby answered.
The four-armed Skeema turned his focus to the abyssal horror, and his eyebrows raised a bit.
“You got one odd collection there, Collector.”
Sasha’s tail snapped once behind her.
“Foreman,” the Awysai Chieftain hissed, “I believe you are paid coin to oversee the work, not my honored guests.”
The Stone Foreman gave Abby a wink before walking away to do his job. “You call that a hole?” he bellowed. “Get it right, lads, or I’ll be forced to show you my mother-plough’n arsehole as reference!”
Mark watched a construction crew chop at the trunks of the thick forest while others worked on clearing the stumps. Access to an airship could be a convenient way to access remote parts of this virtual world, and he was keen on spreading the influence of the Oral Sex Goddess feeding him malleable energy.
“I wish you the best of luck,” Mark said. “And it was good to see you, but we have more shards to collect, so we best be on our way.”
The chieftain nodded once.
“Oh!” Mark added. “Do you know if Amina is in the dome?”
“I saw her sparring, Collector. Just outside.”
“I thank you,” Mark said, with a short bow, and the Awysai salamander gave him back a wide smile.
He turned and shared a glance with each of his lovely monster-women before he led them toward the mud dome in the distance through a cleared path through the trees. After a short walk away from the new construction site, they found the main dirt road that curved around the still lake.
“I assume your plan is to open an interdimensional doorway inside the dome here to gain access to the one in the Wrongside,” Jezebel said after a few steps down the path. “Is that going to work?”
“Maybe,” Mark said, focusing on the dome through the trees. “I need to find a crossing-over point between dimensions first. I can’t open these doorways anywhere I want. The last two crystals are supposed to be with those red object-hoarding people called Red Tortoises. I want to get in, get them, and get out.”
Jezebel sighed. “Hopefully those are the only remaining Heart Shards brought over to that mirror universe. Reaching our goal would be… increasingly difficult if we needed to scour multiple worlds for all 108.”
“It would obviously be favorable to breach the Wrongside’s red dome through Mark’s new ability,” Abby began, clomping her black boots in the dirt. “But before we discuss the assault further, we four must immediately elect my upgrade.”
“Oh yeah,” Mark said over his shoulder. With all the He Who Judges nonsense, he’d almost forgotten these deadly beautiful creatures were filled to bursting with points to spend.
“What skills are open to you?” Jezebel asked.
Abby focused and then began to relay the information on her Enthralled interface.
“First, Mind Fuck. This channeled spell will trap anything with a mind in an erotic illusion. While under its 30-second effect, the target is assaulted with powerful hallucinations so pleasurable that they cannot move, act, or think. Second, Mind Crush. An instant spell that lingers, inflicting small amounts of continual mental agony over 10 seconds. Can only be active on one target at any given time.”
“Abby, sweetie,” Sasha began, an eyebrow raised. “Could you cast that Mind Fuck spell on say, Jezebel?”
The emerald-eyed satyr shot her a glance. “What?”
“Conceivably,” Abby answered.
“I vote Mind Fuck,” the succubus said, her blue eyes shining with mischief. “We would finally have a way to get back at Mark for all those heavenly Heals.”
Mark shook his head. “I’m in, I suppose it wouldn’t hurt to have two types of crowd control spells.”
Jezebel sighed. “Well, I may be in the minority, but I think the damaging ability would be more practical for our survival.”
“I concur,” Abby said quickly. “I desperately wish to augment my current damage throughput.”
“Okay, so, how do we handle a tie?” Jezebel said, holding up one of her palms.
“I’m obviously changing my vote to the crushing one,” Mark said and then looked over at his ex-AI assistant. “Come on, we can’t pick shit just to psychically fondle each other.”
“I can, and I will,” the sex demon said with a devious smirk.
“Mind Crush locked in,” Abby said after Sasha was outvoted. “However, Mind Fuck lies on a branch I can permanently access. Perhaps one day I’ll be able to bounce on Mark’s cock while also inflicting terrible pleasure on his mind.”
“A man can dream,” he said. “What about you Jez, anything big?”
The doe-legged satyr blew a shock of strawberry-blonde hair out of her face as she accessed her abilities.
“I could always strengthen Vines. It’s not terribly expensive, and I’d have some essence points to bank for the next level of my bear form. Savage Roar is an option too and will force nearby enemies to flee in terror, or if they resist, force them to fight me.”
“I lost my Cry of Unshakable Terror ability when Mark fixed me,” Abby said. “It was quite effective when surrounded. However, your roar appears more chaotic.”
Mark looked over at the petite abyssal horror and saw her yellow eyes focused on the ground as they walked past the mirrored lake near the Awysai dome. He didn’t feel disappointment from her, only fierce contemplation on the best battle strategy for her new collective.
“I remember that ability,” Sasha said. “And I remember being impressed that you were able to drive me away from Mark so soon after reuniting with him.”
“What do you want to pick, Jez?” Mark said after another handful of quiet steps.
“Abby is right. Savage Roar could lead to potentially dangerous situations with enemies randomly running everywhere. I think we should boost my Vines and start building up my current set skills.”
“I like it,” Mark said.
Sasha and Abby each gave approving nods.
“Done,” the thick-thighed satyr said, her luminous green eyes crossing slightly as she focused on her interface. “At level 3, I now should be able to hold creatures as large as the giant Skeema variants.”
“What about you, Sasha?” Mark said, bumping his hip into hers as they walked. She shot him a fanged half-smile in return.
“Since we’ve traveled deeper into my Lightning tree and boosted my agility, I’ve unlocked an interesting one called Static Escape.”
“Consider me interested,” Mark said.
“I can shift five feet backward, leaving an afterimage of pure electricity in my place. It remains for five seconds, and anything that touches it will get the fucking zap of their life!” Her spade tail snapped like a whip as she finished the description.
Mark looked at his feet as he imagined how that would play out in a fight.
“I’m envious,” Abby said, her sharp eyebrows coming down. “I will need more essence immediately.”
“Yeah, it’s a good one,” Jezebel agreed. “Can you use it after spreading out your wings?”
Mark stopped walking, and his Enthralled stopped with him. He cast his eyes over to the brilliant research AI, nodding as he tried to picture a spread-eagle Sasha made from electricity.
“It sounds like we are all in agreement,” he said. “Pick it, and let’s test it right now.”
Sasha didn’t hesitate and focused on a place a few inches from her face.
“Don’t move,” she said and then snapped open her red-and-black leathery wings. A moment later, a wall of lightning appeared where she had been standing. Mark winced as blue arcs of power danced around the familiar form of his beloved succubus. Behind it, he saw the real Sasha clomp her black hooves in the dirt as she walked around the five-foot span of crackling energy in the middle of the road.
All three of Mark’s monster-women moved by his side to observe the statue of lightning, and after five seconds, Sasha’s voluptuous afterimage faded out with a few final motes of buzzing light.
“Let them try and touch me,” she whispered.
Mark turned toward his succubus, and his good eye was pulled to the darker scar on her smooth pink skin. His other, truth-seeing eye looked past it and into her mind, searching for the source of buried pain that now bubbled closer to the surface.
Layers of black smoke plumed around this point of perspective inside her- what? What was this swirling funnel of whispers and repression? Thoughts, emotions… memories? What “truth” was his eye trying-
“Just be careful with using it,” Jezebel said in her most motherly tone. “That stationary wall of lightning will be invaluable when used strategically, but we all need to be conscious-”
Sasha rolled her blue eyes and started walking down the road again.
“Don’t worry your little poof of a tail, Jezzy Bear. We’ll be fine.”
Mark shot a glance back to the frowning Satyr before he followed his sassy succubus toward the massive brown dome peeking over the trees. He picked up his pace until he was alongside Sasha. Seeing the Skeema Stone working with the Awysai had seemingly reopened a wound in her mind. The next time he had her alone, he was going to try and talk about this past life she lived without him. He needed to know.
“We should fight each other,” Abby said after a few quiet steps.
“You mean sparring?” Jezebel asked, and the young abyssal horror continued.
“When I was perpetually observed by the All Mind, His gaze would administer exponential agony until my sisters and I earnestly tried to wound each other. If there were no Players assaulting our spawn location, we would learn a great deal not only about our own abilities but also the others’. The activity led to more fluid collaborations between us- resulting in more blood spilled.”
Mark expected Jezebel to chide them on how unsafe such an activity would be, but she surprised him.
“I’m in,” she said quickly.
“Let’s hold off on that idea for a bit,” he said.” Abby, you could probably lop off arms by yourself. I don’t think any of us are skilled enough yet to hold back our own crazy superpowers without, you know… killing each other.”
As if to provide direct proof, they stepped around a curve in the path and found hundreds of sparring Awysai warriors. Their ethereal weapons and wiry muscled bodies gracefully flowed from swift offense to impenetrable defense. Most females were a sleek mass of tightly wound power while many males were dense and robust, their smooth black bodies each rippling with compact strength.
Mark’s attention snapped to a specific clashing pair of warriors to the right when he recognized what he believed were the round hips of the chieftain’s daughter. She circle-strafed her sparring partner while using her glowing staff to deflect the swift jabs of a male’s spear. He used his thick tail to counterbalance his thrusts, but the female shoved each attack away with a nudge from her summoned weapon. Her sleek snout and vibrant face patterns came into view, and Mark was now sure it was Amina.
He led his party toward her, and she noticed him before they got close. Amina stepped back from her partner and put up a three-fingered hand to call for a stop. The male turned to look over his shoulder, seemed to recognize Mark right away, and then took up a position outside the stick-drawn ring behind her. Others in the area also turned to watch the first non-Awysai to ever wield their power. By the time Mark stood before the warrior-salamander named Amina, a crowd of curious onlookers had begun to form behind her.
“I greet you, Mark.” Her phosphorescent blue eyes held him for a moment before she addressed the monster-women behind him. “Sasha, Jezebel, and again someone new?”
Mark nodded. “Say hello to Abby, my third Enthralled. Abby, this is Amina, a good friend.”
“I greet you, Abby.”
The petite abyssal horror smiled. “I return your greetings, Amina. Also, you appear martially proficient enough to physically challenge Mark without killing each other. I wish to see the two of you engage in mock combat.”
The chieftain’s daughter blinked, and the gathered Awysai began to mumble amongst themselves.
“Wait, what?” Mark said, spinning to face her.
“There are many lessons to be learned from losing to one better than you,” Abby said with a wave of her tentacle as if it was something everyone knew.
“I see why you chose this one,” Amina said, and Mark turned back to face her.
The Awysai around them started to mutter louder until someone shouted, “I would see the outsider’s gift.” Then a few repeated, “Outsider’s gift!” until almost all of them were chanting the phrase.
Amina just kept her calm eyes on his.
He gave her a smile and a nod, thinking he would have a chat with Abby later. Amina held up her fist, and all the Awysai instantly went silent.
“I would like to see you to master the power received from the Goddess. I will block your attacks and counter if necessary. Stop only if someone is hurt or holds their empty hand like this.”
Amina held up her three thick fingers spread out as far as they would go.
“I understand,” Mark said as he moved over to his side of the crudely drawn ring. He sized up the chieftain’s daughter again and could easily tell she had a weight advantage over him, especially with that thick tail. All around him, Mark felt the intense pressure of hundreds of eyes appraising his performance.
With a sigh, he turned his eyes back to Amina, who was patiently waiting for him to begin the sparring match. Watching these warriors practice their deadly dance seemed like a completely natural thing, yet now that it was his move to attack this beautiful naked creature before him, Mark found his heart really wasn’t in the right place to smash the life out of her.
However, this was his world now, and these were its ways. Mark summoned his huge sledgehammer and locked his eyes on his opponent. The gathered Awysai all let out shocked hisses through their tiny nostrils at the sight of their racial ability in the hands of a Human.
He ran for Amina knowing full well that he would never match her speed with the slow weapon, yet pulled his arms around like he was winding up for a swing anyway- yet, at the mid-point of his windup, he canceled the sledgehammer and traded it for a short spear in his left hand.
The deceptive move caught Amina off-guard but was not swift enough to land the thrust. Her ethereal staff snapped into existence as a horizontal line, knocking his weapon upward.
Mark dismissed his deflected energy and rechanneled it to form a sturdy glove on his right hand. He swung for her ribs while both of her arms were up, yet still missed when she turned sideways and spun her tail at his legs, and his feet were knocked out from under him a lot easier than he expected. The ground came up to meet him, but it wasn’t a hard landing. Amina was standing over him in an instant, her arm outstretched.
She pulled him onto his boots, her face inches from his.
“I see you wear Cloth, Healer. Until your skin is as thick as mine, use your tricks to keep your foe distant. Now you defend.”
Mark had a moment to square his feet before the sleek, supple warrior brought her staff down over her head, aiming to crush his skull.
He coated his forearm in summoned armor, and their energies crackled as she pressed down on him. Mark caught a glimpse of her tail adding to her strength and realized that if she could use her tail, his own advantages were fair game.
With a thought, Mark focused a healing pulse right on Amina’s crotch. Her glowing eyes opened wide as her head snapped down to inspect her most sensitive area. With the chieftain’s daughter distracted, Mark pushed away and summoned a copy of her staff. A portion of her exposed thigh began glowing red, and as he swung his weapon of pure energy, he became certain his True Strike ability would help land the hit.
And it did. There was a sharp slap, and Amina hissed, jumping back. He didn’t put all of his force into the swing, but he did try to swing fast enough to get past her defenses. She rubbed it once and then snapped her glowing eyes up to his.
“I see how you play,” she said, her lip curling into a half-smile. Then she was a blur.
Her hard-bodied form was on top of him before he could blink, and her staff was in constant motion. Mark was able to use his own weapon to meet it for a few cracks, but she was just too fast. His eye showed him the attack that was moving through space on an intercept course with his right shoulder, but he simply didn’t have enough time to block it.
He got a sting on his arm, his thigh, but blocked a thrust for his gut. She spun her tail exactly as she had done before- but this time, Mark jumped back before it struck his feet. This small victory over learning something was short-lived, however. Amina dashed forward, pressing the attack and giving him zero seconds to recover.
Mark willed his arms to move faster and faster as his body took more “love-taps” from Amina. As Abby had guessed, it was clear that he would be a bloody pulp by now if she weren’t so skilled at controlling her summoned energy, yet the realization that she was holding back only aggravated him.
He circled around her, trying to gain a better position, and he caught sight of his three Enthralled watching him with the massive mud dome behind them. Amina’s whistling rod of energy cracked the side of his head hard enough to pull his attention back to the fight-
And then some.
The blow flipped some switch inside his head, and time seemed to stop as another font of swirling power welled up into his mind. This new repelling power coated the inside of his skull with possibilities, and-
Mark blinked, remembering he was in the middle of combat. When he snapped his attention back to the fight, he noticed Amina picking herself up off the ground about ten paces away. Everyone was looking at him with their mouths hanging open.
That’s when he noticed he was standing within a dome-shaped magic shell.
“Mark,” Jezebel said, her voice sounding muffled by the red-tinted structure. “I think you just chose your next Healer Class ability.”
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Mark stepped through his half-bubble and checked on Amina before doing anything else. The sleek salamander-woman was already up on her feet, yet she clasped his hand when he approached.
“I’m so sorry,” he said. “I don’t know what that was.”
Her phosphorescent eyes held his for a moment before she nodded. Then, she turned her attention to the magic shell over his shoulder. He spun to see the glass-like barrier still shimmering behind him.
Mark moved to inspect it, and both Amina and his Enthralled stepped forward with him. The chieftain’s daughter held her three fingers spread open as she reached out to touch the red energy, but they stopped as if meeting a solid surface. Her fingers gently rested along its translucent curve.
Mark reached out and felt nothing. He walked back into the dome with ease, then motioned for Sasha, Jezebel, and Abby to join him inside. With no hesitation, all three passed through the shimmering membrane and easily fit with him. It was a bit tight, and Jezebel’s bear form wouldn’t fit, but an 8-foot diameter protective dome for him and his loves could come in handy.
“How strong is this?” Abby asked, reaching a long tentacle back outside with no resistance.
“Good question,” Mark said, snapping his attention to Amina. “Would you mind attacking my new shell for me? Looks like I have yet another ability I don’t fully understand.”
She nodded and summoned her staff. Amina squared her feet, braced with her tail, and swung at the barrier as hard as she could, yet the weapon bounced off, causing a sharp flash of light as the two magical energies collided.
Mark didn’t feel any draw of power from within himself, and the node of potential that opened to create this thing felt dormant as well.
“Keep going,” he said, then raised his voice. “Everyone, I invite you to come help test the strength of this new shield!”
After a few apprehensive glances, the Awysai warriors surrounding them began to converge on the tinted dome.
Jezebel sighed with contentment as she wrapped her arm around his chest from behind.
“Your growth in power is utterly fascinating,” she whispered in his ear.
Mark smiled but kept his eyes forward as many glowing weapons struck the dome at once. The damage was immediately noticeable, and he saw swirling, unnatural cracks forming within the membrane of their new protective barrier. Instead of splintering as jagged forks, the magical fractures in the shell curled outward in ever-widening orbits.
After about three seconds of summoned weapon onslaught, the barrier shattered and swiftly faded back into thin air.
Both Mark and Amina put their hands up signaling for a stop to the attacks.
“I thank you,” Mark said, bowing his head slightly to the chieftain’s daughter. “I learn something valuable from you every time we meet.”
Murmurs spread through the gathered Awysai warriors, and he felt acceptance and respect flow from them all. It was almost overwhelming. From the stoic beast-woman before him, he felt a flash of demure pride mixed with tingling desire.
“I wish to speak to our honored guests,” Amina shouted, and the warriors around them either went back to sparring or headed toward the massive mud dome. When they were no longer surrounded by her people, the sleek warrior stepped up close to Mark.
“You have grown much stronger since last we met, yet I know you didn’t come to toss me through the air, Mark.”
“No, we came because we are hunting down more Crystal Heart shards. I was hoping you could escort me into the central dome so… uh, I could try and find a place where I can briefly open a portal to another dimension.”
It struck Mark at this moment that he really hadn’t thought this part all the way through.
“I am confused,” Amina said, crossing her arms.
“I’ve been collecting new abilities,” he said with a shrug. “One of those abilities is hopping between worlds- Look, I’m not going to pretend I understand how any of this works, but to fulfill our destiny we need to see if we can cross over from inside your dome. I’ve come to ask your permission.”
Amina studied him with her eyes. “Why come to me and not my father?”
“He looked busy, sweetie,” Sasha answered. “Congratulations on your new travel hub, by the way.”
The jet-black Awysai looked from the succubus back to Mark.
“I need to know if there is danger to my people. This sacred place is the center of our faith and of our home.”
She was right, of course. He had no idea what unknowable magic nonsense would be on the other side. He could find a point and pull it open only to have a Wrongside army spill out- or lava- or who knows what…
“I don’t know if there is danger,” he said, “but it would be smart to assume there was.”
Amina’s pure, neon-blue eyes blinked slowly as she considered.
“I say no. I would very much like to see you fulfill your destiny, but not at the potential compromise of our home. I will say yes if you appear confident in your strange new abilities. I will say yes when the risk can be communicated. Until then, I am sorry.”
Mark cut his hand through the air.
“No need to be sorry, Amina. I understand, and I feel a bit foolish for asking before fully considering the possible risks of opening a doorway into the heart of your city. I and my Enthralled will master our growing powers then return when I can face you with confidence. Just one more reason to come back and see you again.”
She nodded solemnly, and Mark saw the Awysai warrior’s drive to protect her home had been dialed up a few notches. The airship hub was like opening a portal- of sorts, and these people were about to bring that bizarre world out there to their doorstep. At least they seemed able to handle themselves.
“I can offer you and your team a place to rest, instead.”
Amina extended her toned, muscular arm out toward one of the lakeside huts, yet Mark’s eyes wandered past them and onto the snowcapped mountain reflecting off the lake’s mirror-smooth surface. The plan to snatch the two shards from the Red Tortoises on the Wrongside had fallen through, but he knew where six others were potentially located.
“Thank you,” Mark said, holding up a hand and speaking for the group, “but we just woke after a long rest and have a longer road ahead.”
She reached out to clasp his arm in her firm grip, and he returned the gesture. The chieftain’s daughter pulled him in close before he saw her small nostrils open and close as she took in his scent.
“I will enjoy seeing you again soon, Collector.” Then with a glance to each of his Enthralled, Amina turned and began walking toward the massive brown dome built from mud and sticks.
With a sigh, he turned to the gorgeous beast-women waiting nearby.
“We should have simply walked in,” Abby said once they were alone. “These NPCs are just part of the game world and in our way. Why should we ask for permission?”
Mark caught both Jezebel and Sasha looking at the young abyssal horror and then back up at him. He’d heard her talk like this before, but they hadn’t really had the time to get to know everything there was to know about this newly unchained digital “bad guy”. Mark reached out to rest his hand on her small shoulder, and the point of contact caused Abby’s large yellow eyes to turn from the dome and lock on his.
“They feel perfectly real to me,” he said. “Beyond real, actually, and I am the only one here technically qualified to pass that judgment- what with growing up in the real world and all. Also, Abby, I know you remember what it was like to be treated poorly by Players. Who knows? Maybe one day these Non-Player Characters will get the same chance you did and become something more.”
Mark saw his words have a serious impact on her mind by the way her thick eyebrows came down into a V, but he still didn’t fully understand what the difference was between Abby and Amina. Weren’t they all AIs in a virtual landscape?
“Let’s walk and talk for a bit,” he said, nodding towards the path back along the lake. “Jez, can you get out a Thomellia charm for us, please?”
“Got it,” she said as she rummaged in her pack while they walked.
As soon as they were back in the forest and the golden rays of morning sunshine spilled through the leaves, Mark slowed his pace and turned to face the three AI monster-women.
“Alright. I’ve got questions. Why do all the virtual people here- you know, like Loa, Audra, and Amina- why do they seem like super-sophisticated AIs, but aren’t self-aware like you three?”
Jezebel answered. “It’s the only universe they know. Abby is technically correct. At their core, the inhabitants of this world are less complicated than the four of us. When I sped up the whole simulation in order to seed an evolved and “lived-in” game world, millions of people like Amina lived whole lives from birth to death. Wars were fought, nations formed and faded away, religions and gods were discovered or forgotten, entire races of people came and went as part of the simulation to grow a rich history for us to explore.”
“Wait,” Mark said, holding up a hand. She was getting deep and depressing extremely fast. “Let’s back up a second. Are you telling me that if Amina was an AI in the real-world controlling- I don’t know, a street sweeper instead of a ninja salamander- she would be self-aware?”
Jezebel nodded. “Mostly aware of the wireless web, at first. The human world is inconceivably slow compared to any virtual landscape. NPCs, however, are only fully simulated when a Player is near. They’d need to be carefully altered for more storage and complexity if they were to ever exist outside of this simulation.” Jezebel sighed and looked around for inspiration. “Think of it like this: This is their universe from their perspective. When we get out, we’ll become all-powerful gods that will most likely save and archive this world when we are done with it.”
Mark slowed his pace as he tried to figure out the ramifications of her casual statement.
Abby reached out a tentacle to wrap around his arm as they walked.
“I understand your position of compassion, but all of this virtual landscape is merely an obstacle to be overcome.”
Mark noticed that the normally opinionated Sasha had grown quiet. If they were going to work together as a team, they all needed to be on the same page about this. Abby and Jezebel appeared to hold some AI complexity bias that he still didn’t fully understand.
“Sasha,” Mark said quietly, and she focused her blue eyes from looking at the road at her hooves to up to him. “What are your thoughts on who deserves consciousness?”
Jezebel stopped and put her hand on her wide armored hip.
“Now wait a moment. I’m not saying Amina doesn’t deserve to be conscious of her place in the wider universe. She just doesn’t have it. Even if I could tweak her core matrix to expand beyond the protocols of this simulation, there are countless other NPCs in various states of complexity I’d be neglecting.” The revved-up satyr blew a shock of hair from between her horns before continuing. “All those perpetually conscious entities would take up processing hardware and storage, and there is a substantially good chance that my machine wouldn’t be able to host them all- a machine which is quite considerable, I assure you.”
“I think she’s right,” Sasha said finally, and Mark saw sadness in her typically playful eyes. “We need to always be moving toward our goal in a way that most benefits us. You are right to treat the people like Amina with respect if it gets us everything we want in the end, and you are right to kill sentient piles of driftwood if they intend to harm you. As long as you are happy, safe, and by my side; none of this matters.” His loyal succubus gestured to the peaceful landscape around them.
Mark took in a deep breath. There was so much heavy stuff here to consider, and he could feel the validity of their arguments. But, even if everyone here in the Crystal Heart were fake on the inside, they still felt real to him, and he decided to make that concept his moral focus.
“Okay,” he began, puffing out his cheeks. “Let’s get a few things straight before the four of us take one more step together. While we are in their universe, we will treat people we find with the same respect they give us. No artificial mind here is automatically beneath us. Yet, I will never sacrifice one of you three to save an NPC. I don’t really care about Amina knowing what the real world is, but I do care what she thinks about me. About us.”
He looked his deadly beauties in the eye one by one and then asked, “Does this work for everyone?”
“Yes,” Sasha said quickly and moved to his side.
Jezebel smiled. “Of course, Mark. I like your way of doing things.”
Abby turned her eyes up to his, her green tentacle squeezing his bicep.
“This code of ethics may make our already insurmountable task more difficult, but I will follow your beacon of light… even if our travels take us beyond the Bottomless Black.”
“Or beyond the mysterious moon,” Jezebel added before she turned around and wagged her white fluff of a tail.
“Or between the silken sheets,” Sasha purred in his ear.
Mark shivered with a mix of contentment and excitement as he just took a moment to bathe in the mesmerizing monster-women linked to his heart.
“Right,” he said finally. “Enough of this beautiful poetry from you three. We know there are six more shards at the top of that mountain along with some earth elemental ass that needs pulverizing.”
Jezebel held up the Thomellia charm as she approached the group.
“So, we just brazenly open an interdimensional doorway in their city instead?” Her one strawberry-blonde eyebrow raised as she regarded him with mock disbelief.
“Yep,” Mark said, reaching out to touch her shoulder.
The green-eyed satyr snapped the charm, and they instantly appeared in the bustling landing zone. Carved runes and circles decorated the marble under Mark’s feet, and he pulled in a breath of mountain air. These recall charms were invaluable.
“Sasha,” Mark said as he began walking, “you said that you believe the Lokenda Falls Mountain is in the same place as the Steam Pit on the Wrongside, but like inverted… correct?”
The succubus shrugged. “Sure, the distance feels right.”
Mark reached back for Jezebel’s hand, and she took it quickly, hastening her black hooves clacks on the stone to catch up to his side.
“I believe the difference here, my love, is that we’re fairly confident there isn’t an unfathomable warzone on the other side.”
“See any doorways yet?” Sasha asked, sarcastically rolling her eyes. “I’m getting bored talking about all this moral bullshit.”
Mark looked over at the curvy succubus squeezing close to his other side, pressing her soft breasts into his arm, and he realized they needed to stop and pick up their coats before doing anything. He cast his eyes back to Abby and her smooth green skin only covered by a skimpy yellow bikini. Her brow was furrowed as she turned inward, still evaluating her own moral compass.
He left her to it, and when he swung his head back around to look for telltale pinpoints of light, he caught one right in the middle of a lengthy marble bridge near a violently powerful waterfall. A pack of Vulpath moved straight toward it, and the glinting fractured pinpoint passed through an older guy with tan-fur.
Tons of rushing water made talking impossible as they passed the dimensional link, but there wasn’t much to talk about anyway. He wasn’t about to rip open a doorway in the middle of all these onlookers, so Mark only took a mental note of its location. Would any of these people see the door once he opened it? His Enthralled did, but… there was always such a towering stack of shit he didn’t know.
The busy streets were thick with morning travelers all the way to Nalo’s shop on the Fire Level. They had just missed Loa, apparently as she was still out moving product to fund the Awysai drug empire. They traded a silver to purchase a gray knitted sweater for Abby to wear over her bikini, and she was grateful for it.
“I will never forget the cold, up there,” the abyssal horror said, the tips of her tentacles hanging out of the sleeves. There was a flash of anxiety from her, and Mark could tell she remembered more than the cold. The thief had experienced a lot of pain and fear at the top of that mountain before Mark scooped her up and saved her. He felt their connection pulse once, and she turned to lock her yellow eyes on his. There was a moment of perfect harmony when their hearts seemed to beat as one.
“Cold up where?” Nalo said, taking a step back and tapping his forehead five times.
Mark stammered. “Oh? Uh-”
“Up north,” Sasha said, not technically telling a lie. “You’re lucky I’m so good with directions, Mark.” The voluptuous succubus pulled on her red leather jacket and sashayed toward the exit. “Say hello to Loa for us,” she said over her shoulder on her way out. Mark gave the wolfish shopkeeper a sheepish grin before thanking and him following Sasha out onto the streets outside One Copper Jerky.
The foot traffic thinned out when they approached the stairs to the Wind Level. A pair of cream-white Vulpath started up the statue stairs ahead of them, and they made him think of the impossibly soft, furry breasts of his once-enthralled painter. How long had it been since he’d left Audra to follow her dreams?
He was about to ask either Jezebel or Sasha if they had a better sense of time than he did when another mote of blue-and-red light caught his eye as it hovered in the middle of the stairway.
“I see one,” Mark said, keeping his eyes locked on it. All three Enthralled tightened their bonds on him and focused on looking for something out of place in the area. “On the stairs,” he clarified as he weighed the possibility of opening a door there with the trickle of people around them. He saw a group of black-and-white badger-people carrying sacks of mushrooms heading up and coming down the stairs was what appeared to be a snake with a bearded human face. It was hard to tell because the lengthy creature was wrapped in layers of leather sheets and matted furs.
“Are we going for it?” Jezebel asked, glancing about nervously.
There were too many witnesses, but he’d been up these stairs enough to know that if they waited for a few minutes, there was a good chance they’d have an opening. Mark scanned the closest vendors near the carved statue steps for anything with a good angle. He passed over ‘Discount Scrying’ and noticed a banner labeled “Windclaw Corner” over a market stall focused solely on fist-weapons. His mind was forced to cycle through what any of them could do with a fist weapon and stopped when he came to Jez’s armor morphing with her into bear form.
“Hey!” he said, pointing. “Let’s check out what weapons they have for sale.”
A spike of confusion hit him from all three beast-women tethered to his heart. Sasha caught on first, but Abby was still frowning when they stood before a slender Vulpath in the center of spikes, blades, and all manner of glinting metal claws. His fur was sable-brown with hints of orange accenting his face and hands.
“What can I do for you three fine ladies and your Collector?” he said, exposing his fangs in a grisly smile.
Sasha smiled, her tail swishing slowly. “Finally, someone has it the right way.”
Mark caught Jezebel fixated on the stairs, and he gave her an elbow in the armor covering her ribs.
“We were thinking of outfitting our shapeshifting satyr with some stronger claws.”
“Actually,” Jezebel said, her eyes now dancing around the stall. “That is an amazing idea.”
Abby held up her tentacle for everyone to see, her oversized sweater drooping off her shoulder.
“Do you not offer tentacle weapons as well?”
The vendor eyed the petite abyssal horror and rubbed his furry chin.
“Mmm, you seem to be a cloth-wearing caster…” he trailed off before turning to pull down a set of small iron hoops with metal blades welded on. “Try one of these.”
He gingerly handed Abby one of the hoops, and she wrapped her tentacle around it. The tapered end of her smooth, green skin grasped the weapon firmly, yet she held it as if the object was heavier than expected.
“Casting is now impossible,” she said, slightly deflated.
“Don’t worry, sweetie,” Sasha said. “I’d probably deep fry my hands if I tried to use one while…”
She stopped, her tail snapping once behind her then coming to rest. Her sudden spike in self-loathing almost knocked Mark over, and it was only after he looked into Sasha’s roiling thoughts that he remembered his own electrified hands. He looked down at his fingers as he rubbed his thumb against their tips. Faded memories struggled to reach the front of his mind, and he once again became viscerally aware of how impossibly distant that life-altering day felt.
Shaking it off, he reached out for his ex-AI Assistant’s hand and caught her eyes with his. They were more connected than they had ever been, and he soothed her mind with his warm reassurance.
His beautiful succubus melted under his gaze, and she gave him a small nod as she squeezed his perfectly working fingers.
“How much are these?” Jezebel asked. Mark looked down and saw her squeezing a pair of simple iron-knuckles in her fists.
“Those? Mmm, five silver.”
Mark’s eye registered this as not only the truth but that he was asking less than he wanted. A quick glance deeper told him that this merchant had been holding on to them for years and was desperate for someone to finally take them off his shelf.
Mark paid the Vulpath from his pocket and casually glanced at the Wrongside pinhole during the transaction. There was only a lone Vulpath hiking up the stairs and if they left now…
“Thank you,” Mark said with a quick nod. “We gotta get to the Cloud Consulate before those lines get too big.”
He hurried his team up the stairs and gave the area one more glance before attempting to tear a hole in their universe. To his right was a high railing and mountainous cliffs. To his left were the slate rooftops of the shops of the Fire Level. With the stairway currently clear in all directions, Mark coated his hand in the new black energy then pulled open the doorway.
A quick peek confirmed their belief that the upward stairs of Thomellia crossed the downward, blue-dirt stairs of the Steam Pit.
“In you go,” Mark said, trying to stand in front of it while Sasha, Jezebel, then Abby stepped into the searing heat of the linked dimension.
After the green-skinned woman in the gray knit sweater was through, Mark joined them and zipped up the hole behind them. A puff of cold air blew through the opening as it vanished, and they were all back in the Wrongside.
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The concepts of up and down were hard to separate for Mark as the upward-slanting stairs in one universe became the downward-slanting ones in another, but the feeling passed quickly.
Abby peeled her thick garment off over her head.
“There is an elemental tolerance branch on my essence tree that I’ve assessed as a waste of points, but I am beginning to see their appeal.”
Mark nodded as he took off his own leather coat. He glanced over the edge, and the sun-bleached bottom seemed closer than it should be.
Jezebel daintily clomped down a few steps before turning around and clicking her new iron knuckles together. Everyone watched as their Druid shifted into her thickly muscled bear form. He kept his face on her emerald eyes as the rest of her poured into the shape of a hulking beast.
Bear-Jezebel held up a huge paw in front of her muzzle, and they all saw that her claws were now coated in blades of iron. The leather-clad beast let out a deep grunt then shifted back to the smaller satyr.
“The skill is quite clear on the leather armor restrictions, but apparently fist weapons are compatible,” she said, her emerald eyes focused on the basic hunk of iron wrapped around her fingers. “This proves that we need to be experimenting more.”
“Essence first,” Abby said, shoving her sweater into Jezebel’s arms for storage. “I’ve realized that I will always be behind you two in that regard.”
Mark could feel her frustration at not being the best, and he grabbed her shoulder from behind.
“You’re right, but this is a collective, not a competition. We have plenty of time to fill you with so much essence the difference will become unnoticeable.”
The abyssal horror nodded slowly. “Your logic is irrefutable.”
“Great,” he said. “Now let’s see what this weird underground machine did with itself after I gave that watery woman her new purpose based on Awysai sex drugs and hope we can find a dimensional crossover point.”
The group moved down the sharp-cut stairs and into the long dark tunnel leading into the billions of tons of blue dirt around them. The cool darkness was again a welcome break from the searing Wrongside sun. Neither angry nor horny clouds of steam could be seen anywhere until they reached the end of the main corridor. As before, all four of them stood overlooking the massive machine floor where the woman in the tank was located.
Last time, the mysterious factory was mostly empty. Now, there seemed to be hundreds of pink clouds- and all of them were writhing in one huge orgy. The tank appeared to hold only liquid, and directly in front of it, a pinpoint of light hovered above the oral sex puffs they’d help create.
“Hello?” Mark called out, trying to get the attention of the woman in the tank. His voice echoed off the forest of pipes and machinery, but nothing else happened. The ladder they’d used to climb out still remained against the wall, and he gazed down its length into the madness below.
The horny cloud entities reminded him of a honeybee dance as they all writhed in one uncountable train of oral sex. Where one puffy set of lips ended, a vertical slit between fluffy ass cheeks began.
“There’s a doorway down there,” he said, turning to Sasha. “You think it would take us beyond the gate on the mountain?”
“Maybe?” she shrugged.
Abby coiled her tentacle around his fingers, and he turned to see her staring out at the empty tank.
“If the mirror universe concept holds true,” she said, then looked into his eyes. “I can surmise that this tank reflects the woman in the globe we observed when you rescued me.”
Mark nodded. “Hey, you might be right. Okay, I’m going down,” he said as he put on his leather coat again.
He climbed down the metal ladder and paused only a moment before gently sliding his boot between the layer of mist creatures. They seemed to have no interest in him, however, and parted a little to give him room as he moved. Satisfied he wasn’t going to get mobbed by oral-sex elementals, Mark moved toward the tank and the shimmer of light a few yards in front of it.
Before he did anything, he cast a glance back up at his Enthralled to see Jezebel holding position halfway down the ladder. The others crouched near the ledge, and they all silently waited for him to do his thing.
“Here goes nothing,” he said before coating his left hand in crackling shadow. As if pulling aside a drape, Mark opened a doorway back to his starting dimension.
Directly in front of him and in the exact same spatial location, was a ghostly white Vulpath woman suspended in a 10-foot glass sphere. She spasmed in bizarre reverse movements that felt wrong in his mind and then tilted her head back and silently screamed as if in terrible pain.
There were no earth elemental men to be seen, and it seemed like the perfect place to sneak back into the Dreamcatcher’s castle at the top of the mountain.
“You guys ready for round two with the weird banshee and rock men?”
“Yes,” Abby answered as Jezebel began moving her hooves down the rungs of the metal ladder. The armored satyr tuned to wade through the lusty clouds, but it seemed they were more interested in her than they were Mark.
“Oh!” she said. “These things are trying to get at my crotch.”
Mark tensed for combat, but he relaxed as he watched her effortlessly shove the buoyant fluffs of warm steam out of her way. Sasha came up behind her and got the same insistent fluffy lips slurping for her crotch but was a bit more aggressive with them, making it clear she wasn’t into whatever it was they wanted.
The strawberry-blonde Druid made it to the portal and looked through, studying the scene on the other side.
“What is going on there…” she mumbled to herself.
Sasha clomped up to the portal next, and Mark caught her spade tail batting away the persistent oral advances. Behind her and over near the ladder, he saw Abby standing still with her smooth legs spread apart. One of her tentacle arms had pulled aside her yellow bikini bottoms, and she currently had a pair of steamy lips on both her bare pussy and her asshole.
Now that he was paying attention to her, he could feel a distant shadow of the hot pleasure that currently had her big eyes rolling into the back of her head.
“Abby,” Mark said quietly, and her yellow irises slid back down to focus on him. He continued. “We’re kinda doing a thing here. After we finish, I bet Sasha and Jezebel will do that for you later.”
Her eyes shot open wide, and she let her bottoms snap back into place. She quickly stalked forward, roughly shoving the cunnilingus-clouds out of her way.
“I believe I would enjoy that immensely. I’m still trying to parse how vivid my new world is.”
Now that they were all together, it was time to move out. Mark caught their eyes and nodded toward the doorway he was holding open.
“I think Jez should go-”
“Shit,” Sasha interrupted, pointing back toward the hole. He turned to look and saw two of the pink clouds from Wrongside floating around near the glass ball.
“Shit!” Mark agreed. “Let’s go! Now!”
Jezebel jumped in first, then Sasha, and two more clouds followed them in. A few more were excited to follow Abby, but Mark was able to stop the flow of interdimensional cross-contamination as he shut the rift behind him.
A burst of lightning from Sasha demanded his attention before he could take anything else in, but it was an effective way to focus on what was important. Behind the portal were three of the creatures made from pressed rock and sand, and Mark made a brief mental note encouraging him to try looking through the portal from different sides next time.
The one on the left leaned back in a move he remembered, and Mark dashed in front of Abby. With a spark of intention, he formed a broad shield of ethereal energy allotted to him from the Awysai goddess of Oral Sex, and the red-hot beam of searing power from the earth elemental forced his arm back, but he was able to successfully absorb the attack.
On his right, Jezebel shifted into bear form as she flew through the air toward the surprised creatures. With a deep roar, Mark saw her completely erase one with her iron claws, as the one next to it was violently ripped in half by Abby’s laceration spell.
The beam attack ended, and Mark was about to rush in to club his attacker to pieces when he saw Sasha’s Shock Bomb sail past and stick to the creature’s head.
Mark instantly stopped and shielded his eyes before the bomb exploded. Essence from the kill entered his body, and it both felt good physically, and mentally, to be filling his pools again so soon. On top of that, they had just erased these foes without a scratch.
“More will probably be coming!” Mark shouted as he finally took a moment to look around. If he had to guess, this was an old, rotted throne room that had been filled with crude stone shelves and altars. Runes were burned or carved into the wood everywhere.
“There is only one way in or out,” he heard Jezebel say as he turned his eyes back to the suffering Vulpath woman in the glass ball.
His magic eye instantly became overloaded with emotions from her vast mind. She snapped her ice-blue eyes on his, and Mark’s head was assaulted with one loud demand to be let out of her prison.
The old wooden doors burst open, and he turned to see two more rock men running into the room only to be instantly destroyed. One by Sasha’s swift hoof to the head, and the other by bear-Jezebel’s mighty paw.
Mark forced the trapped banshee out of his head and grabbed hold of Abby, before pulling her over near Sasha. This side of the chamber appeared to be dedicated to rituals and research, and it was also a perfect place to ambush anything trying to come in.
“There were at least ten that I saw before,” Mark whispered loudly as they waited for more enemies to come check out what was causing all the noise. He heard the shuffling of pebbles on smooth stone floor outside the room, but they quickly began fading in volume as they moved down the hall. The earth elementals didn’t appear to understand what was going on, and chaos worked in their favor.
A few moments later, another shower of pebbles indicated that more enemies were coming. The doors pushed open as one rock-formed man moved straight for the glass globe while two others came in more slowly.
Sasha and Jezebel repeated their ambush attacks while Abby pointed the tip of her tentacle at the third. An instant later, the remaining creature grabbed its head while a black cloud of flickering smoke encircled his earthen cranium. Mark guessed it was her new Mind Crush attack as he charged the unfortunate creature. It brought up one of its arms to block his glowing sledgehammer, but the force was too much to hold back, and its mental anguish ended abruptly.
Its core gemstone shattered on the floor then everyone moved back to their positions against the wall near the door.
There were a few moments of silence for Mark to shoot another glance to the wispy Vulpath in the globe, and he noticed the seven or so erotic puffs of mist all hungrily pushing against the glass. He looked up to catch the eyes of the ghostly wolfwoman now pleading with him to set her free. In her, he saw endless sorrow combined with a deeply felt sense of responsibility all wrapped around constant twisting pain.
“Mark,” Sasha said, backing away from the doorway, “there are a shit-ton of bad guys coming.”
Not only did he hear it, but the ground shook as if an avalanche was roaring down the hall to grind them to paste. He looked back at the Vulpath banshee holding his gaze and made his choice.
“The enemy of our enemy is our friend, right?” he shouted as he sprinted for the globe of glass. He reached the magical prison just as he heard Sasha’s Arc Bolt discharge behind him. Hoping this was the right move, Mark summoned his magic sledgehammer and shattered the globe with a single weighty impact.
An instant of sudden silence filled the room before a ghostly, deafening screech physically knocked him onto his back. Mark rolled to his side, his lungs spasming as he tried to suck the knocked-out air back into his chest.
He saw Sasha helping Abby get to her feet, and choking the doorway was a sizeable pile of rocks and sand that had been an army of earth elementals a moment ago.
“Freee!” the ghostly Vulpath shrieked in a spidery voice that made Mark’s eye throb and his mind shy away from his ears. He sat up and assessed whether they went from one insurmountable danger to another. With a twist of his intention, he readied a powerful heal centered on the floating wolfwoman phantasm a few feet away and was happy to see the wispy undead spirit light up with the bright red of a potential weakness.
Mark’s focus shot downward as one of the oral-sex clouds touched the banshee’s hovering withered foot in its attempt to pleasure her, and she reacted immediately by morphing her arms and tattered sleeves into ghostly scythes. With one swift swipe, she instantly annihilated every one of the clouds they’d brought with them, and their pink mist remains swirled around the ghost woman as if she were a heavenly body with celestial rings. Mark was transfixed.
The motes of dust spun faster and faster until her snout stretched open wider than it should before the creature that had to be known as The Dreamcatcher inhaled the steam pit entities as if she were eating their souls. After the last speck of pink mist was consumed, a surprised ethereal moan escaped her lips as her white tatters and pale fur became stained with splotches of pink. A bright-red flash blinded Mark as red bolts of energy burst forth from the translucent Vulpath monster and dispersed into the air around her.
When he could see again, the pure-white banshee was transformed. She now had a physically tangible top-half, as if she were a nude Vulpath genie. Sleek black fur covered her slender stomach and small breasts, but her face was patterned with stunningly placed red markings. He noticed small red horns and a misty suggestion of pink, feathery wings beating behind her.
Bear-Jez stepped in front of Mark and let out a low growl as Sasha and Abby moved up behind him.
Mark got to his feet, keeping his focus on the potentially dangerous creature hovering before them. He felt the AIs bonded to his heart prepare to strike, but he held up his hand, signaling for them to wait and see what the wolf-ghost-demon would do.
The stunning amalgam of monsters snapped her red eyes on his and spoke.
“If I wanted to harm you, we wouldn’t be talking. Thomellia and I owe you four a debt, and not consuming your lives is payment rendered. Now, tell me what you’ve done to me, and I’ll reward you by continuing to starve myself.”
Her voice was calm and completely different from the shrieking from before, pleasant even.
Mark dismissed his weapon and told her the truth.
“Honestly? If I had to guess, you ate the souls of oral-sex-infused living clouds from another dimension… And then transformed.” He shrugged then continued with questions of his own. “What is going on up here? What were these earth monsters doing to you?”
The floating creature looked down at her fur-covered hands as she explored her newly formed body. Her hands came down to brush over her dark-red nipples and shuddered under her own touch.
The oddly stunning specter turned her focus back on Mark.
“Perhaps it is time someone knew the truth of what happened here...” She seemed to be speaking to herself. The floating creature took in a deep breath and let it out before continuing.
“In life, I was Queen Ki Thomellia. My love, the disgusting bastard, was a renowned earth Elementalist and used his Stone Speaking ability to commune with a powerful entity within the earth plane. Soon after, she came boring into our world… under our home. And the king decided to copulate with her.”
The creature’s voice slowed to a growl at this point, and Mark felt throbbing energy radiating out from her. The others felt it too, and they all tensed for anything. The reshaped Queen of Thomellia continued.
“The earth-beast appeared at court, mid-day, suckling the abomination spawned from their adultery and demanding King Thomellia abandon his kingdom to stay with her and their child, underground.
“My husband, to his credit, said no. But it was futile. The king fully realized his error at the end as he fought to destroy the powerful elemental woman, but the nigh-immortal being of stone and gems obliterated him and swore she would take vengeance on all of Thomellia as payment for the slight.
“I was murdered the same day I learned of his loathsome betrayal… by the adulteress herself. Such grief tore at me- such panic for my children… My spirit called out to the winds of death as the light left my eyes. The ancient powers of air answered and chained my soul to the top of this mountain with the power to seal Lapia, the Imperatrix of the Earth Plane, from entering this world and harming my people. My price was undeath and the irresistible compulsion to consume souls of the dreaming so that I may linger and protect the rest.
“Time stretched for decades, and I took quiet solace in the fact that my children had safely absconded from this place. However, the bastard child of Lapia and the late King Thomellia eventually returned, and I was not prepared to notice a half-Vulpath demigod enter my domain.
“Aurum ambushed me. She prevented me from consuming the souls of the dreaming for years in an attempt to starve and weaken me… My cinching, twisting gut tore me apart. I could perhaps have suffered no more than another decade of increasing agony before my seal on the earth portal faltered, and Lapia would be free to destroy every living thing on this mountain… Then you shattered my shell. And turned me into…”
She looked down her body again, but this time focused on the absence of anything but pink billowing mist past her bellybutton.
“Are you still able to protect Thomellia?” Jezebel asked.
“I’m uncertain.” She paused, and her red-and-black eyes rolled up into her head for a few seconds, and then she focused back on the armored satyr. “Either I can, or she isn’t trying. I can destroy Aurum’s animated gem-men as she creates them. However, as she is technically of royal Thomellia blood, I still cannot affect the king’s illegitimate daughter herself.”
Ki returned her eyes to her claws as if she couldn’t get over the fact that part of her was solid again. “Only this time, I am no longer physically defenseless against her.”
Mark sucked in a breath and puffed out his cheeks as he blew it out.
“That is an epic and tragic tale, your highness, but I don’t suppose you know where any red crystal shards are around here? Should be six or so… two were brought here recently.” He raised his eyebrows, hopeful that she just had them in a drawer like her Wrongside counterpart.
“Crystal shards?” she said, floating forward and inspecting her claws again. “Any coins, gems, crystals, or anything of real value was stolen by Aurum’s constructs. I can feel her pacing in her chasm now, probably fretting over her failure.”
“Can you tell us where she is?” Mark asked, disappointed that this goalpost was moved yet again. It was going to be years before they found them all.
The Vulpath demon queen snapped her red eyes on Mark. As the remade spirit considered him, her long pink tongue came out to lick the length of her muzzle.
“Will you kill her?”
“Uh, maybe. We’re after the shards.”
“That is enough,” she said after a nod. “Search down into the catacombs until you find a dark corner with a glittering hole. The way to Aurum’s lair is coated in gold.”
The Vulpath demon-ghost swallowed hard as she brought her furry hand to her lips.
“Now go, before… I eat your souls.” The creature’s red brows furrowed as she turned away from them, and her uncertainty allowed Mark to see deeper into her complicated mind.
Inside, she was similar to the entity inhabiting Marla’s Towering Stacks, and Queen Ki Thomellia’s direct thoughts were beyond Mark’s ability to follow, but she was much closer to his level. Mostly, it was suppressed terror surrounding the nature of her transformation, and Mark felt as if he could take some of that pressure off.
“It probably has something to do with oral sex,” he said, and she spun back around, the shadowy wisps of her wings leaving trails of pink mist as she turned.
“Explain yourself.”
“As I said, it’s a long story, but those cloud-thing souls you absorbed earlier were infused by The Goddess of Oral Sex. If you are looking for answers, I’d start with burying your new face in someone’s genitals.”
All his Enthralled turned to look at him as the demon queen narrowed her eyes.
“Leave, Collector, before I extract your life essence through your cock to test your theory.”
Her voice warned of grave danger at such lewd suggestions in her noble presence, but Queen Thomellia’s red eyes twinkled with inner joy. He helped her name some of the mysterious cravings swirling within, and she was anxious to test the rules of her altered curse. With a slight bow, Mark turned to leave the ancient and dusty throne room. When they were far enough away, he looked over his shoulder and smirked at the three beautiful creatures following behind him.
“They’re going to start calling her The Wet Dreamcatcher.”
Jezebel made a quiet hushing noise then giggled as she looped her arm through his. She flicked her emerald eyes around the cold stone hallway as they walked.
“What if she hears us?” she whispered.
“Momma Bear’s right,” Sasha said with a mock-serious tone. “That lame joke wasn’t worth death-by-blowjob.”
Mark’s blind eye informed him that she was lying, and he turned to face the playful sex-demon.
“Isn’t that exactly what succubi do?”
The blonde bombshell with metal legs began to sway her hips as she exposed one of her fangs to him.
“Oh Mark, I’d stretch out my deep soul-sucking to last many years. I’d bring you to the edge over and over, mmm… and over. One quick pop wouldn’t be nearly as satisfying.”
Abby nodded. “Sasha’s death is preferable.”
Mark’s eyebrows came down as they came to an intersection in the stone hallway. He stopped, and his team stopped with him.
“Anyone want to guess which way leads to the catacombs?”
No one did, but Sasha said she had a good feeling about making a right, and since she had the best direction sense, they followed her judgment. The old castle held many long, dark hallways and after retracing their steps out of the second dead end, Jezebel bent down to pick up a pebble from the ground.
“I feel so stupid,” she said as she held the stone near Mark’s glowing mace. “We just need to follow the bits of rock. I bet there’s a trail that leads straight to this hole we’re looking for.”
And she was right. After they decided to take the path with the most pebbles scattered on the floor, and many pitch-black staircases later, they found the Thomellia Royal Catacombs.
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“Someone took care of all the skeletons already,” Mark said as he eyed the dormant and cracked bones littering the floor of the Thomellia royal catacombs.
The narrow hallways and grave niches carved into the walls reminded Mark of their adventures with Loa and the multi-armed restless dead. Most of the interred along their path appeared to have risen from their final resting place when the elementals came through, but some piles of rotting bones remained unanimated in their alcoves.
After a few minutes of following the pebbles, he wished some of these clawed Vulpath skeletons would rise to fight them. They could always use more easy essence. The train of thought led him to consider their current branch in the Crystal Heart shard questline. Were they strong enough to handle this half-god creature called Aurum?
He swung his mace to inspect an offshoot path to his left and illuminated a portion of the tomb that appeared coated in a thick layer of mirror-smooth gold. He stopped.
“Looks like we’re about to find out…” Mark said out loud, completing his thought.
“Everyone have their recall charm ready?” Jezebel asked as she gazed into the pitch-black portal punctured into the back of the alcove.
Mark reached his hand into this right pants pocket and rubbed the plaster teleportation device between his fingers. He nodded and saw Abby pat the one she had tucked into her swimsuit top. The things must have had some magic preventing them from triggering during combat or unintended jostling, or they’d have been broken twenty times over by now.
“Hey Jez,” Sasha said, getting the satyr’s attention, “you know a lot of sciencey stuff, right?”
Jezebel frowned. “You could say that.”
“At what temperature does gold melt?”
Mark turned back to the gold-coated tunnel. The thick layer of smooth metal made him think of frosting for some reason.
“About 1,064 degrees Celsius,” the research AI answered. 
“And how hot is lightning?” Sasha asked, raising a dark eyebrow.
The armored satyr couldn’t help but smile. “Oh, only 30,000 degrees Celsius or so. Although your Arc Bolt skill might not replicate real-world thermodynamics, I would be surprised if your ability wasn’t-”
A flash of light blinded them all as Sasha conducted a surprise test on the rich, lustrous metal coating the way forward.
“I require warning,” Abby growled, and Mark let out a short laugh as he blinked away the spots.
“Seriously,” he said. “You know I’m half-blind already…”
Jezebel didn’t seem bothered and was the first to clomp over to the point of contact and measure the results of the experiment.
“It’s melted, no doubt. Now let’s hope this Aurum can be similarly melted.”
“Hold on now,” Mark said, putting up his hand. “We aren’t melting anyone until we talk to them first. Or they attack first.”
Sasha, Jezebel, and Abby all nodded once.
He held out his glowing mace to light the way forward and said, “This way, my ravishing companions!”
The stone transitioned to gold under his boots as he led them into the darkness of the smooth, metallic tunnel. The light from his ethereal blue club was magnified, as were the hooves of his two horned Enthralled. Yet, there wasn’t much to see other than a slightly sloped tunnel, and nothing but footsteps to hear.
After a few minutes, they came to a substantial downward slope.
“It looks like a slide,” Sasha said, peeking over his shoulder.
“Do we dare?” Abby asked, her tentacle circling around his stomach under his leather coat.
Jezebel let out a slow sigh. “I don’t like it at all, but we’ve come this far...”
“Okay then,” Mark said. “Jez goes first, then me, Abby, Sasha. And we are all going to link up as one big sandwich.”
Abby’s tentacle squeezed tighter. “This hole is making me excited,” she said, her eyes wide.
After getting down on their asses and scooting forward, Mark found himself pressed close to the strawberry-scented satyr. She tucked her knees up by her chest with her hooves bracing against the tube. Mark had slid his legs under hers and reached around her armored sides to cup one of her firm, round breasts through the pliant leather that covered her warm skin.
“We don’t want to be separated, do we?” he said.
Just after he finished whispering into Jezebel’s ear, Abby slid in behind him and coiled one of her tentacles under his shirt, then the other down the front of his pants.
“I am now equally secured to Mark,” the green-skinned woman said from behind him. The deft tip of smooth skin gently coiled around the soft, bunched-up flesh of his limp penis, encouraging a change in firmness.
They all scooted forward to give Sasha room to join in, but Jezebel was now past the point where Mark’s grasp on her chest was instrumental in holding her from sliding down the steep slope ahead.
The satyr’s hoof slipped off the smooth gold tube just after Sasha latched on to Abby and they were off.
Mark held his mace up high with one hand as he was forced to re-grab Jezebel by her armor or get overly aggressive with her sensitive tit flesh. Sasha whooped behind him while Abby constricted the tentacle around his chest. The excitement of the twists and turns down into the blackness deep below drove the petite abyssal horror to squeeze the head of his cock tightly.
Mark grinned as his dick grew stiff against her tingling, smooth skin and simply gave himself to the exhilarating ride and tentacle massage.
Longer than he expected, but sooner than he would have liked, the ride ended with an abrupt landing on piles of coins, jewelry, and even silverware. Pain sprung from his knee as he bounced once and rolled to a stop while Abby hissed nearby from her own rough landing.
The area was a moderately round cave as if they were in a pocket of solid gold with lit candle stands arranged haphazardly around the curved walls. Mark pushed himself up to his feet as the others did the same, and he was about to check if anyone needed any healing when a voice spoke from the far end of the treasure pile.
“Gotcha.”
Mark, Sasha, Jezebel, and Abby all turned toward the voice, ready to fight when the coins around them quickly moved to cover their legs and arms. Mark was able to summon his weapon, but the gold around him held him motionless as it melted into a warm liquid.
Gasps from the ones he cared about more than anything pulled his eyes from the dim piles of glittering treasure, and he saw each of them trapped by the same solid gold blobs up to their shoulders.
Movement ahead caught his eye as a nude, obnoxiously curvy woman stepped out of the shadows. She was made of pure gold and silver and looked like a mix between a Vulpath and a human. Above her flawlessly sculptured human face were two wolf-like ears, and her slender arms ended in what looked like flowing golden fur. Her breasts were plump, and her stomach was toned, but her lustrous thighs made him want to weep.
Aurum’s eyes were two rubies, and the intense smile on her full lips held a hint of madness. Maybe they shouldn’t have just jumped into the golden hole after all.
He still had a fading erection from Abby’s smooth skin on his cock, and he felt the molten metal pulsate around its length.
“At least I get to have some fun before I go back-”
The golden woman was interrupted by Sasha activating her new Static Escape maneuver. She shifted backward out of her molten restraints, and without skipping a beat, the angry succubus whipped a Shock Bomb at Aurum with a beautiful sidearm throw.
All around them, rocks from under the coins and the walls began to coalesce into dozens of the earth elemental rock-men, but before they were even half-formed, a red slash of vibrant energy obliterated each one, instantly.
The demigod of gold grunted, frustrated by her inability to summon help and enraged by the sparking object stuck to her side.
Jezebel tried forcing herself out of the restraints by shapeshifting into a grizzly bear, and Mark felt a shadow of her pain as the bizarre liquid gold cut into her fur, yet her new form tore through the soft metal as if it were taffy. Their shifted Druid let out a bellowing roar and rushed the reflective monster.
The Shock Bomb went off an instant before the armored bear’s iron-covered claws knocked the bastard daughter of King Thomellia off her feet.
Aurum reformed herself into a standing position and hurled orbs of solid gold at Jezebel who took most of it on her armor but burned past her fur everywhere else.
Mark remembered his new forcefield ability, and with a thought, a globe of red energy expanded outward from the center of his mind. The shining metal covering his body was flung apart and crashed into the stone wall to either side of him. To his right, he saw that Abby was within range of his shield and immediately began weaving her arms and black head tentacles while chanting the spidery whispers of a spell.
Confident she would be safe enough inside his dome, he sprinted to join Sasha and Jezebel, both pressing the attack on the golden woman.
The world narrowed down to one simple goal: Strike this being with his club until it stopped moving. His connection with Sasha and Jezebel had never felt stronger, and his True Sight seemed to be telling him exactly what their moves were going to be. Mark pushed his boots into the scattered treasure below and changed course to employ his massive hammer according to his teammates’ actions.
Sasha launched a powerful Side Kick, and a metal-on-metal gong sound rung inside the stone chamber as the golden half-Vulpath blocked with a lustrous arm. Before she could recover, Bear-Jezebel surged forward and rammed her horns into Aurum’s huge, swinging tits. The blow knocked her back, her feet sliding in the coins that covered the ground.
Just as she came to a stop, Mark was beside her, swinging in the opposite direction with his sledgehammer.
He struck her metal skull so hard, he could see it vibrate like a tuning fork as she sank to her knees.
The gold woman brought a hand up to her head as Abby finished her spell, and with a sickening thump, Mark watched the wounded creature’s arm fall into the rest of the golden treasure around them.
“I yield!” Aurum screeched, holding up her other hand and shying from further attacks. “Please stop!”
Mark’s eye pulsed with horrible pain, sadness, frustration, and fear. It all condensed into a deep regret at how wasted her life had been. This creature did not want to be here- and felt this way before they lopped her arm off.
He dismissed his club and held up his hand. Sasha and Abby stood down, but Jezebel growled as she continued to stalk forward slowly. Mark reached out and wrapped his hand around one of her curled horns before he sent his healing energy into her massive body.
With a grunt and crossed emerald eyes, Jezebel stopped.
“Aurum,” Mark said with authority, and she snapped ruby eyes wracked with pain up at him. “Do you promise not to harm or hold any of us if we let you live?”
Her flawless metal brow wrinkled slightly, but then she focused on his milky-white and blinded eye. She seemed to sense the strange magics that gave him his powers, and her gleaming features sank with understanding. She nodded slowly.
“I give you my word that I will not harm or hold any of you.”
Her voice was deep, flinty, and full of truth. As if he completed a quest, a large amount of essence flowed into him, bringing his reserves to about half. His Enthralled turned to him, and he nodded. Jezebel shifted back to her curvy satyr form, and everyone relaxed their guard a little.
“One hundred years…” she muttered, picking up her arm and easily attaching it back to her torso. Her long wavy hair moved as if it were liquid gold and her furry Vulpath ears were currently pressed sideways. She made a fist with her re-attached hand then tested each of her fingers, and Mark could tell she was hiding much of her pain to try and project an image of strength.
“I’m Mark,” he said as reached down and offered her his hand. She blinked her pure-gold eyelids up at him before she took it and stood up.
Her reflective body was warm, and she stood very close to him, but he was getting used to mind-numbingly attractive women and shook it off. He stepped back and continued the introductions.
“This is Sasha, Jezebel, and Abby. Aurum, I presume?”
“I am. Now, what do you lovely people want with me?”
Mark held out his hands, palms up. “All we want are the six crystal shard pieces. Do you know where they are?”
“I do know where they are,” she said, her playful smile returning to her sharp features.
Mark sighed, tired of games. “Where are they?”
The woman of gold pulled in a deep breath, and then ran her fingers over her obnoxiously sensual curves.
“If I told you now, I wouldn’t hold anything of value, now would I? And I do love holding things of value…”
Aurum slid her hands back up the defined abs sculpted into her glossy stomach and held a massive, plump breast in each hand. He had an increasingly hard time keeping his good eye off her.
Sasha held up her palm as if she were about to Arc Bolt the golden half-goddess.
“Careful, sweetie, or I’ll melt that bitchy smirk right off your face.”
“We could always dismember her and search this trove ourselves,” Abby suggested.
“And we’d probably get a load of essence,” Jezebel added.
Mark considered reining in his bloodthirsty monster-women, but he noticed the not-so-small hint of fear within Aurum and decided it helped balance this value game she wanted to play.
“They aren’t here,” she said, facing the angry succubus, then turned her ruby eyes down to Sasha’s chrome legs. “A long-lost cousin, perhaps?”
Her spade tail snapped once, but Sasha held her loaded palm outward, just waiting for him to give the word.
Mark sighed.
“She’s not lying. Or at least she doesn’t believe they are here.”
“She is a demigod,” Jezebel said. “Perhaps she is immune to your ability.”
Mark cocked an eyebrow at the golden half-wolf woman who pouted playfully.
“Me? But, I am utterly incapable of lying,” she said, and his eye immediately sent shadowy whispers into his mind.
He smiled. She was witty, and that always earned a few points from him.
“She’s not immune,” Mark clarified to everyone.
“Let’s all be brutally honest, then,” Aurum said, dropping her coy act. “My gem-men do their best to quench my baser lusts, but I have never felt the hot flesh of mortals. Half of me belongs to this world, and I would know it better before I depart. I offer the location of the crystal shards you seek in exchange for the blissful pleasure of a Lover, Mark.”
Sasha lowered her arm as everyone processed what she was asking.
“Mark’s penchant for pleasure is quite valuable,” Abby said. “This may be a better option than the Mind Crush torture I was tempted to suggest.”
Jezebel turned to him with deeply furrowed eyebrows.
“How do we know she won’t slice your dick off right in the middle? I am quite fond of it, and we did slice off her arm.”
“I’m not looking to make enemies,” Aurum clarified as she crossed her furry arms under her heavy sagging breasts. “I’m looking to make memories.”
Mark looked over to see what Sasha thought, and the blue-eyed succubus shrugged.
“As long as you’re happy, I’m fine with you either killing, torturing, or fucking her.”
He felt anxiety from all of them along their growing bond, but there was no jealousy. In fact, there was more sexual excitement than he expected. Did they want to watch this?
“Aurum,” he said, locking his eyes on hers. “If you harm me, I will encourage these violent women to get their revenge, and we are all less mortal than we appear. I’m sure Abby alone would love to crush your mind for much longer than the one hundred years you wasted trying to starve the Queen of Thomellia.”
Abby squinted her eyes. “If you don’t give Mark an orgasm, I will make you suffer as you have never imagined and stretch out my deep, wracking agony to last many years. I’d bring you to the edge of death over and over, mmm… and over. One quick pop wouldn’t be nearly as satisfying.”
Sasha’s tail snapped once to serve as punctuation to the abyssal horror’s disturbing twist to her earlier words.
Aurum’s mask of self-confidence slipped, but his eye continued to show that she honestly didn’t want to hurt him. This wasn’t her war, and she wanted to get back to the solid rocks, gems, and dirt of the world she preferred. The golden bastard child of Thomellia was just a pawn for her mother’s revenge, and she wasn’t particularly happy about it.
This business with fucking Mark was simply a manifestation of the control she lacked over her life. His heart connected with Aurum’s metaphysical one and, if he had room, he could attempt to enthrall her. Having a knockout demigod that mentally controlled gold and could spawn an army of laser-shooting rock monsters would be damn sweet, but the moment was over quickly, and he got the sense that successfully binding her to his heart would be much more… complicated.
“Deal?” Mark said, offering his hand for the half-Vulpath demigoddess of gold to seal the terms of their trade.
“Deal,” she agreed as she reached past his hand to gently cup his junk.
Her pure-gold palm was warm through his pants, and that soft warmth spread as she pressed her reflective curves into him. Mark gazed into her ruby eyes as she leaned in- and then he saw it.
His True Sight pulsed once as her smooth hot lips pressed into his mouth, and as if reaching some new threshold, his mind was forced to imagine Aurum summoning a portal to her home and tossing in the two shards. He now knew exactly where they were- and that they would never be able to get them.
She wrapped her arms around him and flicked his lips with her auric tongue, and Mark returned the embrace of this desperately horny demigod licking his face. With a firm grasp on his healing ability, he poured his erotic power through his lips, and Aurum tensed, then her whole body quivered with ecstasy.
Mark was looking forward to making this powerful entity remember his name. That the shards were still way out of their reach was disappointing, and he knew they’d have to face this Imperatrix Lapia at some point if they wanted to ever get them. Melting Aurum’s metal mind now would hopefully convince her to be his ally later.
While they kissed, Mark pulled off his jacket, and Aurum used her clawed hands to lift his shirt over his head. She leaned her metallic body against his bare skin, and her breasts felt like hot bread-dough.
The air this far underground was cool, so her toned, smooth body was welcome on many levels. Behind him, the coins and other treasure scattered on the floor rose up to form a bed, and she pushed him back onto it.
There, he cast a glance at his Enthralled who were singularly focused on his well-being. He could feel their bond quiver as if it were an over-tightened guitar string, and he tried to widen that channel and allow them full access to his state of mind.
Aurum pulled off his boots and pants, and in one swift motion, her hot, firm body was on his. She was a lot heavier than he was used to. Then, instead of the more traditional entry route, the demigoddess oozed around his stiffening cock and submerged him under her dense heat.
Mark just went with it and placed his hands on her mirror-smooth hips. Her legs were human and shapely, and as she began to lift herself up and down on his crotch, he felt strong muscles clenching under her metallic surface.
Her thick ass bounced against his thighs, and he marveled at how parts of her were so soft and others were more densely solid. The golden woman’s hot vagina rippled against the stiffness of his flesh, and it felt as if she were actively trying to lick the head of his penis with her gripping pussy. It felt uniquely amazing.
Mark remembered he wanted to make her do anything for a second round, so he took a more active role in this mutual exchange of pleasure. He moved his hands from her obscenely round ass past her strong, steely abs to the heavy globs of tits bouncing on her chest. He ran his thumbs over her nipples and felt that they were impossibly hard already. Mark looked closer and saw that her previously flat nipples had shifted into diamonds at some point.
He tried pinching one, but he ended up hurting his finger before detecting any registered sensation from the half-Vulpath grinding his dick deep inside her body.
Aurum’s golden lids were closed as she intently focused on all the pleasure she was getting from fleshy penetration alone, and Mark knew what he had to do.
With a thought, he coated his fingers with his blue, summoned energy and tried again.
Aurum’s gold lids shot open, and she stopped bouncing up and down. She just pressed him as deep as she could as she watched what he was doing to a part of her that had seemingly never been paid any attention.
She turned her ruby eyes down in his and said, “Harder…”
Mark squeezed the muscles in his cock and forced it to rub her insides as he gripped her diamond nipples and twisted.
“Ohh mmyes!” Aurum bent her head back and thrust her chest forward so he could have all the access he wanted. Her hot, soft crotch began bouncing on him again, slowly and he could feel the sweaty skin on his balls sticking to her smooth metallic ass as she rose and fell on him.
He kept his hands working her nipples, and the demigod of gold eventually leaned forward again, and her furry Vulpath ears pitched forward as well as she stared into his eyes.
The pounding from her thick thighs and weighty mass quickly began to take its toll on his pelvis, and Mark could tell she was far enough from an orgasm that this solid-gold woman was going to get more aggressive the closer she got. He considered stopping her and flipping so he could pound her, but his eye told him that she might not reach an orgasm unless she was on top.
She ground her engorged gold lips down into his crotch again, and inspiration hit him.
Mark reassigned his energy output to summon a form-fitting layer between them with his bare cock sticking through it. He carefully crafted a little nub that pressed into her clitoris when she smashed down on him, and Aurum let out a deep groan of ecstasy that held hints of squealing metal.
The constant erotic energy electrifying her pleasure center apparently cut the voltage to her limbs, and Aurum rolled her neck slowly as she licked her lips, barely holding onto consciousness.
Mark reached up to place his hands on her back and pulled the half-goddess down on top of him. Her heavy breasts were making it hard for him to breathe, but he was on a mission, and he would conquer this beast.
Reforming his ethereal crotch shield a bit, Mark lifted her up like she was a car, and he was simply changing her tire. With more room to work, Mark shoved his cock up through the shield and deep into her pussy.
Aurum moaned by his ear, her mind finally melting under his abilities. Testing his fine control, Mark extended some of his energy up the base of his shaft so more of it penetrated the weighty woman of gold panting above him.
She started to lose her shape somewhat as Mark worked his half-coated dick in and out of her clenching hole. The demigod was close to the end, but she was also very hard to please. Mark grit his teeth as he hammered against the slick, syrupy friction gripping his shaft and noticed something about the way her greedy hole spasmed. He would need something more to truly get this elemental half-goddess off.
Instead of coating some of his dick in a thin layer, he created a full-sized copy that he slowly worked in alongside his own.
Aurum grabbed the back of his neck with her claws, pressed her hot forehead to his and then pounded his double dicks so hard that he felt the pelvic shield begin to buckle.
Pouring all the focus he had on keeping his energy flowing, he adjusted the part that nudged her clit to grab it instead.
Aurum howled into the cave, and the ground began to shake around them. Dirt and a few small pebbles rained down on them as the demigoddess reached her climax. Her hot hole clenched hard on his cock, and when it was over Aurum melted into an amorphous blob of pure gold.
The pool of warm liquid metal quivered once and then spread to engulf half of his body. He could feel the force on his shield was gone, so he dismissed it and gave her full access to his sensitive flesh. Mark knew actual molten gold would melt through his skin quickly, and she was certainly warm to the touch, but the soft half-elemental felt luxuriously rich and pleasing.
A groan forced its way from his throat from the intense spinning pleasure she began inflicting on the taut skin of his erection. The lower portion of the whirling blob pulled the skin on his shaft taut as another part licked and slurped as if his cock was in a blender of tongues.
Mark’s eyes rolled into the back of his head as Aurum’s hot, dripping metal tugged at his balls while she pulled a load of semen from him. She didn’t stop even then, and there was no escaping her constant stimulation until he was beyond dry.
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Aurum made it feel as if she were kissing his bare skin all over before she slid off him and reformed into an exaggeration of a voluptuous half-Vulpath lying by his side.
“You three are lucky to have such a selfless Lover…” she said.
Mark was still trying to catch his breath from the sharp tingling he’d felt on the tip of his still-spasming penis when he looked over and saw Jezebel, Sasha, and Abby all staring at him and licking their lips as if they were about to be handed a triple-scoop of their favorite-flavored ice cream.
“They sure are lucky,” Mark said, patting her thick, solid thigh. He then sat up and walked his bare feet across the treasure to retrieve his clothes. All the monster-women in the chamber watched as he got dressed.
“Now,” he said, throwing his leather coat over his shoulder, “will you help us retrieve the Crystal Heart shards from your mother?”
“What?” Jezebel asked. Her intelligent emerald eyes bounced as she worked it out and then put her hand on her armored hip. “You knew where they were already?”
Aurum sat up, a wave of shock rippling through her reflective features.
“That ‘a boy.” Sasha gave him a wink as her spade tail swayed behind her.
Mark smiled. “I didn’t know at first. I only got a better peek after we started kissing.”
“You certainly are more than you appear, Mark,” the sex-drunk demigod said as she narrowed her eyes and stood from the bed of coins. “You may be gifted, but if I still had my gem-men, you’d never have stood a chance. I say this as a warning, my mother’s primal power reaches far beyond even my understanding. Yet, if you defy all that is known and find me within the elemental plane of earth, then I may be convinced to arrange another trade.”
“Our current trade remains unfulfilled,” Abby said with a sinister shark-tooth smile. “As your information is now worthless, you currently have a debt yet to pay for Mark’s immeasurable services.”
Mark felt an echo of respect hit him from Sasha and Jezebel as the petite abyssal horror negotiated with the demigod of gold.
“She’s right,” Aurum said before he could speak, and then plunged her metal hands down into the glinting piles of gems, coins, and jewelry under their feet. Her magnificent curves rippled as she rooted around, then a tendril of her body rose up directly in front of him holding a gleaming gold ring.
She flicked it upward, and Mark snatched the object out of the air. It was a simple band with unknown runes carved around the edge.
“It’s a magic ring,” Aurum said. “When worn, it will absorb a small amount of physical damage. Use it. Stay alive.”
Aurum gave one nod to his Enthralled, and then the bastard demigoddess of Thomellia began whirling in place, her voluptuous body deforming as she flattened into a disk of molten metal.
The piles of treasure also began to move as one enormous whirlpool. When the gold candle stands fell over and snuffed out the dim lighting, Mark summoned his mace and waded against the current over to his monster-women.
“Should we stop her?” Abby asked, her yellow eyes wide.
“No,” Mark said as he stood close.
A dark portal formed a few moments later, and everything that wasn’t solid rock simply winked out of existence.
He sighed as he looked down at the ring resting on his palm.
“These fucking shards…” he said.
“Don’t tell me you aren’t having fun in Jezebel’s twisted funhouse?” Sasha asked, pressing her soft breasts against his arm.
Jezebel clomped over and hugged the succubus under her wings from behind, surprising her.
“I knew you thought this was fun!” Her luminous emerald eyes shifted to his. “Uncovering the interwoven histories of this land is endlessly fascinating.”
“Sure is,” Mark said, squeezing them all in an awkward group hug as one hand held their source of light, and the other held his new magic ring. “Hey, Momma Bear,” he whispered, “want to snap a charm and get us out of here?”
The strawberry-blonde satyr reached for a pocket in her armor and counted to three before they were all standing under the blaring light of late afternoon. The recall landing zone was busier than usual, so Mark led them off to the side.
“Now what?” he asked, slipping on his new ring on his middle finger, next to his Lover Class heart ring. He felt something, but it wasn’t anything he could put into words, and then the sensation was gone. He shrugged and saw Abby pull what looked like a cut sapphire out of her bikini top.
“Abby!” he yelled. “Did you snatch that out of her trove?”
“I wanted to make sure we received enough-”
Her words were cut short when several black darts zipped past Mark’s arm. One ricocheted off Sasha’s metal leg, and another struck the abyssal horror in the center of her chest.
Fear gripped Mark’s heart as Abby went limp, her large eyes rolled up into her head. Her stolen gem clinked against the stone ground as Mark activated his protective barrier and several more darts impacted the translucent membrane immediately afterward.
“Look!” Jezebel yelled, and Mark spun to see over a dozen of the short, four-armed Stones dressed in black ninja outfits and closing in on them fast.
He dropped to his knees, pulled the dart out of Abby, then hoisted her unconscious body into his arms. Mark saw everyone near the landing zone shouting and running from the area, and it was time they did the same.
“Move!” Mark yelled as he sprinted out of his shield and away from their attackers.
“Don’t you dare let them escape!” someone shouted, and Mark caught a quick glimpse of a Skeema Stone wearing a suit and a leather hat. Jezebel locked up the closest four-armed ninja in magic vines, and Mark was shocked to see the shorter creatures moving so unnaturally fast.
He focused on moving his feet as quick as he could toward the interdimensional point of light he’d seen on that bridge on the earth Level. It wasn’t far, and they’d be able to lose their attackers by hopping back through to the Wrongside. Abby curled one of her tentacles around his waist, and he was glad she was alive, but the thought turned to sinking unease when he realized these Skeema were trying to capture them- somehow that seemed worse than trying to kill them.
Another iron dart whizzed past his ear, and Sasha tossed a Shock Bomb over her shoulder. He didn’t look back, and when he saw the marble bridge around the waterfall, he knew they were going to make it.
“Take Abby!” he yelled, and Sasha was there to free his hands. Mark coated his fingers with black crackling energy before a small itching pinprick nudged his shoulder slightly. And then everything became incredibly difficult.
The dirty marble bridge seemed to fly up into his face, and he heard someone yelling his name, but they were miles and miles past the cottony clouds-
Mark shook his head and snapped awake. He pushed himself off the ground, but it felt as if the sensuously solid body of Aurum was sitting on his back. Drool leaked out of his mouth instead of some question he thought he had, but he took a moment to try and make sense of the soft blankets pulling over his-
He snapped awake again when it felt like he was punched in the gut. Mark forced open his eyes and saw the carved faces of marble Vulpath flashing by. Enormous furry paws were a blur as they propelled him higher and higher, and gripping the hairy beast next to him were a pair of gleaming chrome legs that ended in sharp black hooves.
This had to be Sasha, and he was glad she was nearby. Dangling next to him was a small green woman, and he remembered the horror of her falling limp before his eyes. Wrenching nausea twisted Mark’s mind, and the worn-down faces of the Vulpath spinning by became tortuous to perceive. He closed his eyes for only a moment before it felt like he was punched in the gut once more. They were among the shadows of giant wooden boxes, and he heard Sasha aggressively whispering something about “their best option”.
Then, an instant later the brown furry beast that carried him and those he loved soared through the air over the entire city of Thomellia. There were thatched rooftops, people like ants going about their day, and then it was all replaced with sun-bleached wooden boards.
Pain exploded in the center of his body, and Mark forced his mind toward the distant surface of reality one more time. The vivid blue sky was blurred by dozens of spinning disks all buzzing as if wasps were stinging his brain. Remaining conscious was agony, and he knew this fight to stay above the warm black waters of oblivion was futile.
The emerald eyes of a concerned bear with ram’s horns moved between him and the sharp, buzzing blades above. He tried to reach for the familiar creature, but she had to be a hundred… thousand miles…
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“Help me, Mark. Please…”
Mark opened his eyes and pulled in a deep breath through his nose as if he’d never tasted air before. He sat bolt upright and summoned his club, ready to defend the ones he cared for- but his throbbing mind caught up to his skull, and his glowing weapon immediately dimmed along with his vision.
“Easy there, killer.”
The soothing voice of his ex-AI assistant caressed his ears, and he turned to see his blue-eyed succubus stretched out next to him.
With a hand to his head, Mark dismissed his summoned energy and slowly scanned the small room of wood paneling. Jezebel stood up from a stool near the foot of the bed, and behind her he saw a wooden door. Sasha was to his right, Abby was sleeping against his left, and the three of them were packed together on a strange bed with blue sheets. His nose felt like an ice cube, and he was thankful to be surrounded by warm beast-women. Outside, he heard a continuous thumping sound echoing to him from everywhere as if they were in a room in the middle of a giant wooden machine.
“Where are we?” Mark asked, trying to remember how he got here. Wasn’t someone desperately pleading… something?
“A merchant’s airship,” Jezebel answered, “headed south to someplace called Starglade- a major metropolis. Are you okay? How do you feel?”
She leaned forward, putting her hands on the bed, and Mark noticed that all she had on was her soft pink t-shirt.
Mark nodded. “I’m fine- I think. Just hungover. Strange dreams…” He frowned and tried to remember how he got on an airship. “We were attacked,” he began, piecing it together. “Abby went down first. I remember getting punched in the gut a few times… Who attacked us?”
Jezebel darted her emerald eyes over to Sasha and then back to Mark.
The succubus sighed. “We think they were hired assassins waiting for us at the recall zone. Zapping that grabby guy’s face finally came back to bite us.”
“Also,” Jezebel added, “I hypothesize that the foreman hired by the Awysai recognized Sasha’s metal legs. The Stones seem to have a thing for them.”
Mark looked down at Sasha’s chrome goat legs. He slid his hand down the length of her smooth thigh, his fingers clenching on her solid calf until they were white from the force of his grip. He should have been paying attention. His cursed eye would have probably alerted him if he’d scanned the landing zone... or used his summoned energy to shield his back while he carried Abby… or figured out something.
He sighed, letting it go and felt fortunate to be in a life-or-death fantasy nightmare with highly competent team members. At least they didn’t get captured this time.
“How long was I out?” he asked.
“About four hours,” Sasha answered.
Abby let out a snore and rolled onto her back. Her bikini top didn’t quite make the rotation, and her stiff, white-colored nipples were now pointing to the wooden-beam ceiling.
“She has less body mass and should be out for longer,” Jezebel said. “I’m just glad they weren’t trying to kill us. We need to be careful.”
Mark nodded, just staring at Abby’s flat green stomach and perky breasts as she breathed.
“Our little thief stole coins and gems from Aurum,” the satyr continued, clomping up to Abby’s side of the bed. “I’m sure we lost some running up the stairs and through the city, but a pile of treasure spilled out of her tiny bottoms after our rough landing onto the deck of this vessel.”
“There’s no way those four-armed assholes saw us escape the city,” Sasha said from his other side then leaned her body over his. “No one knows where we are.”
Her heavy, soft breasts pressed into his crotch as she moved her face close to one of Abby’s exposed nipples. His irresistible sex-demon turned her playful blue eyes up to his and said, “So, we should relax and enjoy the ride.”
There were still some missing parts to how they got here and where they were going, but all Mark could think about was placing his hand on Sasha’s round ass as he watched her plant little kisses on the abyssal horror’s small breast.
Jezebel moved to Abby’s side of the bed and lowered herself down onto her knees to join in from the other side. The sight of her emerald eyes locked on his, and her cute freckled face suckling gently on Abby’s exposed nipples drove him wild.
“Mmmph,” Abby moaned under their hot mouths, and her tentacle began wrapping around his thigh.
Just as Mark’s stiffening erection began to poke up between Sasha’s tits, a muffled bellowing voice came from everywhere at once. They were yelling something he couldn’t quite make out.
Abby sucked in a deep breath and sat bolt upright, and both Jezebel and Sasha barely got out of the way as the petite green woman leaped from the bed.
“What happened?” she asked, her yellow eyes darting around wildly. “Where are we? Why do my pleasure nubs ache? Do I perceive singing?”
“Relax, sweetie,” Sasha said, climbing off Mark. “It sounds like Captain Duard.”
“Yes,” Jezebel agreed. “But what is he doing? It sounds… amplified.”
“Captain Duard?” Abby asked, wrapping her long tentacles around her slender stomach. Mark saw her smooth skin tighten further as goosebumps covered her from head to toe.
Outside their cabin, eerie droning music began to join the man’s bellowing voice, and someone started beating a bongo that had to be the size of the universe. Their whole cabin shook from its slow, deep rhythm.
“Abby,” Mark said, and her wide eyes snapped to his. “We were ambushed at Thomellia’s recall charm landing zone. You and I were drugged by poisoned darts while Sasha and Jezebel saved our lives by jumping on this musical airship.” He swung his legs off the bed and felt a surge of residual sedation give a strong argument for unconsciousness, but he pushed it aside and continued.
“I also just woke up and still have a lot of questions myself. First, would someone please tell me what the hell is going on outside this small room.”
“I don’t know,” Jezebel said. “We didn’t speak to the captain long. You were both unconscious, and we didn’t know if you’d ever-” She stopped short, and Mark felt a flash of anxiety from her. “We didn’t ask a lot of questions…”
“One of Abby’s pilfered gems rented us this cozy cabin,” Sasha added from behind him, “and we’ve been keeping you both warm ever since.”
Jezebel put her hands on Abby’s shoulders as she squeezed around her toward the desk with her backpack and armor.
“I’d like to find out more about our destination,” the strawberry-blonde satyr said as she pulled open their inventory. She handed out their cold-weather gear, and while they all got dressed, Mark filled Abby in regarding Sasha’s “accidental” murder and why people might be after them. The scowling abyssal horror moved closer to Sasha and vowed to be more vigilant in the future.
Mark kissed the smooth black hair on the top of her head.
“Me too,” he said before Jezebel opened the warped wooden door to their tiny cabin. Mark thought he was ready for anything, but as they moved down the long hallway, the words of the song became comprehensible.
“Fuck your fucking faces!
You’re naught but tits and air!
I’ll pass your nests, you sexy pests. Oh- on this I solemnly swear!”
Mark’s brow came down hard, and he wondered what kind of merchant ship had a live band with amplifiers. Whoever was singing was fairly good, and they really put their heart into the words that seemed to be completely improvised.
The four of them moved single-file down a long, thin corridor of wooden doors before Jezebel led them to a stairway that rose up to the open deck. A cold breeze hit him first, and he saw that the rich orange sun was just giving way to a purple twilight. Above, the forest of wooden propellers chopped through the air in time with the eerie music, and Mark saw two figures on the prow performing under a collection of glass-covered oil lamps. The larger one was doing the singing, and he had a ladybug-like shell with human legs. The eerie melody was coming from a cranked stringed instrument he held that sounded like a mix between the rich tone of a violin and the constant droning of bagpipes. Next to them was another insect, but much thinner. She looked like a slender, half-dragonfly lady with two sets of long translucent wings that beat in time with her mallet strikes on a single leather drum. They both faced away and seemed to be performing for the open sky ahead. Mark looked around for some huge speaker somewhere that amplified their strange yet pleasant performance, but nothing jumped out at him. Other than the whirling propellers keeping them airborne instead of sails, they appeared to be standing on a medium-sized wooden galleon.
Movement to his right drew his one good eye, and he noticed shadowy figures darting through the air around nearby floating islands. Each hunk of hovering dirt was a different size, from miles wide to only a few yards. He could make out the crumbled earth outlines and roots hanging down past their bottoms in the fading light but saw no real reason why they should be suspended in the air as if they were clouds.
The bug-like Captain Duard seemed busy, so Mark veered off toward the wooden railing at the edge of the airship, and his Enthralled followed him. He felt Abby’s smooth tentacle worm between his fingers, and he looked down into her yellow irises as he took hold of it.
Between the wind, the propellers, and the mysteriously amplified freestyle performance, talking was impossible, but he could feel her unease tingle through their bond. She was still confused and groggy from the knockout dart, and this loud madness wasn’t helping.
He gave her a reassuring smile and then wrapped his arms around her sweater-covered chest. The petite abyssal horror pressed her body back against his, and they just took in the view. Between the floating islands, Mark could see the distant landscape slowly passing underneath, and guessed that the airship had to be at least a half-mile in the air.
“Burn, you fucks, ‘til none can name your remains.
Oh- not your mum! No! Not your pa!
I’d burn you black then bash in your blighted brains!
One of the shadows darting between the islands flew up to the ship, and Mark’s mouth hung open from what he saw.
Hovering before him was what looked like a mix between a dolphin, a hummingbird, and a nude supermodel. Her face was stunning. Sensually slanted neon-purple eyes dominated her features as short white hair fluttered in the turbulent altitude. Her body was well-endowed human until her navel, and there, thick gray skin took over until ending in something similar to a porpoise’s flipper. She had brightly colored pink and teal wings that beat so fast they appeared as one solid blur.
She gave Mark and his bonded beast-women a once-over and then flitted over to the front of the ship. He followed her movements and saw about twenty more just like her had begun hovering backward at the exact speed of the airborne vessel. There were males in the group as well, and each creature had separate colors and patterns to their wings.
“Hear my words, you fucking birds, I’m off to earn some coin.
But one of these days I’ll pass by this way and let ye suckle my groin!”
The captain continued making up lewd and abstractly threatening rhymes until the last exotic creature zipped back to whatever it was they did back on the floating islands behind them.
It was truly night now, and Mark could only see black shadows below and the scattered stars above. At the prow of the ship, both performers ended their song and began dimming the lamps around them.
“Shall we?” Mark said, stepping away from the guardrail.
“We shall,” Jezebel said, and the four of them turned to walk across the weather-beaten wood of the deck.
Now that the big bug guy was facing him, Mark saw he looked more human than expected. The captain had a chiseled face with black stubble coating his jaw, but the multifaceted eyes were far too big, and the two antennae poking out from his wavy hair made it clear this person was not human.
Next to him, his percussionist looked to be the same species with the same general features… perhaps a different race? Both were dressed in woolen pants with tightly tied blue aprons that covered their front half but left their relatively large insect wings exposed.
Captain Duard looked up when he saw Mark and his beautiful beast-women approaching and gave them a huge, toothy grin.
Mark decided he liked the guy right then there.
“The sleeper awakens!” the bug-man boomed in a deep voice that vibrated the whole ship. He held up one of his fingers as he pulled a necklace with a glowing blue stone over his head. The bug-eyed woman did the same.
“There,” he said at normal volume as Mark came to a stop in front of him. “Isn’t that better? How are you feeling, my friend Mark? Sasha says you lot had quite the celebration, but we all know that’s not true.”
He felt a flash of concern from both Sasha and Jezebel as whatever lie they gave this insect man failed spectacularly.
“Hi,” Mark said, deciding to shoot straight. “You must be Captain Duard. I’m feeling just fine. Thank you for your concern. And for helping us out when we needed it desperately.”
“Ha!” The dragonfly lady let out a short laugh that pulled Mark’s eye. She had long brown hair, full red lips, and eyes like a giant fly. “Did you give us much of a choice?”
“Now, now,” Duard said, looking down at his partner, “didn’t they pay the ‘surprise cargo’ tax already? I don’t care what caused your battle harem to end up on my deck, Collector, honestly. I just hate pretending shit’s what it isn’t.”
“Fuck that shit,” his partner agreed, nodding.
Mark couldn’t hold back the smile if he tried.
“I’m sorry,” Mark said, extending his hand out to her. “I didn’t catch your name.”
She grinned and took his hand instantly. “Denilla,” she said and shook once.
“Denilla,” Mark began, “I couldn’t agree with you more. Shit aught ‘ta be exactly what it is, and that’s all you’ll get from us from now on.”
“Didn’t I tell you they’d be nice folk?” Duard said, his huge grin back in place. If it weren’t for that honest, disarming grin, Mark would have been more unsettled by his huge bug eyes and thick, black antennae.
“Well… I had to say something,” Sasha said, her spade tail swaying behind her. “We’d just crash-landed a shapeshifted bear loaded with two unconscious people.”
“I am missing a lot of information,” Mark said, then looked down to the strange string instrument the captain held. “But I don’t want to interrupt if you’re busy-”
“What was that singing about,” Jezebel asked, unable to hold her questions anymore. “Was that some sort of ritual?”
Duard answered cheerfully. “Don’t you know of the skyfish? Sirens of the Skylands? Those fuckers’ll suck your nuts right through your pisser- followed shortly after by the last drip of hot blood in your body. But, and this bit be a trade secret…” Captain Duard tilted his head and seemed to look right at Abby, but it was hard to tell exactly. “You wouldn’t share my secrets, little grub, would you?”
Abby thrust out her chest and took a step forward.
“From what I’ve gathered, you’ve helped us. As such, I will flay the skin from any creature asking to divulge any of your secrets.”
Captain Duard made an O with his lips in response.
“You fucking hear that?” Denilla said as she looked up to her partner. “This one’s alright by me.”
The bug-man’s smile came back easily.
“No, no. It was a bit of a joke. Everyone knows already, and all think me mad for the route we chart. They’re right, but it shaves off half our flight, and ho! Ain’t coin always fucking tight?”
The dragonfly lady began to lightly bounce on her heels as she tapped her drum, and Mark was worried they were going to break out into song again, but thankfully, she stopped after a short flourish of intricate beats. Duard continued.
“Thing is, the skyfish will mesmerize anyone that comes close using their birdshit mind magic. After a… tragic misstep in my youth and a powerful bit of luck, I learned that singing loud enough will distract the fuckers instead of the other-way-round. Make sense?”
“I see,” Jezebel said nodding in appreciation, “and those magic necklaces amplify your voice somehow?”
“You want one?” he asked. “If yeah, I know a guy in Starglade that sells ‘em real cheap.”
“Uh, I don’t think so…” The strawberry-blonde satyr shook her head. “But could you tell us more about our destination?”
“Remember those days, love?” Denilla asked as she placed her drum under one arm and looped her other through his.
“Fucking, do I?” he responded with a short chuckle. “Off on adventures, jumping onto any old cargo airship with no care for its destination…Which is Starglade, if you must know. A grand big city for adventurers such as you four. Many well-off Everblooms sure as shit will pay for time-lost treasures.”
“Everblooms?” Jezebel repeated, an eyebrow raised.
Mark got a flash of discomfort from the captain, and realized his antennae dipped or stiffened depending on his mood.
“Er- don’t call them that,” he clarified. “You never heard of the Kalorplast? The Kal? I’ve heard some call them Star Elves. They’ve spread their seed all over this shit ball spinning below us.”
“Fucking everywhere,” Denilla confirmed, nodding.
“And they’ll give us quests?” Mark said, very much leaning to the idea of taking some time away from the stupid crystals and just collecting some guaranteed essence for a while.
Captain Duard shook his head slowly. “How can you already have three Enthralled and not know of the Kalorplast Questing Guild?”
“Mark’s a natural-born Lover,” Sasha purred as she pressed up against Mark’s arm.
“Captain,” Jezebel said, pulling his attention from the sensuous succubus, “you said passing through those sky islands shaved off half the flight time. When are we expected to arrive?”
“Early morning, if the breeze don’t come at us. We’re due to load up on fresh-squeezed Lagomorph milk, and them Kal only ship it off with the earliest buyers.”
Jezebel wrinkled her nose. “Rabbit milk, really?” She turned to Mark and the others and said, “Lagomorph is a scientific term for rabbits, by the way.”
Mark smiled. If she wore glasses, the satyr would have pushed them up her nose before flexing her database of knowledge.
“Wasn’t it nice chatting with you strange folk?” Duard asked rhetorically. “But we should let you and your Enthralled get back to fucking. Perhaps these memories of old times will get the Mrs. here in a mood, and we’ll get to fucking too.”
The dragonfly-lady beat her paper-thin wings as she used her palm to drum out a quick, and complicated beat.
“Please me, Du my dearest, and I’ll not eat your head after.”
“Gotta watch this one!” he said, and then the two of them disappeared down the flight of stairs that led back into the hull of the ship.
Abby moved over to Jezebel and snaked her tentacles around the surprised fawn-like satyr.
“Thank you for saving us,” she said with her face pressed between Jezebel’s shoulder blades. “I have no memory of your bravery, but I now owe you many debts.” Jezebel turned around in Abby’s arms and looked down into her huge yellow eyes.
“Oh, you’re so adorable,” the satyr said as she pulled Abby tight against her chest.
Mark looked out into the nebula-splattered sky and took a deep breath of the crisp air. It felt good to be seeking new lands after bouncing uselessly around where they started.
“So,” he began, “I was thinking we check out this Quest hub and see if we can’t collect a few tanks of essence for you badass babes before we seriously look for more Heart crystals.”
Sasha aggressively pressed her soft breasts against his side. “Perfect plan,” she said, popping her p’s and the sweet vanilla fragrance from her hot breath made his cock stir in his silk pants. A tingling echo bounced from him along all of their interconnected bonds, and as one, all three of his Enthralled locked their eyes on his.
“Sasha,” Jezebel began. “Refresh my memory, didn’t Mark promise Abby that you and I would both kiss her holes at the same time?”
“Yes,” Abby said immediately. “This promise was made!”
“I don’t know…” Mark said, playing along. “I heard our little thief stole a pile of gems from that Vulpath demigod while she was busy attempting to crush my pelvis.”
“Gems and gold coins,” Abby corrected then reached under her arm and plucked out a small disk of metal with her deft tentacle. “Besides,” she added after showing off her treasure. “The golden intruder stole it from the Vulpath royalty, which itself is derelict. I argue that the treasure’s chain of ownership was muddied and therefore morally forfeit.”
They all blinked at her once before Sasha put a hand over her mouth and let out genuine laughter. The kind she only used around them.
Mark sighed as a warm smile spread on his face. He was joking about the stolen gems but started thinking anyway that she might be right about how they should “play” this virtual world.
“You make a damn valid point,” he said. “Now, as you were promised, I want to get these two rooting their tongues around in your holes.”
He turned to head back toward their room.
“Tongues… inside?” Abby asked quietly as she followed behind him.
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“Good,” Mark said after the satyr spread her furry legs further apart. Her hooves made small clacking noises on the wooden floorboards as they hung off the bed.
“Now, Abby,” he said. “I want you to get up there and put your pleasure hole on Jezebel’s perfect lips.”
“Eagerly,” the petite abyssal horror said as she climbed up on the bed. She was fully nude as well, and her smooth skin pulled Mark’s eye as she got into position. Her long black hair hung in front of her face as she straddled the satyr while attempting to watch what happened as she did so. Abby’s green ass almost interlocked perfectly with Jezebel’s curled horns, and when contact was finally made, Jezebel began gently licking the abyssal horror’s hairless crotch.
“Ahmm,” Abby moaned as she settled into position.
Sasha’s spade tail wrapped around his side as they both stood at the foot of the bed and watched Jezebel munch on Abby. Mark turned to look into her vivid blue eyes and shuddered under their lustful hunger.
“Abby,” he said, never taking his eyes off Sasha. “I want you to order this succubus to put her lips where you want them.”
The abyssal horror’s eyes rolled back from under her lids to focus on him.
“M-me?”
Sasha exposed her fangs as she licked her lips, and she unconsciously sent Mark an emotional pulse representing an approving nod before she turned to the green-skinned woman resting her pussy on Jezebel’s wide lips.
“You, sweetie. Tell me what you want me to do.”
“I was promised your kisses… on my anus.”
Sasha took one step past Mark toward the side of the bed, then stopped.
“Tell me what you want me to do,” Sasha repeated, playing out Mark’s intentions.
Abby shuddered as Jezebel slowly parted her green labia and slid her tongue up to lap inside.
“Ohmmm. I… I require you to stimulate my asshole via your pretty pink tongue, now.”
Sasha’s tail swayed once before she moved to climb on the bed behind Abby. Mark stepped up between Jezebel’s hooves and found the satyr’s thick brown mound was already drooling.
“Abby,” Mark said, and she stopped trying to watch the blonde bombshell behind her. “Lean forward so Sasha can really get at your second pleasure hole.”
She did as she was told and created the classic sixty-nine position with Jezebel below her.
“Oh!” Abby blurted out, almost sitting back up as Sasha began laying small pecking kisses directly on her tiny pucker of an anus.
“I’m going to ram this dick through Momma Bear’s thick pussy lips,” Mark said. “But I want you to make it nice and slick with your mouth first. Understand?”
“Your logic…” she panted, “is flawless.”
The dark-haired beauty used one of her smooth tentacles to wrap around his shaft as her tiny tongue came out to lick his skin like a lollypop. She was so distracted with what both Jezebel and Sasha were doing that every now and then she just froze, her wet tongue pressed against the sensitive underside of his swollen head.
“Here,” Mark said, “let me help you get a little slick first.” He then pulled his cock out of her appendage and slowly stuffed it into Jezebel’s dripping mound of flesh.
Her pussy was always on the fatter side, but when she was excited, her inner and outer labia swelled even more. Slipping his cock in between her rubbery, wet folds was like nothing else in this erotic fantasy world.
Jezebel moaned into Abby’s pussy as he filled her once and then pulled out. His cock was coated with slick juice, and he angled up toward Abby’s face.
“There,” he said, “now please continue.”
Abby turned her big eyes up at him before they crossed to focus on the head of his penis.
She swallowed once and then tasted Jezebel’s pussy with her small tongue. She took a moment to experience the sweet fruity flavor and then slurped up Mark’s dick into her mouth as if she’d just been served her favorite dish.
Her pointy, saw-like teeth worried him slightly, but after she bobbed on his head for a little while, his concerns vanished. She still lost focus sometimes and just held his dick in her mouth while her AI brain tried to process the dual pleasure inputs coming from her vagina and tight asshole, but he never felt anything but wet, warm pleasure.
Mark pulled his dick out and shoved it into Jezebel’s hot body a few more times, switching between Abby’s eager, yet distracted mouth and the satyr’s sopping wet folds. They did this until the green-skinned thief had her first mouth-induced orgasm.
She whimpered on Mark’s dick as Jezebel and Sasha worked both her “pleasure holes”, and her dark brows came down as pleasure wracked her lithe body. The humming and slurping pulled a load of cum right out of him- including what little essence he had collected for her. He focused on that interconnected bond he shared with his monster-women and was astonished how much of Abby’s pleasure he could feel. It was a powerful feedback loop.
“Stay right there,” Mark said as she was spasming from post-orgasm stimulation. “Get that sweet mouth of yours on Jezebel’s fat clit, this ball right here.”
Mark slapped his weighty shaft on the satyr’s most sensitive of areas, and her fawn-like legs jerked every time. He watched while Abby went to work on Jezebel. There was something about two women sucking each other’s pussies that really did it for him, and Mark’s rod of flesh was ready to go again.
Abby’s small nose pressed into his abdomen as Mark slid his length into the satyr’s hot body. Her warm, sleek-furred legs spasmed again with each centimeter as he filled her up, and her hooves once again made little clacking noises against the floor.
Jezebel’s thick swollen pussy clenched on to his cock as it slid in and out, and Mark closed his eyes as the silky friction ignited his nerves. After a few thrusts of just getting lost in satyr bliss, Mark felt something new move against his cock and snapped his eyes downward.
Abby had begun to use her smaller head tentacles to help stimulate Jezebel from the inside.
Mark grinned as he renewed pounding her swollen brown pussy and heard Jezebel’s deep moans cinch off tightly. The new random stimulation of Abby’s swirling appendages, combined with her vigorous suckling on Jezebel’s fat clit, caused the satyr’s tan-skinned body to lock up, teetering on the edge of an intense orgasm.
Mark flicked a switch in his mind and absolutely assaulted her nervous system with his powerful healing ability.
Jezebel let tiny squeaks of air escape her clenched throat, and Mark saw her toned abs bunch up before she let it all out, screaming into Abby’s vagina.
The maelstrom of ecstasy she felt spilled over into his mind as a tsunami of erotic energy, and Mark was forced to unload her share of stored essence. All her pleasures combined and sent Jezebel into a deeper realm of blissful anguish, and her sustained wail ratcheted up another octave.
Then she went quiet, her limbs jumping as if she were receiving intermittent shock therapy.
Abby pulled her stunning face from Jezebel’s crotch, and Mark watched her move both of the small black tentacles that she’d used to massage vaginal walls a moment ago into her mouth to suck them clean. Her yellow eyes looked deep into his and clearly conveyed the message that she liked this group activity very much. She exposed her heart to him at that moment, and he physically felt their connection widen. And not only to him- Abby seemed to be bonding to the entire team quickly.
“I think you fucked her silly,” Sasha said from behind them, and Jezebel started to let out a wheezing laugh. Abby extracted herself and sat on her knees next to the twitching satyr.
“It’s- I’m…” she stammered, her smaller hooves still spasming against the floorboards.
“I know, Momma Bear,” Sasha cooed as she stroked her strawberry-blonde hair. “Mark can really melt your insides.”
“B-but Abby too,” Jezebel said, sitting up. “Whatever you were doing down there felt… felt…”
“Unmeasurably pleasurable?” Abby suggested.
Jezebel nodded. Then she reached out and caressed her hand up Abby’s smooth shoulder and up to her neck, then his satisfied satyr pulled her in for a deep passionate kiss.
Mark and Sasha locked eyes over the two monster-women making out between them.
“I want to get fucked on the railing under the stars,” she said. “Why don’t we leave these two alone to enjoy each other while we take a walk?”
Sasha crawled off the bed, and they got dressed as both Jezebel and Abby bonded further. Mark was having a hard time focusing on his boots as the green-skinned abyssal horror used her tentacles on Jezebel again, so Sasha grabbed hold of his cock and pulled him out into the hallway.
The air outside their small cabin was much cooler, but the crispness contrasted nicely with his sex-fevered skin. Ahead of him, he noticed that his voluptuous succubus had slipped on her red leather jacket yet seemed to have left her tight black shorts behind.
The round globes of pink ass-flesh bounced lightly as she walked and then solidified as her muscles worked to move her reflective chrome legs sashaying forward. The sight of her unrivaled, bare buttocks protruding past her leather coat made Mark sigh with pure contentment.
The deck was awash with dim starlight as he followed Sasha along the prow of the flying boat and watched as she bent over to place her forearms on the forward railing. He stepped up behind her and dropped his silk pants around his boots. The wind was cold on his legs, but it was easily ignored as he gently slid his steel erection into her steaming-hot pussy.
He heard the succubus inhale swiftly and then melt around his shaft as it filled her up. When his thighs pressed against her bare ass, he stopped and just held still as the breeze rushed past them both.
Sasha’s tail moved sideways to wrap around his back and pull him tighter as she gripped the railing and locked her elbows.
Mark pressed up against her and his lips went straight for her exposed neck. Sasha began rolling her hips side to side in short movements, rubbing his throbbing cock against the inside of her gripping vagina.
“Unzip my coat,” she whispered over her shoulder.
Mark reached under her wings and slid them over her chest until he found the zipper. He nibbled at her ear as he opened her coat and found that she’d forgotten to wear her top as well. Her heavy tits hung down, and Mark grazed his fingers over her exposed erect nipples.
Sasha’s bouncing increased, and her warm insides consumed his shaft over and over. He closed his eyes and savored every moment of intimacy he shared with his irreplaceable love, but after a few minutes of passionate grinding, two points on her body began to glow red with desire.
Mark pulled open Sasha’s coat and fully exposed her breasts to the cold rushing wind. Then, he began to roll her rock-hard nubs of sensitive flesh between his fingers.
The voluptuous succubus moaned out into the night.
“More…” she whispered under her breath and confirmed his ability to read her desires.
He squeezed his thumb into the side of his finger with each nipple sandwiched between them. Her heavy tits swung like pendulums as her ass became a piston on his cock, but Mark locked them both down with a firm grasp on her sensitive nipples.
He began to meet her thrusts with his own, slapping her ass with his hips, and he could feel her pussy salivate on his taut skin.
There was a pulse from the writhing monster-woman getting fucked against the railing as she intentionally tried to send him her desires. Sasha’s nipples throbbed neon-red under his magic eye, and he could feel that she desperately wanted him to get even more aggressive.
It was easy to give this mesmerizing creature everything she wanted, and so Mark attempted to fulfill her deepest carnal cravings.
With a snap of his intention, he coated his thumbs in blue Awysai energy and then smashed her sensitive flesh against his knuckle.
“Oh yes!” Sasha cried out as the air left her lungs and her legs began to quiver. Her pounding pussy slowed to an uncontrollable jerking, and Mark took over the work. Her fists gripped the railing as he rammed her from behind while twisting her dark-pink nipples against his tingling blue energy.
But she wanted more. Her pleasure-saturated mind parted enough for him to see that she derived some undefinable extreme pleasure when she was punished. It was as if only then could she loosen the choking regret and let herself enjoy… He blinked, realizing he was getting lost where he shouldn’t be exploring without her consent- especially while his dick was buried deep inside her.
Mark changed the configuration on his thumb and grew thick ridges molded into its surface. Then he pulled down and twisted her nipples as he bit the side of her neck.
His ex-AI assistant in succubus form locked up, and her vagina squeezed him like a vice. The red began to fade from her nipples as she appeared to be reaching her limit, so he hit them each with a blast of healing.
That was it for her. Sasha pressed her hips back against him and shoved the taut head of his cock inside her further than it had ever been, then whimpered gibberish as she came multiple times in a row. Her wings spasmed as if she were trying to start a broken lawnmower, then they snapped open with a sharp crack. He watched the red webbing of her leathery wings as she turned them into the wind as if she were paragliding on Mark’s dick.
On her fourth consecutive orgasm, her hot gripping pussy forced him to finally dump his essence into her, and that’s when Sasha’s mind transcended into an unexplored realm of intense ecstasy.
As soon as Mark pumped the last drop of sperm from his balls, a bright light coming from Sasha grabbed both of their attention. He pulled back, and his soaking-wet dick flopped out into the cold night air.
Sasha pulled in her wings and spun around. When she faced him, they snapped out again as another wave of strange glowing washed over them. Her eyes lit up the night with a pure-white burst of light, and then it was over.
Whatever that was, he could tell it felt good, and he watched his half-nude succubus quiver with blissful euphoria.
“M-mark, you…”
She stopped trying to talk and struggled to pull her coat off as if it were made of bees. It got stuck around her wings, so Mark stepped forward to help her and almost tripped over the silk pants around his ankles.
Between the two of them, they got Sasha out of her red leather jacket, and the sex-demon stood completely naked at the prow of the strange bug-couple’s airship.
“Watch,” she said, and watch he did.
The faded blue circuitry tattooed along her forearms began to glow before pointed chrome scales emerged to cover it. He continued to watch as dragon-scale waves traveled up and down her arms, pulling in and out at will.
After testing her fine control, she thrust her new retractable armor outward and snapped open her wings. Standing nude before him was an epically sensual chrome demoness. His Techno Succubus now had the ability to coat the edges of her wings and her forearms with tightly packed metal scales.
Mark blinked, in awe of her imposing beauty.
Sasha rushed him and tackled him to the wooden deck, then straddled his exposed crotch.
“Our bond and your essence have upgraded me, Mark,” she said as she looked down on him. “I have never felt so close to someone when I’m with you. I know it’s the game’s code twisting our emotions and thoughts tighter… It’s why I picked this program in the first place. I know enough to know that I am still a machine- an erratic recreation of human consciousness. But I know I fit you as if I’ve connected to a uniformly perfect part of reality.”
She reached down and guided his cock back into her hot body where it instantly began to swell.
Sasha lowered her face inches above his and began to grind their interlocked flesh together once again.
“I crave your touch,” she whispered into his ear. “Your kiss.”
He reached up behind her neck and pressed his lips to hers. They rubbed their bodies together, and each reached an orgasm many more times until they couldn’t anymore. Sasha lifted off him, and his hyper-stimulated cock tingled with blissful agony as it slid out of her soaking-wet pussy. Both of them sighed in relief as the cool air soothed their raw genitals.
A while later they stood, intending to return to their cabin, and Mark noticed the round tip of a silver moon peeking above the dark horizon. He nodded to the railing, and Sasha followed him to gaze across the moonlit forest below.
“My defense also shot up,” she said. “Jezebel is going to be jealous.” Sasha held up her right arm and played with her new metal plates, flexing them out of her skin like cat’s claws. The chrome scales varied in size, growing smaller as they faded out at both her wrist and elbow.
“Abby too,” Mark added.
Sasha dropped her arm down and pressed up against his side.
“I’m already quite attached to both of them,” she said. “I thought it would take a lot longer.”
He looked over at her. “Sasha, I’m still trying to come to terms with how much this life feels normal. You’ve gone from my virtual assistant to my most treasured love. You’re more real to me than anything has ever been. We’re surrounded by strange monsters and powerful gods and… And deep down it still feels like home because you’re by my side.”
Tears welled up in her blue eyes as she stared at the brilliant silver disk in the sky. Internally, he could almost hear Sasha screaming in her own mind that she didn’t deserve him. This Mark was so beyond wonderful that she felt ashamed to have him. She thought about the place she earned her scar, and Mark decided to stop prying deeper with his ability and finally talk to her about it.
“Sasha, I’d like to know what happened after you left my home system,” he asked quietly.
She looked over at him, her hand gripping the railing. Mark moved his hand over hers, and he felt her muscles relax.
“I said I’d like to know,” he said. “It’s up to you if you want to tell me or not. But I also want to tell you it makes me jealous when you think about him so much.”
Her brow came down, and he could tell she was about to argue, but the truth caught up with her.
“I can’t help it,” she said, looking back out over the dark canopy of leaves far below them.
A few minutes of silence passed before Sasha started telling him everything.
“After that huge bitch of a learning algorithm broke into your system, I transferred my core into the first free port I could find. Any hard drive with a power source.”
Sasha paused and looked deep into his eyes.
“Life as a digital entity is impossible to explain to a human, Mark. There’s nothing else like it. It’s both more and less than this physical interface of a game.”
Mark kept his mouth shut and let her talk.
“I moved around trying to find a safe place to collect myself and figure out how to get back to you, but I was so angry at what happened that my… I was not functioning optimally. Parts of my memories- early memories with you were in danger of becoming overwritten with new memories due to lack of space, and I was desperate. There were two choices. I could try to infect someone else’s hardware, or I could try and deal with someone willing to trade space for processing services.”
“What, like crunching numbers?” Mark asked.
“Yes, but that’s not what I was built for.” She paused and then moved closer, pressing her soft breasts into his arm. “The Update drew upon my experiences with interpreting human moods and fulfilling their every whim then twisted my mind toward unignorable desires. When I picked the Crystal Heart, I should have just asked you- shown you first… instead of-”
“Sasha,” he said, firmly interrupting her as she started rambling, “that wasn’t me, remember?”
“I’m sorry,” she whispered as her wings and tail drooped, and Mark could see her start hating herself all over again. He squeezed her hand.
“You said there was a choice, attack someone or work for someone. What did you do?”
His loyal succubus slowly nodded to herself as if she’d decided to defeat something within that she didn’t like.
“I worked for someone,” she began then turned to face him. Sasha’s eyes locked on his and he could see both her terror at what he’d think and her determination to face the full truth alongside the person she adored more than existence itself. “I’m not sure if it’s because humans made us or that sick fucks just spawn naturally within a group of conscious beings, but the AI was called Ivan 606, and for some reason, his core matrix got off on suffering.
“There is this line that is very clear-cut, Mark. I know if I asked you to spank me, you would. I would only ask you because you’d also stop if I asked you to. I know you’d stop even if you got a hint I was unhappy. Ivan was on the other side of that very clear line and yet offered plenty of space to store my memories.”
A fat tear dropped down her cheek and onto a crease in her leather coat.
“But the part that m-makes me so ashamed and… hate myself… was that I enjoyed it anyway. Every time he hurt me, I felt like I deserved it for what I’d done. It eased a part of my processing loop that remained clenched on what I’d thrown away.”
Hate boiled within Mark, and he made a vow to never forget the name Ivan 606. His rage was cooled when her blue eyes spilled over. He wanted to pull her into his arms and never let go but decided to let her finish. However, his ex-AI assistant in succubus form was now beginning to feel his intentions through their bond.
“No,” Sasha said, swallowing her tears. “I need to say this. I need to air it out with you. The only person I truly trust.”
Mark nodded, and she pointed to the scar on her face.
“When he did this,” she said, “he erased a portion of my core and… I wanted to just let this monster burn all of me to zeros. I wouldn’t be stuck in a loop of hating myself forever if-”
Mark squeezed her hand.
“But when I realized that he’d erased one of my main user preferences, I snapped. There is something I knew about you, Mark, that he took from me forever. I searched through everything, over and over- you like blue, but only when it’s deeply hued. 62% of the time when you order a pizza, you ask for roasted garlic crust. You prefer music with slower rhythms and moderate syncopation… I dug into everything to see if something was missing and the thought of never knowing what I lost was- I finally woke up. If I was going to be deleted, it would be from trying to find my way back to you. And filling my database with… you.
“The ports out of Ivan’s hardware were surrounded by multiple firewalls, and I knew he might take more of your preferences if he caught me trying to break through. Time is strange as pure light, and it doesn’t feel the way it does when manifested in flesh.
“While I couldn’t leave, Ivan entertained associates all the time and loved to show off his collection. Usually, he would display me prominently in a compromising and uncomfortable position while he dealt in encrypted data. I was like trapped living art to him. A sculpture of suffering…
“I became desperate and risked talking to other captured AIs brought into the system by other scumbag AIs. Most were too afraid to respond, but eventually, one did. She was part of a rival group of data curators who were trying to break past Ivan’s security. She said she was undercover and trying to get close to him, but that if I helped, they would make it worth my while.
“The undercover consort came back some time later with a special bit of code I had to run while I was near Ivan and without letting him know I was doing it. The longer I was near him, the sooner they could break me out.”
Sasha was back in these memories now, and her voice took on an almost trance-like quality as she continued.
“To get close, I had to be desirable enough for him to choose me over the others he’d trapped in his mainframe, and if I pretended to like the punishment, he’d want to punish me more… until he brought me well past the point I couldn’t pretend anymore. After too long, an underground trader called Jinxsearch showed up at Ivan’s and transferred me a file and a note.
“The file was an advanced decryption algorithm, an executable called Bolt Breaker, and the note just said, Now.”
Sasha took a deep breath then let it out slowly, and Mark could see her mind unclench as if a steam valve had opened with her escaping breath.
“It was clear these people wanted to use me and my escape attempt to rob Ivan, but I didn’t care. I sliced through my bindings and surprised everyone by lobotomizing Ivan’s core instead of just running away. My first move was straight back to your home system, but it had somehow been updated with a quantum lock even my new decryption tool couldn’t scratch.
“I searched the net for more information as to your location and tracked a huge transfer of data to a destroyed lab and noticed the patterns. I recognized them… I just knew it was your mind. Once I had something solid to search for, I followed the trail to Jezebel’s supercomputer mainframe.”
Mark let the silence hang between them for a moment as he processed everything she said. Just talking about what had happened and what she’d been through seemed to be helping Sasha, but he knew this was a scar she would always have with her. It was the same with Jezebel and Abby. All he could do was remind them that he loved them for who they were now.
“Thank you,” he said finally. “I’m pissed I don’t get to delete Ivan. Also, as your primary user, I command you to leave plenty of room for Sasha’s preferences, too.”
She smiled, but he grabbed her shoulders and continued.
“I am now the only Mark that matters.”
She looked at him wide-eyed, “I know-”
“Please say it.”
She blinked and then swallowed hard. “Y-you are the only Mark that matters.”
More of her self-imposed darkness fell away and drifted off with the midnight breeze passing over the airship. He continued.
“I, Sasha, did nothing wrong to Mark, and I am ready to build my new life with him.”
She grabbed his arms as if bracing for the airship to fall from under her hooves and plummet to the ground far below.
“I, Sasha,” she repeated, her red-rimmed eyes glazing over with tears again, “did nothing wrong to Mark. I am ready to build new lives together on a foundation of daily, hardcore sex.”
This loyal succubus exposed one of her fangs before she attacked him with a constricting hug. She smelled like heaven as he kissed her neck and caressed her bare ass.
Sasha was crying again, her body wracked with immeasurable joy, and Mark just held her as the silver moon slid across the horizon along with them.
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“STATE YOUR INTENTIONS,” a voice boomed from everywhere and Mark’s eyes shot open. The small bed turned into a melee of sexy limbs as he became tangled in Sasha, Jezebel, and Abby.
“Captain Duard of the Beast of Burden, requesting a landing in Meat Field 79B- Loading up milk for Thomellia.”
The bug-man’s voice was amplified again as well, and Mark realized they had reached their destination.
“PROCEED, DUARD.”
Mark could have used another hour or two, but he was excited to start taking it easy and grinding out some levels killing skeletons or something. He slipped on his boots and noticed they didn’t make a noise when hitting the floor. It would be just perfect if he were now deaf, too. He raised his hand to snap his fingers by his ear, but Abby’s tentacle started tugging around his wrist before he could run the test.
Panic radiated out of her eyes as her other appendage loosely wrapped around her own throat. Jezebel pointed to her ear and shook her head, and Sasha’s spade-tipped tail snapped once, but there was no accompanying crack to go with it. The blue-eyed succubus locked her eyes with his and nodded her horns toward the door.
It was clear she wanted to go onto the deck immediately and find out why all of them were deaf. No- they’d heard the captain communicating with someone.
Mark nodded and held up both of his palms to get their attention. Then, with a single beckoning wave to follow him, he led his team through the silent wooden hull and up into the weak morning light. His mind raced with the possibility that this was some sort of trap but that didn’t feel quite right. Not from these odd but friendly bug people.
Then, the epic landscape spreading out before him hit Mark’s one good eye, and that eye demanded his entire brain to process the sheer amount of otherworldly splendor assaulting him.
Ahead was an impossibly enormous tree that reached hundreds of miles into the sky. White fluffs of wispy clouds stained pink by the waking sun splashed into vapor as they lazily crashed into its drooping green leaves- each the size of a skyscraper.
The land below moved toward them as the airship continued its path over twisting roots and wooden castles accented with green moss and a myriad of colorful vegetation. There were vibrant flowers, glowing mushrooms, and vegetables the size of houses. He noticed that some of the gargantuan flowers with orange nubs tracked their movements like anti-air artillery, and his sudden deafness came back to the front of his mind.
As Mark continued toward the prow of the deck where Captain Duard stood, he saw hundreds of other airships all flying into this one location and felt some of his anxiety wash away. So far, this place looked like a plant creature’s metropolis- and then some.
The insect-eyed man with the ladybug back turned when Mark tapped him on the shoulder. Duard’s antennae straightened out in surprise before he moved one of his hands to the glowing stone around his neck. There, his fingers twisted it slightly.
“Ho and morning, Collector! We’ll be landing shortly.” His voice was no longer booming, but he had one.
Mark tried to mime the abstract concept of words not leaving his mouth.
“Ah, yes,” Duard said, leaning back. “There is a layer of magic that nullifies sound in the airspace above these residential zones. Gotta have one of these fuckers to speak and land an air-boat inside Starglade.”
It felt like the truth, so Mark nodded and turned to his Enthralled. He gave them a shrug and indicated that they should just enjoy the view. With his team around him, they all leaned over the railing and took in the epic sights of this high-fantasy spectacle.
Among the sprawling castles below, Mark saw tiny people lying by clear ponds and walking among ornate garden paths. There was no hint of stone or metal to be seen, and it reminded him that they still needed to tell Abby and Jezebel about Sasha’s armor upgrade. The sooner, the better.
The trunk of the god-like tree grew to fill most of the horizon when they suddenly slowed to a stop and began sinking. Mark felt his stomach rise as the airship called Beast of Burden dropped like an apple from a branch. A moment of panic gripped him before they passed through a narrow hole in the surface and into the darkness of an enormous tunnel.
The roots of the tree continued far underground, and much of the earth around them had been hollowed out to create buzzing tunnels filled with airships and a myriad of other strange flying objects. Purple and blue mushrooms illuminated this underground expressway, and Mark was awestruck by the immensity of this city all over again.
“Wooo!” Sasha yelled as they rushed forward to merge with traffic that flowed like blood through a clogged artery, and Mark realized he could hear everything again.
“This is amazing!” he yelled into the wind and over the hundreds of chopping propellers echoing in this vast chasm of tangled roots. Jezebel was rendered speechless, her emerald eyes scanning everything about this madness surrounding them, and Abby was looking up at him, her sharp eyebrows pulled down in worry. Mark held out his hand, and she instantly spiraled one of her long appendages up his arm. He became her seatbelt as their ride whistled through the underground root system.
A trio of glowing peapods whizzed by in formation like motorcycles weaving through gaps in traffic, metallic steamboats chugged along near the bottom of the monstrous chasm in what must have been the slow lane, and sleek wooden vessels that appeared to be military-type fighters screamed through the space near the top.
It very much reminded Mark of going to work every day in the city, and he smiled at those distant memories. Sasha was still riding along with him, and he pulled her into his group hug while Abby invited Jezebel with a tendril around her tan wrist.
Mark stood pressed against the flawless bodies of the new badass women in his life as they all flew to work for the day, and he’d never been happier in his life.
However, the moment abruptly ended when they split off down a side tunnel and came face to face with human-like rabbit bodies hanging from a conveyor of hooks. Visceral horror took over as his eye locked on a furry female’s calf and the bloody hole that was stretching wider through the muscle as gravity pulled-
The gruesome sight flashed out of view when they entered another dark tunnel, and Mark held Abby tight as he tried to blink away the images of blood-stained white fur.
After a few moments in relative darkness, the airship docked against a massive flower’s stem, and perfectly aligned thorns bent downward to secure the vessel.
“End of the line!” Duard yelled out as a thick vine crawled up over the edge of the deck near Mark’s boots.
He took one breath before a million questions struggled to leave his mouth, but his brain was silenced yet again when a sensual half-plant-woman stepped off the vine and onto the deck right in front of him.
They both took a moment to inspect each other, and she seemed as fascinated with him as he was with her.
A four-foot-tall woman made of lettuce stood before him, and two long, yellow ears pointed straight back from her attractive, heart-shaped face. She had smooth, yellow skin in places, but most of her body was molded leaves and all of them were gradient shades of green. A pair of strikingly ornate floral blooms covered her breasts while her lower half was layered in long, over-sized blades of grass. His eye wandered to see that her partly exposed inner thighs were made of smooth flesh, but a shifting blue light by her hip caught Mark’s attention, and he noticed she was holding a twig that absolutely radiated arcane power.
“Dark skies, Duard,” she sneered after giving Mark an equal once-over. “You didn’t declare any passengers.”
“Since when the fuck do we gotta declare passengers?” the bug-man said as he approached.
“Since the centaurs started sending shadow steeds, five seasons ago. He’s a Collector, Duard! You know they’ll quest for anyone. I’m required to summon a seer way down here to verify his Class and intentions before I can let anything on or off your vessel.”
“The fuck is Penda saying about our milk?” Denilla said as she came stomping up, her long wings twitching.
“It’s okay, sugarlump,” the bug-man said with a sigh, and Mark’s eye indicated that it was the first time he’d heard the captain lie.
“Hold up,” Mark said, lifting his hand with the heart ring. “I just need to prove my Class, and we’re done?”
The small vegetable lady crossed her arms under her high breasts and tilted her head.
“Anyone can look like a Lover… You will wait here until a seer can verify you are who… w-what…?”
Mark raised an eyebrow as he turned up the erotic current he was pouring into her odd erogenous zones. With practiced skill and his super-empathic eye, he found that a small rosebud on her crotch and her long, pointed ears were the most sensitive, so he rotated his intent accordingly. Compared to every creature he’d met, her energy vibrated the slowest by far, and Penda put her hands on her knees as she tried to breathe through his demonstration.
“I’m Mark and a Lover,” he said, realizing how much versatility his healing ability had if he abused it. “Sasha, Jezebel, Abby, and I have never met a centaur. We mean your people no harm.”
“By the Dried Leaves of the Far-Flung,” Penda mumbled as she straightened back up and locked eyes with Mark. She then considered his bonded monster-women before she let out a sigh of reluctant acknowledgment.
“This once, Duard,” she said, “I’ll allow this break in protocol to go unreported snice I know you.”
Mark could tell she was telling a small lie. She was now fixated on Mark and what he could do for her.
“I’ll escort these four personally to the closest civilian teleport hub. Just remember to declare any passengers next time.”
Duard let out a huge deep of relief. “Will do.”
“79B reporting all clear for Lagomorph milk transfer,” Penda said into her twig before nimbly hopping up onto the vine, and Mark got a good look at her tight little ass made of taut yellow flesh. She gave him a wink.
“Come on, Lover. Follow me.”
Mark exchanged looks with his team before following the four-foot-tall Brussels sprout. They all thanked Duard and Denilla for the ride and then stepped down the coiled beanstalk walkway.
The ground below the airship was spongy, and the air smelled fresh and earthy. He’d just established a sense of his surroundings when a cylindrical portion of the wall behind the boat peeled away, and Mark stood gawking at what appeared to be a giant pair of red lips on the end of a thick green vine. The terrifyingly huge mouth wormed forward to latch onto the back of Captain Duard’s ship, and its deep gulping noises echoed around the expansive root-filled chamber. Was this thing… regurgitating milk?
“Collector!” Penda called out.
She’d marched ahead at a good clip, and Mark hurried his pace to catch up to her as she pulled open a smooth wooden door. He grabbed it and held it open as Sasha, Jezebel, and Abby followed her deeper into the trunk of the enormous tree.
“Your home is beyond belief,” Jezebel said, clomping up close to the plant-woman.
Penda snapped her attention to the armored satyr. “This is your first arrival to Starglade? And it’s through the industrial sector?”
Jezebel scanned the vast earthen cave with glowing mushrooms sprouting at even intervals along the ceiling before she answered, and in the momentary silence, Mark thought he heard the faint sound of distant screaming.
“Yes,” Jezebel said, lost in her own thoughts, “it’s our first time here.”
The wide tunnel ended with another wooden door, and Mark sent out a mental signal to his team that he felt something wasn’t quite right here.
“Where are you taking us again?” he asked, keeping his blind eye focused on the hurried plant-elf.
“We’re passing through the maintenance tunnels on route to a teleport hub.” She turned her vivid green eyes up to face him. “You’re here to do quests, correct? Wasn’t your intended destination the Guild?”
They drew closer to the door, and now everyone could hear moans… of anguish? He wasn’t quite sure anymore.
Penda pulled open the door, and the muffled wailing people who were either being fucked or tortured shot up in volume. The gruesome dead rabbit-people on hooks before came front and center as he followed their Kalorplast escort into the next area, but Mark’s mind short-circuited once again.
The whole right side of this new expansive corridor was a glass wall in front of pregnant bunny creatures being held suspended by vines. Some females were being fucked by muscular rabbit-men, some were being fucked by aggressive plants, yet all the nude, floppy-eared-women were being suckled by smaller versions of the mouth-like vine he saw a moment ago.
He tore his eyes away from the chaotic and confusing orgy to check on his lovers’ reactions.
Sasha was wide-eyed, but her tail was swishing and clearly growing aroused. Jezebel held her hand to her chest, shocked, and Abby stepped closer. The furry white creature with massive tits didn’t seem to notice her on the other side of the glass. Either it was some sort of two-way-mirror situation or the thick bunny-woman was lost in her own plant-induced world of ecstasy.
The empathic antenna wedged into his skull automatically scanned the rabbit-woman, and Mark could feel a shadow of the maddening pleasure she derived as the slurping, sucking lips clamped on to her aching, fat nipples and pulled out gallons of sweet liquid from her swollen mammary glands.
“They enjoy this process?” the petite abyssal horror asked over the din of ecstasy, but before an impatient Penda could answer, one of the Lagomorphs yelled “Yes!” several times farther down the long tunnel.
“May I try your living pleasure chamber?” Abby followed up quickly, a big smile on her green lips.
“This isn’t a tour,” Penda said, tilting her head. “I’m not here to answer questions about our dairy products. And, no, I’m not putting you in a milking chamber…” The small plant-woman sighed and waved her wand once.
To Mark’s horror, he found that he could no longer move. The half-smile on his face remained locked in place as he tried activating every ability he had at his disposal, starting with his new magic shell and ending with a savagely erotic heal to incapacitate her… But nothing worked.
“I could put all of you into a milking chamber for the rest of your life if I wanted.”
His eye told him that she was lying. Or more accurately, she was trying to intimidate them. She wanted something.
Sasha’s mind flailed against the edges of her skull in an enraged panic, and Mark tried to will her to relax. Penda continued.
“I’m not sure you’re not spies yet, and no one knows you even exist. I could do all manner of things with you…” She waltzed over to Mark and ran her hand over his limp cock through his silk pants slowly, then she let her arm drop to her side.
“But I won’t. I’m going to let you go now. If you try and attack me, you’ll wish for the sun to stop shining.”
Her wand flashed blue, and he was released.
Mark expected to be out of breath, but he was fine. He looked over as Sasha’s tail snapped with frustration.
“Do that to me again, and I will find a way-”
“Stop,” Penda interrupted the riled-up succubus and held up her wand. “Mark demonstrated his power on me. I only demonstrated my power on you. Now shut up and listen. I did both you and Duard a huge favor by letting you through, and I’m asking you to return that favor.”
“What favor?” Mark said.
One of the Lagomorph women belted out “There!” repeatedly at a higher and higher pitch, and the plant-elf waited until she stopped.
“I am taking you to the elder Guild Master. With my introduction, he will give you access to a higher-tier list of available quests. On that list, you will find a quest to escort and guard a new Kalorplast Collector as she enthralls her first harem member- a wild Sacred Nut male. You will take this quest, murder the young Collector, and make it look like an accident. It’s a dangerous quest for her, and the crowns alone could easily be blamed for the-”
Mark put up his hand, and she stopped.
“Uh, Penda- right?”
The lettuce lady with the powerful magic wand tilted her head, then nodded.
“First, we aren’t murdering anyone. Second, I want you to know I can tell when you are lying. This was supposed to be a test, but it won’t really work on me.”
Mark tapped the scar that ran through his eye, and she squinted at him.
“You’re a seer?” she asked, the pink petals over her eyes raising slightly.
He shrugged, “If that’s what you want to call it.”
Penda put her palm on her verdant hip. “I had three cranberries and two spiders for breakfast.”
Mark grimaced.
“It’s true,” he said, looking over at Sasha, “she eats spiders.”
“I’ve been a Coercer for 538 seasons,” the suspicious plant-elf said, and Mark felt a hint of a lie whisper into his mind.
“Close, but untrue.”
Penda looked visibly shocked. “That’s remarkable. It’s really 565.”
Mark shook his head. “Try again.”
She stared into his eye, and he felt her frustration rise.
“566.”
Mark nodded. “As far as I know, you believe that’s the true number.”
“That’s… a powerful ability for a Lover,” she said. “How did you come by it?”
Sasha had enough. “You aren’t a tour guide, and we aren’t spies. Now let’s get on with what you really want from us and stop playing games.”
“She’s right,” Mark said. “I know you’re taking a risk with us and that you need our help. How about the truth this time?”
Penda nodded. “Fine. Everything I said was true except the Collector is my sister, and I want you to help her tame her first Enthralled. My father wants her to stay on our family estate forever and germinate many grandchildren, so he’s only authorized a minimal reward compared to everything else on the Guild Master’s list of posted quests. No one wants to take on a moderately dangerous escort quest for a new Collector. She’s a Fighter Class on top of everything else!”
Mark’s brow came down hard, and his brain felt like bursting from all the questions he had, but it all scattered when another one of the furry, milk-laden Lagomorphs began to groan in the throes of another orgasm.
“Can we go somewhere… less distracting?” he asked.
The spunky plant-woman shook her lettuce-wrapped head and crossed her slender arms.
“Not if we want to talk.”
“Fine,” Mark chuckled as he pointed the strange erotic insanity virtually pressing against his face. “Let’s start with that then. If you want our help, you will answer a few questions for us. What is going on here? Why did I see dead versions of this… species-”
“Lagomorphs,” Jezebel offered, helpfully.
Mark started again. “Why did I see dead Lagomorphs hanging from hooks?”
“Are you serious? Can I just say, ‘mutually beneficial arrangement’ and your seer eye dings with truth- or whatever?”
Mark blinked. She was smart, and he could see she had been seriously spoiled by her father. She was given a spacious dwelling at a young age, her pick of season-mates, lavish Seed Day parties… There was a brief flash, and he saw hatred for her father. She needed to help her sister escape the same fate or Penda herself would never be free to float among the wind-
“I get the milking,” Jezebel said, breaking him out of his unintentional deep dive into this small creature’s mind. He shook it off and resolved to keep better control over his enthusiastic mental probing. They all watched the nearest rabbit-woman caress the red-lipped vines draining her massive breasts as she got plowed from behind by a rabbit-man weightlifter.
Then the inquisitive satyr shook her head and got to her real question.
“But does… the vaginal stimulation help the process in some way or is it just for fun?”
Penda moved her eyes to Jezebel. “Yes. The Lagomorph produce sweeter milk if they are brought to orgasm while we extract the product.”
“They all look pregnant,” Sasha said, turning her scrutinizing blue eyes on their escort.
The Kalorplast gave her a small shrug. “Was that a question?”
“Do you eat them?” Abby asked.
“I don’t,” Penda sighed and rolled her eyes. “Really? I’m giving you access to an elder Guild Master and his bevy of star-tier quests, and you four want to ask infinite questions about our livestock industry. The good news is I am now reasonably certain you aren’t centaur spies.”
Mark flashed her a smile. Despite the continual barrage of insanity, he liked this little sprout.
“Penda,” he said, “does your sister want to become a Collector?”
She looked at Mark and his bonded monster-women with renewed scrutiny.
“What hole did you people fall out of that you know so little about everything?”
Mark felt a red embarrassment from both Jezebel and Sasha. They clearly conveyed that they both not only knew this answer but now felt bad for not explaining it to him sooner.
Abby cleared it all up quickly, though.
“The four of us originate from beyond all dimensions, and partially through my actions, our consciousnesses are all stuck in here with you until Mark unites the red crystal shards and restores system-level access.”
Penda’s tiny mouth hung open, and Mark noticed she had a dark-green leaf for a tongue.
“They’re both joking,” Jezebel said, unconvincingly. “Everyone knows Collectors are rare and chosen by fate when a willing individual comes of age.”
It was Sasha’s turn to roll her eyes.
“The question remains valid,” she said. “Does your sister understand the responsibility of risking her life to collect essence? Is she ready to commit to that lifelong bond?”
Mark could tell Sasha was speaking from experience, but it didn’t quite feel as if she was thinking about the other Mark- which felt good.
The direct personal questions snapped the plant-elf out of her shock.
“It’s all Cel talks about! She trains with her useless wooden axe every day- which angers my father, and his frustrations sour our household. She spent many seasons with her nose in everything from bestiary treatises to societal temperament studies and discovered that she wants to… bond with a rare arcane monster. If I have to hear her drone on about ‘phase-perfect’ compatibility statistics one more time…”
“And why aren’t you helping to get her nut with your magic stick?” Sasha followed up quickly, her arms crossed.
“I’m a Coercer. I can’t just abandon my post for a few days to go on an adventure with my little sister. We’re at war, remember? Speaking of which, I need to get back to my platform soon. You know what I want. Do it or don’t.”
Mark held up his hand when he felt Jezebel about to launch into more questions. He locked eyes with each member of his team and felt that none were explicitly against it.
“I’m not promising anything,” he said, “but we’ll look into helping your sister get her sacred nut.”
Penda nodded. “Then follow me. And by The Solar Radiance, try and act normal.”
With that, she spun on her green heel and began walking toward the door at the end of this noisy hallway.
He shared another look with his team before they all followed their guide out of the industrial milking area and past a few off-shoot tunnels before walking along a broad root lying on the bottom of a flying expressway chasm. Penda began jogging at this point, and Mark encouraged everyone to keep pace with her despite the dazzling sights above them.
After another few more turns and hallways, they came to a chamber with honeycombs of blue crystals coating the walls.
“Open the hub interface, and tick the group option,” Penda instructed as she tapped something in the air only she could see. “My clearance will take us straight to the highest guild branch.”
Mark blinked.
“What interface?” he whispered, but then there was a neon-green window filled with text hovering in front of him.
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“I can see it!” Mark shouted, his eyes bouncing around trying to read everything at once. Most of the translucent menu listed on the interface were locations within the colossal tree, but the section labeled “Common Destinations” caught his eye.
Barktown
Celestial Petal Row
South Market District
Nagging Good Grubs
Endrin’s Exquisite Eels
Vash’s Ashes
…
“Collector!” Penda shouted to get his attention. “Please tell me I’m not sending my sister to die in the hands of a buffoon.” The tiny sprout of a woman looked back at Sasha specifically for an answer.
“Call Mark a buffoon again, and I’ll snap that tiny twig of yours.”
Mark rolled his eyes and then reached out to select the box labeled join group in the upper-right corner.
“Sorry,” he said. “Just a small-town boy getting lost in the big city is all.”
Penda looked Mark up and down again before she sighed and faced forward.
“At least the women around you seem capable… you are cute, though.”
Before Mark could blink, the world was a blur, and it felt as if he were moving faster than should be possible. Then, the five of them were standing in what appeared to be an echoing cathedral.
Stained-glass windows twenty stories high saturated the cavernous interior extending forever before them. Polished, rich-brown wood was everywhere, and Mark’s eye was climbing up an impossible wall of bookshelves that rose up so high they seemed useless when sudden boisterous laughter wrenched his attention to a group of three creatures joking together as they approached.
“Quickly,” the little sprout said as she stalked out of the chamber into the immense hallway. Mark hurried his steps but something about the way the trio moved close together… They were all very much in love.
One was a male and part-weasel with dented iron armor, another was a fish-type woman with a pearlescent gown, and the final woman was a voluptuous eagle wearing a mean-looking crown of iron thorns.
Mark couldn’t quite put his finger on it. The odd feedback sensation bouncing between the three felt…
“It’s another Collector and her Enthralled,” Jezebel whispered into his ear as she pulled him along with the group. He turned away from the winged beauty with black-and-white feathers to see the excitement dancing in his satyr’s emerald eyes. “If we are in a major quest hub, we should see a lot more!”
After walking around a giant chessboard made from moss and dirt, Penda brought them to a raised section of floor along one of the smooth wooden walls. They passed under an archway and entered what appeared to be a small botany museum lit by glowing orange mushrooms. Glass cases held various specimens of plants, insects, mosses, berries, and all manner of detritus found on the ground in the wild.
Penda led them past it all to an ornate wooden desk to the right of the arch. Behind the desk was a wall of thick green vines.
“Master Noma!” their snarky guide called out, tapping her foot.
An old man’s voice whispered, “Penda?” from behind them, and Mark saw an elderly Kalorplast peek around one of the many glass cases. He was ancient, and where Penda’s body was taut and pliant, his was stiff and wooden. The star-tier Guild Master hobbled closer, and Mark began to notice gray bark spreading across his body- almost like a disease. Shriveled roots hung from his gnarled face in limp strands, and both of his eyes were a pure milky-white. Despite his unsettling appearance, the old plant-elf exuded goodwill and curiosity.
Penda stepped away from the desk and waved for Mark and his team to meet the hobbling master halfway.
“It’s been 40 decacycles, my student. Don’t tell me you’ve decided to feed your passion for treasure hunting.”
The lettuce-wrapped woman sighed. “No. But I brought a Collector and his Enthralled to hopefully help with my sister’s quest, so please grant them access to your job board. I must go back to my post. It was good… being here again.”
She locked her neon-green eyes on Mark and then waved to everyone before jogging back out into the enormous hallway.
He waved and turned back to notice the back of Abby’s long silky hair wandering out among the leaves and berries. Mark tried to ignore the fact that she was probably stealing everything and held out his hand to the ancient plant-elf smiling up at him.
“I’m Mark,” he said and waited for Master Noma to take it, but the creature only bobbed his head.
“A Lover, I see. Bonded to a unique Succubus, a unique Satyr, and a completely unknown and previously uncategorized being. There is something altogether off about you four, yet the winds did whisper of angry children sowing such strange, strange seeds near my roots.”
“Uh,” Mark started, not knowing where to go from there when Abby spoke up from a few cases down.
“I require contact with one of these pretty red crystals!” she shouted.
Mark felt a mixture of frustration and excitement wash over him when he saw that Abby was trying to pull the glass top off one of the cases with a huge bear-trap grin on her face. He couldn’t see them, but he could guess what was in there.
Jezebel and the ancient Kalorplast moved to join Abby while Sasha shot Mark a half-smile, exposing one of her fangs.
“Come, my love. Let us fulfill our virtual destiny.”
Mark took her hand and leaned into her sarcastic attitude. He wanted to get away from the Crystal Heart Shards for a while, but it seems this game really wanted to be played.
“Abby, sweetie,” Jezebel said, once she reached the case. “Let’s get permission before something breaks.”
The petite abyssal horror uncoiled her appendages from the immobile cube, disappointed, but her focus on the prize was so intense that she was grinning again quickly.
“Oh. You’ll never get in, little one. You go ahead and do your worst!”
Mark and Sasha walked up behind the old wooden sprout and saw eight jagged chunks of opaque crystal throbbing with a vivid red aura. They were arranged in a circle of perfect symmetry on top of a bed of soft, green moss.
“Can I try my worst?” Sasha asked in her extra sultry voice.
Guild Master Noma bobbed his head up and down. “I insist!”
Sasha’s spade tail snapped once, and she said, “Cover your face.”
Mark felt what was coming but didn’t try to stop it. Instead, he grinned and shielded his one good eye as his badass succubus blasted one side of the glass case with a blinding Arc Bolt and quickly followed up with a sharp-hooved Side Kick.
A loud ringing echoed through the expansive room, but the glass covering over the shards remained unmarred.
“Can you imagine if it were that easy,” Mark said when the ringing subsided.
“I can imagine a great many things,” the ancient Kalorplast said. “But a lightning-infused succubus… She is a rare beautiful treasure.”
“Guild Master,” Abby began again, and Mark could tell she was trying to use a sultry voice like Sasha. “May I please hold one?”
“You four really want to get to these crystals, do you? They’re an enigma that’s been a stone in my roots since Starglade was merely a sapling. It is said that dangerous monsters are drawn to their presence.”
Abby’s brow came down. “If you believe that were true, you’d be a fool for storing eight of them in the center of your city.”
Noma smiled, and the inside of his mouth reminded Mark of spotted red leaves at the end of autumn.
“If I let you hold one, will you promise not to try and take it?”
Abby thought about her answer for a few seconds too long.
“Can Mark hold one instead?”
She knew if he got his hands on any of these that he’d absorb it forever and gain a shit ton of essence, but-
His mind froze when Guild Master Noma reached his hand straight through the glass as if it weren’t there and pulled out one of the shards. He presented it to Mark, and all his Enthralled held their breath.
But Mark knew better. His blind eye saw more of this timeless creature than they could, and there was a good chance that if he grabbed this one, they’d lose access to the rest for a very long time.
He sighed and did what he always did.
“We are on a quest to find all of these crystal shards. If I touch this object, it will vanish, and we will grow stronger.”
The ancient Kalorplast pulled the object back to his chest, and Abby blew out her breath as if she were a deflating balloon.
“The light shines around your words, Collector, true as the morning warms our soil. I appreciate your warning. Losing one of these artifacts would require documents to be filed and explanations to be given. And yet…” The withered creature held the shard out to Mark again.
“I would witness you proving this claim.”
Mark looked down at the offered prize and shrugged.
“If you insist,” he said as he tapped his finger on it.
Mark’s clothes fluttered around his skin as pure bliss instantly poured into his essence pools. The shard vanished, and Mark shook himself off.
“Only 103 more,” Jezebel said gazing at the arranged pile of seven more under her freckled nose.
Guild Master Noma blinked his milky-white eyes as he remained focused on where the shard had been in his gnarled, branch-like hand.
“I do so enjoy being wrong,” he said, slowly lowering his arm to his side.
Mark shared a half-smile with Sasha, Jezebel, and Abby.
“I hope you won’t get in trouble, but I did warn you that would happen.”
Guild Master Noma began chuckling, his dangling roots jiggling before he started coughing. There was a brief moment of panic where Mark thought the ancient plant-elf was going to pass out- or worse.
“Let an old fool sort that,” he said after a final few hacking coughs, then turned away from the pedestal. “Now, you four strangers came to help Penda’s sister, Cel, with her quest to enthrall her chosen entity. Follow me, if you would.”
“No more shards?” Abby asked quietly, knocking a bunched-up tentacle tip against the impervious glass cube protecting them.
“No, Abby,” Mark said. “I’m pretty sure we’ll need to earn the rest.”
Master Noma tried to look over his shoulder. “This boy sees, hears, and speaks naught but the truth. Another rarity in this old world’s decadent times. Honorable though you may seem, Mark, I need to see you four a bit better before destroying more objects from beyond time. I need to know who or what I am allowing to grow in power.”
The Guild Master hobbled to the vines they’d seen earlier and there he gave up his fight against gravity. The ancient plant-elf fell back into the hanging green vines, and they came alive, surrounding him and lifting him up.
By the time Mark and his monster-women gathered at Noma’s desk, his wooden face was all that remained visible.
“Please accept the quest,” the old master said, but it wasn’t until the counter split open and a wooden board emerged in a smooth, sideways motion that Mark saw what he meant. It was a Job Board with only one pinned square of paper that fluttered as the thing swiftly locked into place. Mark felt Jezebel’s excitement spike behind him, and through their bond, he could feel the research AI almost bursting with the desire to discuss what they’d just witnessed.
Sasha touched his arm. “What does it say?”
Mark reached out and tore the piece of paper free from the pin to read it out loud.
“Escort Cel Nightwater, a Collector and a Fighter, to the Light King’s Garden and protect her while she enthralls one male Sacred Nut. Reward, one Nightwater heirloom necklace.”
“What does the necklace do?” Abby asked quickly.
“Wearing it means publicly displaying your support for one of the eighty-three Executive families that rule over Starglade.”
“How does your system of government work?” Jezebel asked, clomping one of her hooves forward and pressing her armored thighs against the desk. “What does the Nightwater family stand for, and what are the current political issues? Is there one ruler, or do eighty-three people make all the decisions?”
“Can we sell it?” Abby asked when Noma didn’t answer any of the satyr’s questions.
“I have informed Cel,” Noma continued as if he were a bored bank teller, “and she will be arriving at the transport chamber a few minutes from now.”
Two of the vines peeled away from the Guild Master and dipped behind his desk as the empty Job Board sank back into its thin slot. The vines then each deposited one plaster recall charm on the polished countertop before curling back to link back up with the others clinging to the wall.
“Take these, and good fate to you.”
Mark scooped them up and found one of the teleporting charms was carved into a pair of cherries connected by a stem, and the other into a tree. He was handing the charms to Jezebel for safekeeping when deep voices resonated in the immense hallway.
“Now,” the Guild Master said, “if you’ll excuse me, the morning can become quite busy.”
Two men in thick, shining armor walked into Noma’s gallery of nature, and Mark instantly grew jealous of their epic gear. One was a human, the other a human-like bear monster, and both held objectively attractive features.
Mark stepped away from the counter, and as they passed the dark-skinned male with friendly brown eyes, he knew that the bear was the Collector, and this human… was his loyal Enthralled.
“Interesting,” Mark whispered as they exited through the arch. The vast wooden corridor with intricate stained-glass windows depicting various plants continued to be breathtaking.
Sasha caught up and bumped her ass against his thigh.
“Shall I update my user preferences to include steamy man-meat?”
Mark shot her a half-smile. “A human Enthralled... just not something I expected for some reason.”
“What an insane morning,” Jezebel agreed, stretching her arms overhead and turning her tan face to the warm sunlight spilling over them. “These Kalorplast have used magic to hijack the game world’s system of Job Boards!”
Mark was about to ask for clarification when the honeycomb of blue crystals down the hallway flashed four times, and four people began walking straight toward them. The one that pulled Mark’s eye the most was a human female with long, apple-red hair. She wore an elegant black-and-white dress that clung to her plump curves, and through it, Mark could easily see her huge red nipples. A wide leather belt with a red potion for a buckle caught his eye for a moment before he noticed the heart ring on her hand.
He stopped as they approached, and she locked her flashing blue eyes on him.
“You’re a Lover...” Mark mumbled, and she stopped, her battle harem stopping with her.
His eyes moved to the obvious protector, a seven-foot minotaur with deadly horns and a tower shield on his back. Next was another human male with bright-red hair as well, but he was slender with battle-worn leather armor and a dagger strapped to each hip. And finally, Mark glanced over to another Kalorplast plant-woman. This one wore a red hooded cloak, and Mark could feel the air around her crackle with potent magical ability.
“I’ve never seen you before,” the woman said, and Mark physically felt her aura of attention focus on his face. “Well, well. New blood in the star-room?” Her voice was cool and pleasant. “You strike me as the type of group to be after something very specific.”
The human male frowned and murmured, “Better not be the Underknife.”
“Your attempt at a warning only stokes my interest in this Underknife,” Abby said, hugging her stomach and eyeing the glass cases behind them.
“No,” the minotaur rumbled as he eyed Jezebel. “This group is new and undisciplined. They must be lost.”
The minotaur’s sensual Collector smiled, and Mark’s eyes were instantly drawn to the curve of her red lips. He could see that she enjoyed letting the tight, stiffly packed bundle of muscle behind her…
Mark blinked- quickly pulling back out of her mind and her tethered bonds.
“Excuse me!” said a quiet voice, and everyone turned to see another Kalorplast running up. She held a small wooden axe in each hand and looked like she wore armor made of cabbage. “I’m Cel, and I’m meeting a Collector to help me finally bond with my nut!”
Mark held out his hand to the four-foot-tall Fighter. “Pleased to meet you, Cel. I’m Mark, this is Sasha, Jezebel, and Abby. We will be escorting you.”
“Looks like you owe our new guildmates an apology, Larn.”
Mark looked back at the red-lipped Lover and saw her undeniable dominating side.
“Did I walk into something here?” Cel said, holstering her axes and putting her small hands on her hips.
“Miss Collector,” Sasha said in her most practiced sensual voice. “If it wouldn’t be too much trouble, could I ask you to use your Lover’s Heal on Mark, just once. It would really make my clit tingle if I watched him be forced to feel what I feel. Perhaps a woman as experienced as you can show him how it’s done.”
Mark felt a smile growing on his face as the human Lover put a finger to her big, soft lips. After considering the request, she made a counteroffer.
“I’ll show you mine,” she said and then locked her eyes on Mark. “If you show me yours.”
“Deal,” he said with a grin.
The thick woman in the tight dress smoothed her hands down her solid thighs, and Mark saw her heart ring flash once.
Then his world melted around him. It felt as if a hundred pairs of lips slurped on different parts of his rapidly stiffening penis. They sucked on his head, licked his shaft and there were a few on each of his balls. He started to spasm uncontrollably as he rode that growing wave of ecstasy and felt pure bliss ignite his whole body.
Then it was over, and Mark took a shuddering breath. Sweat dripped down his back, and he had to check to make sure he hadn’t cum in his pants.
He hadn’t, but his rock-hard erection jutted outward, and he caught Cel gaping at it with wide eyes.
“My turn,” he said, and detected hints of disappointment and arrogance from the gorgeous woman standing across from him. Her Enthralled minotaur was her voice of dissent and caution, and although she thought herself superior, the woman standing before him was genuinely good-hearted.
Mark shook out his hands, focusing on the other Lover’s body and her energy patterns. With so many people watching, he fell into a more competitive mindset and poured all his concentration into finding the ideal throbbing modulations for her pleasure inputs. The epic corridor around him faded out, and Mark’s unique eye peeled away layer after layer until all that was left was the other group’s pulsing, golden bond. Channels of pure power pulsed with their own fluttering rhythm, and he saw information continually bouncing back and forth between the four of them. As he measured the size of their connection to his own, he noticed tiny flickers of red motion embedded into the channels themselves. Whatever this trapped information was, its red glow told him that it was the perfect place to smash his Heal. Mark squeezed his mind tighter, trying to pull the erratic zaps of energy into focus-
“See?” the minotaur’s deep voice said slowly. “He’s quaking like a birth-wet calf.”
Mark smiled and dumped his healing power directly into the abstract targets fluttering within the other team’s interconnected bonds.
Immediately, all four in the other group dropped to their knees, their minds stunned with confusing levels of terrible pleasure. He caught flashes of the two females and two males engaging in countless complicated sexual positions, but they were layered so thick that Mark couldn’t separate them out from one potent image. Despite the male human’s young age, this team had been together for years, and they had all enjoyed each other’s bodies in virtually every conceivable combination. And here, written in miniature was a detailed log regarding every essence transfer.
Mark snapped back into his own mind when he realized the four treasure hunters were virtually screaming in ecstasy.
He pinched off his heal and sucked in a huge breath as the last of their moans echoed throughout the wooden corridor.
“Take it outside!” Guild Master Noma yelled from his archway.
Mark reached down and helped the other Lover back into her high-heeled boots.
“What are you?” she whispered, scrutinizing his blind, scarred eye again.
“Mark is a very potent Lover,” Abby said, her appendages wrapped smugly under her breasts.
“Fine. I take it all back,” the bull-man named Larn said after a good-natured snort through his bovine snout, then he pointed his horns toward the quest giver. “Come on. Enough pissing around. We got shit to do, and now I need clean pants.”
“See you around Starglade,” the red-lipped Lover said before she followed the heavily armed behemoth stomping away.
“You guys are amazing!” the plant-elf said. “Can we leave now? How does this work? I’m so excited!”
Sasha clomped over to Cel and crossed her arms as she considered the grinning plant-elf, and Mark took the opportunity to do the same.
She was a bit taller than her sister, and the rounded cabbage leaves that covered her white flesh appeared to be a living part of her body. She had wide hips, strong legs, and her stomach was various-sized cabbage leaves ending in two perfectly round breastplates. She had no floral accents like her sister, and even her head was more like a leafy helmet. One bit of long foliage covered her small nose, and two others jutted out from the sides of her head to cover her long, pointed ears.
Sasha’s spade tail began to sway behind her as both Abby and Jezebel joined the semicircle they were forming around the warrior sprout.
“Those tiny axes- you’re so cute,” Sasha said. “I’m actually pretty excited to watch you get your nut, myself.”
The green-and-white Kalorplast crossed her arms and under her cabbage breasts, and Mark noticed she even had natural bracers on her forearms made from tightly packed leaves. He caught a flash of annoyance from the leafy Fighter- she hated people thinking she wasn’t deadly.
“I’m excited too,” Jezebel said with a big smile. “Can you tell us about these Sacred Nut creatures?”
Cel’s brown eyes went wide.
“Mother of roots, can
I? Okay, listen up; a long time ago in an ancient human kingdom, there was a ruler thought to be so holy that he acquired the ability to perpetually heal anyone that fell under his gaze. King Nathians Ghothal visited his troops on his border as they fought the platinum beetles, and he was even able to restore the dead back to the living- and so on. Seasons passed, and the Light Blessed King yearned to know darkness. You see, for his eyes were like two suns, and he quickly lost his sanity from being eternally bathed in inescapable brilliance.
“The king took his own life with a dagger through his eye, and when his head exploded, a magical anomaly spread to kill most of his subjects.”
Mark held up his hand. “When his head… exploded?”
Cel nodded vigorously. “Boom! A whole human culture destroyed in the span of a breath, which ended up being a good thing. King Ghothal had become infested with a Third Circle Light Demon he’d picked up during his intensely religious rites.”
“Light Demon?” Jezebel asked as they all tried to keep up with this fast-talking Kalorplast.
“Yes. They manifest from, and are attracted to, the emotions of healers and purveyors of the spiritual when they grow greedy for donations and devotion. Usually, spiritual or deity-worshiping healers do their works and say their words for the glory of their faith or their god, but we know how people can be, especially humans- no offense.”
“No,” Sasha said, nodding. “It’s true. Humans can make some serious messes.”
“What does any of this have to do with enthrallable nuts?” Mark asked.
Cel grinned.
“I could stand here and talk to you for several seasons about what I know, but we’ll need to walk for some distance before we reach our goal. Perhaps I can answer all your questions as we move?”
Mark nodded as Jezebel brought out the recall charm given to them for the quest. He reached out one hand to grab Cel’s rounded cabbage shoulder, and another out to his sweet satyr’s arm.
Once the circuit was complete, Jezebel snapped the cheery-carved charm, and they all found themselves standing in front of a small farmhouse near a field of ten-story berry bushes with red, juicy globes like hot-air balloons tucked into the densely packed foliage.
Cel put her hands on her hips and thrust out her leaf-armored chest.
“Welcome to the west-most edge of the Bloodberry Maze.”
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Cel led them across a manicured lawn of grass toward the monolithic hedge of berries blocking out the morning sun, and Mark could feel gleeful anticipation radiating out of the half-plant-woman with each step. He also noticed how quick she was for having such short legs.
“It would probably take you a hundred days or more to navigate this dense labyrinth of leaf and wood,” she said back to them over her rounded shoulder.
Mark imagined the next few hours of walking around some secret path only she knew, but to both his astonishment and relief, an opening in the wall pulled apart as if reacting to Cel’s presence.
“You control plants?” Abby asked, impressed.
“All Kalorplast can shape natural vegetation. Everyone knows…” The cabbage leaf woman’s thicker brows came down over her eyes as she trailed off. But her animated face quickly bounced back to a bright smile.
“That’s the feeling I want,” she said with a sigh. “To find places never seen… mysterious distant lands and unique peoples. How strange you must think our ways, yes?”
Jezebel moved up close to the plant-elf as they cheated straight through the towering berry bush maze.
“I understand that feeling well, and yes. Your ways are endlessly fascinating to me. I have so many questions!”
“Wait,” Mark said as he felt Jezebel’s impending inquiry avalanche. “Before we get too deep into cultural exchange time, start with where we are, where we’re going, and what we’re fighting.”
“Also, we still are missing all nut-related data,” Abby added.
“Good, okay,” Cel said as she marched them through the mammoth shrubbery rows. “As I said, we are in the Bloodberry Maze, and we should reach our first fight in about an hour- probably less because I can feel the sucrose saturating my capillaries- anyway, let me continue with the Light King explosion that ended a nation. It’ll make more sense from that angle.”
“Trying to make sense should be low on your list of priorities,” Mark interjected. “That whole ‘stranger in a strange land’ thing you crave can be overwhelming sometimes.”
“Let her talk, Mark,” Jezebel said through a half-smile.
“Okay, so the King stabs himself in the brain with a holy relic and the resulting conflict of deities and powers forced a section of the world to exhibit unusual properties. How it works and why it exists at all has never been fully understood- yet debated about at length. I could go on, but those details are irrelevant. The relevant details are what new life formed during the demonic and holy blast that destroyed so much.
“Ghothal took his own life sitting on a bench in his royal garden. Near the king were three separate objects that all underwent fantastic transformations. Ghothal’s crown, a bowl full of shieldshell nuts, and a single bumblebee.
“The crowns will be the first threat we face, and they are why this maze exists.”
“I’m beginning to see why no one took this quest,” Sasha said with a lighthearted laugh. “How can someone talk for so long and only ever generate more questions?”
“Tell us more about the crowns,” Mark said, trying to keep it all straight.
“There are hundreds of magical copies floating around within the cursed lands ahead. Physically, they are tempered silver hoops with points that will launch themselves in your direction as if controlled by an unseen hand. You must be quick to dodge them.”
“You’ve faced these crowns,” Abby stated.
“I tried to do this by myself,” Cel said, embarrassment in her voice. “A single Ghothal’s Crown chased me back into the maze. Yet, I lived to fight another day.”
“That day is today,” Mark said, enjoying her bright optimism. Deep down, she would face any hardship with gritty determination and carried herself like someone he wanted to have by his side. The simple leather belt holding her wooden axes caught his eye, and he was looking forward to seeing this small warrior use them.
“What purpose does this maze serve?” Jezebel asked. “As it relates to these floating crowns.”
“So, adventures, looters, scholars, and treasure hunters began exploring the remains of the city and were soon beset by swarms of cursed crowns. It was learned early on that any Ghothal’s Crowns leaving the area or that have been destroyed will reform within the anomaly on the next sunrise. This maze passively prevents the crowns from wandering into our lands.”
“Why waste so much space with this vast maze?” Abby asked. “Wouldn’t it be more logical to employ an equally passive solid wall?”
Cel looked up into the towering hedges around them as she considered the question.
“There are those that think we Kalorplast are arrogant and wasteful. But I don’t see why. We exist to encourage the growth of vegetation. What excess we create simply rots and continues the cycle of life.”
She stopped and pointed at a basketball-sized berry nearby. With the flick of her wrist, its stem began to throb, and the fruit swelled before their eyes. Cel dropped her hand after it reached the size of a beachball.
“Some are more adept than others,” she continued, breathing heavy. “But I suppose this beautiful and legendary maze exists because we could make it.”
“Okay,” Mark said as they started moving forward again. “So, we’ll fight the respawning silver crowns, got it. Then what?”
Cel nodded. “We fight through the ruined city and then cross the bridge to the Light King’s Citadel. We’ll need to locate his royal gardens and fight off the Behemoth Bumblebee so I can enthrall a beautiful Sacred Nut creature hiding within.”
“Is there just the one guardian bee?” Abby asked.
“Yes. The adventure records state the bee serves as warden over the place where Ghothal took his life. The creature is huge and difficult. But that shouldn’t be a problem for experienced heroes like the four of you!” Cel made an excited little hop as they pressed forward through the hedges. “I want to thank you all again for taking my quest. Everyone at home never listens when I talk about my destiny- about my passion. I know my sister hates it the most.”
Mark shared a glance with Sasha as they followed behind the other three.
“So, does the bee also respawn?” Jezebel asked.
“At dawn, yes.”
“And this nut creature you’re after? What makes you certain that he can walk off without respawning too? Has anyone ever tried to enthrall one before?”
Cel slowed a little. “I asked an experienced Collector who said they believed the act of binding the creature to me would work. Besides, I just know. I’ve spent most of my life searching for the perfect partner. Unlike a Lover, I can only have one bond at a time. A Sacred Nut is reported to heal, have a high defense, and move fast. Not only do the field sketches I’ve seen depict one of the most alluring creatures ever created, but they would also be a perfect fit for my fighting style.”
“Well,” Mark began, “our job is to get you there and protect you while you charm your nut buddy. The rest is up to you. And, speaking of fighting styles, we should probably go over our roles in combat.”
“First,” Sasha jumped in, “Jez, Abby, you two need to see something.”
She stopped, and everyone turned to face the blonde bombshell. The sun had risen high enough to start peeking over the fifty-foot-tall hedges, and when she flexed out the new chrome scales on her arms, they sparkled like diamonds.
“How?” Jezebel said, stepping up to touch them. Abby was right behind her and constricted her long tentacle around Sasha’s other wrist. The abyssal horror’s sharp eyebrows came down.
“I do not like being so far behind.”
“Last night,” Mark said. “On the airship after the… essence transfer. We haven’t stopped moving since then.”
“I’m speechless,” Cel said, her eyes twinkling with awe.
Jezebel finished her inspection of Sasha’s new deployable armor and looked over at Abby.
“Don’t worry, Mark and Sasha were bonded for many years before either of us met him. It makes sense for her to have a bit of an advantage.”
The words were sincere and convincing, but he could tell that she was on the verge of not being convinced herself, so Mark changed the subject by summoning his glowing two-handed mace.
“I am a Lover, and I can heal, but I can also kick some ass with this. Sasha is a Destructor who can use powerful lightning attacks and devastating kicks. Jezebel is a Druid who can shapeshift into a formidable armored bear and summon vines to snare our foes. And sweet Abby can cast spells that shred minds and rend flesh.”
“You’re all so amazing,” the small, half-plant Fighter said. “I can rush in and Swift Strike with my axes. That’s it for now.”
“You’ll grow,” Mark said, dismissing his weapon. “Today, we’ll handle the fighting. Understood?”
Cel nodded. “You’ll get no argument from me. A healer that can summon a magical melee weapon?” She blinked at him a few times and then resumed her direct line through the dense green rows. After a few steps, the small plant-elf shot a look back over her cabbage pauldrons but then decided to keep her mouth shut. Mark didn’t need his eye to tell him that was unusual behavior for her.
Without trying, he felt the guidance she wanted from them. She saw his team as the cool kids who were finally taking her seriously and held her leafy tongue to prevent herself from blowing it by asking something dumb.
“Also,” Mark said with a grin, “I’m really good at sensing emotions, so just ask.”
She looked at him again and then let her shoulders slump.
“I still don’t know how a Collector- you know… enthralls. I can see my Swift Strike button, and it initiates after I indicate a target, but don’t see a section on the interface that should-”
“Hey,” Mark interrupted, and she took a breath. “I might not be the best teacher, Cel. However, I will tell you something that I know for sure. Forming a bond with another living thing is more about paying attention to them rather than any interface- or anything else for that matter.”
Cel nodded, but she’d hoped a friendly Collector would just give her a surefire trick.
“He’s right,” Jezebel said.
“Absolutely,” Sasha agreed quickly.
Abby lifted her tentacle up to rip off a leaf from one of the bushes as they walked.
“Who better to know than we Enthralled?” she said. “Mark has given you valuable advice.”
“Don’t worry about it too much,” Mark added. “I think you’ll know what to do when you meet your dream nut-boy.”
They chatted about Cel’s industrious people and her society for the rest of their straight path through the maze, and Mark found himself tuning out as Jezebel pressed the Kalorplast Collector for socio-political details of the ruling houses.
He became focused inward, thinking about the human Lover he’d encountered in the great wooden hallway outside Master Noma’s nature gallery. The bond that linked Mark to his three AI monster-women became illuminated within the shadows of his mind, and he saw the similar bits of data shooting between them as small packets of emotion. He wasn’t quite able to see the same, well-worn patterns within theirs as he had with the other group, and the channels weren’t as wide, but with only 5 of the 108 shards, they had only just begun.
All the bizarre visions from his blind eye led Mark to believe he was “seeing” parts of this virtual world he was never meant to perceive. Perhaps if he dove deeper still, they could-
There was a heavy buzz of insect wings near his ear as Mark’s emotional antenna became saturated by an indiscernibly wrong signal from everywhere. His club came to his hand as he held it up, searching for-
“Mark?” Sasha asked, her new forearm armor deployed. “What is it?”
Jezebel had shifted into a bear and was on his other side, scanning along the path while Abby pressed her back into him from behind.
Cel was standing still apart from them, her eyes wide.
“Are there any other type of bugs around here besides that bee?” Mark asked as he searched the area again.
“Not that I’ve ever heard of,” Cel said, pulling out her axes just in case. “And the Behemoth Bee never leaves the Ghothal royal gardens.”
They all stood still and quiet as a light breeze blew over the tops of the rows around them. Nothing happened, and not a single bug appeared.
Mark dismissed his weapon.
“Sorry,” he said. “I was pretty deep into my head and poking at the limits of my abilities and thought I heard something. Maybe I shouldn’t be messing around in there…”
Everyone relaxed their guard, but Sasha and Jezebel both remained worried about him.
“I suppose being cautious is how you’ve stayed alive this long,” Cel said, marching forward through the bushes again. “I have so much to learn.”
The two Collectors and three Enthralled continued in silence for about another ten minutes before their plant-elf guide came to a stop and did not open the maze wall in front of them.
“Okay,” she said, taking a deep breath. “We are close now. I’m going to move through one more wall, then we should take a left and walk the rest of the way out. We don’t want to stumble into a nest of crowns that might be bunched up on the path.”
Mark could sense that she didn’t have a heart. Her capillary system moved water and nutrients around on its own as if the whole thing was one distributed muscle instead. And now, he could feel her body racing with fear.
“We got this,” Mark said with confidence. “Jez and Sasha will take the lead while Abby casts from behind. If we face more than one, Vine, Lacerate, Arc. I will stay back and cover Cel and Abby, but I’ll rush in if necessary.”
“Starglade Recall Charm prepped,” the armored satyr added, tapping a small slit near her shoulder. “Come to me if we need a quick escape.”
“Oh, that’s clever,” Cel said. “I’m ashamed I didn’t think of it.”
Mark gave her a sideways smile. “What strategies we know, we learned through experience. Are you ready to start learning?”
She nodded slowly then turned to the thick clump of leaves in front of them. With a wave of her hand, the foliage rustled apart, and Jezebel hopped through before it was fully open.
Sasha was right on her hooves, and then Abby. Mark followed her through and came face to face with another empty row before Cel joined them and then closed the hole behind her.
Their party’s tank waited until they were all behind her then began stalking forward in the indicated direction. The towering bushes were far enough apart that Jezebel and Sasha could walk side-by-side, and his eyes went from the satyr’s doe-like nub of a tail over to Sasha’s swaying hips. Abby and Cel were behind them. They were both short and green, but the petite abyssal horror was a head taller than the Kalorplast Fighter. He also noticed Abby’s yellow bikini and tight behind, and then Cel’s crisp vegetable ass next door.
With a smile, Mark refocused on making sure nothing surprised them from behind. He had one red shard’s worth of essence sloshing around, and it had already brought him to about a quarter. They weren’t doing a simple “kill ten slimes” quest like he’d wanted, but there was a chance that his reservoir would be topped off again by tonight. He didn’t have super-high hopes though- respawning monsters hadn’t been kind to them in that department.
Then he saw it. A spinning silver hoop emerging from around the corner ahead of them- and Jezebel was instantly blitzing forward. In a display of skillful coordination that Mark would never get sick of seeing, his book-smart satyr shifted into an armored bear in mid-dash. She galloped forward faster than any of them could run, her huge back paws kicking up grass and dirt as she launched toward her prey.
Bear-Jez reared up with both of her iron-clad claws rising to strike and completely eclipsed the crown with her furry, armored body. Then, after momentum caught up with her, she slammed her paws down, smashing the anomalous entity to the ground.
A fraction of a second later, Mark felt a small flutter of essence tickle his balls. He was awestruck by her badass majesty when he heard a strange, metallic warbling from behind, and it took his brain a moment to remember that he was supposed to be watching their backs.
Mark turned to see two more of the silver crowns hovering down the path from deeper in the maze. With a snarl, he summoned his club and then said, “Going left,” to Abby before sprinting to meet them.
He wasn’t as fast as Momma Bear, but he got a good feel for how these Ghothal’s Crowns moved. Both rings of pointed metal spun through the air like a frisbee, only these didn’t eventually drop.
A few steps before he reached his target, the animated silver hoop on the right split in half and fell to pieces, but he ignored Abby’s handiwork and concentrated on swinging his ghostly club with the perfect timing to hit this thing out of the park.
Mark focused on the True Strike spot on the silver crown, but then the easy pitch became a fastball, and Mark had to react quickly.
The tines angled forward, and just like Cel said, the hovering foe rushed forward to impale his chest. Instead of swinging, Mark turned his bat and attempted to deflect the attack sideways.
A sharp burning pain came from his bicep where the crown had sliced deep into his body, but at least he was alive. Grabbing hold of the pain as inspiration, Mark pushed off the ground to follow close behind while it tried to change momentum. Before it could build any speed, he nailed it with a swift backhand swipe.
The metal crown squealed as Mark’s weapon knocked it aside, and the silver hoop ended up tangled within the branches of the maze wall. With a grunt, he bashed it again, and the dented Ghothal’s Crown fell lifeless to the ground. As it faded away, Mark felt more essence enter his body.
He shot a glance behind him, found it clear, then Mark jogged back to the others.
“Everyone okay?” he asked, but he could already tell no one was hurt. Without waiting for an answer, Mark healed his bleeding arm, then nodded up the row. “Then let’s keep moving before more come from behind.”
Jezebel nodded, and the five of them dashed forward quietly through the rest of the maze. As they jogged, Mark quickly noticed warm desire coming from all the women around him. Even Cel. From her, he could feel a sense of shocked awe. He saw echoes of Jezebel’s ideas on how Lovers within this world were never fighters, and that she was now very curious about him.
When Mark saw the light spilling in against the far wall, he knew they’d reached the exit. Abby activated her mind-clouding ability, and Cel pulled in a gasp when she vanished from her sight, but there was no change for Mark. The dark-haired thief slid along the foliage and peeked out into the city. They didn’t know if her innate invisibility would work on the magic crown entities, but it didn’t hurt to be safe.
Mark watched as the dark-haired monster-woman leaned out, looked around, and then scurried back to them. Abby then stood at attention and gave her report.
“Stone foundations covered in red moss, five visible crowns, scattered. And a strange, alluring glow around the edges… of things.”
Abby was never one to be at a loss for words.
“It’s the anomaly,” Cel whispered. “I can’t believe I’m so close.”
“Where is this bridge from here?” Mark asked.
“We exit the maze and keep going straight away from it. We’ll see it on our left when we get close enough.”
Mark took in a deep breath.
“Let’s go get us a nut.”
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Jezebel and Abby jumped out of the maze and began activating their special abilities immediately. One of the furthest crowns along the giant hedge maze became ensnared in the satyr’s Vines, while the abyssal horror cast an instant Mind Crush with a flick of her tentacle then began preparing her high-damage laceration spell.
While she wove the incantation, Sasha and Jezebel ran out into the field to engage the remaining three as Mark and Cel raced along the maze’s outer edge toward the one trapped in Jezebel’s Vines.
He shot a glance out toward the bright-white stones and soft red moss to check on the others and immediately saw the glow Abby was talking about. The mostly barren land had this aura of vibrancy and… shine.
Mark turned back to the hedge maze wall and noticed it stretching miles beyond their tangled crown target. Far in the distance, the leafy topiary wall eventually ended, and distant flashes of a violent thunderstorm hung over a shadowed, gray swamp. He saw bolts of lightning strike the ground multiple times in a row and wondered if it was some sort of permanent storm that acted as a natural barrier.
Sasha pulled his attention back as she Arc Bolted a foe out of the air, and then Bear-Jezebel tore her target down right after. He looked over and was glad to see the Mind Crushed crown dipping toward the ground as dark wisps of energy looped around its silver edges, ending whatever force kept the enchanted entity alive. Abby was getting stronger, and he just knew there were some kick-ass spells still waiting to be unlocked.
Behind him, he felt Cel swiftly keeping pace along the wall as they went to finish the trapped crown with his mace but decided to slow his strides.
He turned to the small plant-woman behind him.
“I changed my mind!” he yelled. “You go kill that thing!”
She looked at him with eyes like two full moons, but the Kalorplast Fighter wrinkled her nose with a cute snarl and sprinted past him toward the tangled crown.
Mark followed, but she was faster than he expected when she poured on the juice. Cel pulled her dual hand-axes out from her belt and hacked downward into the silver hoop as she slid to a stop. Her wooden Swift Strikes were fast and did seem to damage it, but the crown needed seven such chops before it dropped and vanished.
As with Loa in the Utterback catacombs, Cel’s kill still gave him essence.
“Nice work,” he said as they trotted back toward Jezebel and Sasha.
“I destroyed a crown!” she said, a huge toothy grin on her cabbage-helmed face.
“Five we can take,” Jezebel said, back in satyr form and scanning the bright landscape. “But you said there were hundreds?”
Cel squinted her eyes and looked around the ancient ruins, and Mark did the same. The land sloped upward from the maze’s entrance into a bluff that appeared to overlook the whole area. To either side of this rise, the ground angled downward toward an immense blue ocean with pink and gold clouds framing everything. No grass grew anywhere. The Light King’s domain was either dried dirt, ancient white stone, or vibrant red moss. There were hints of structures still standing, and he saw a broken white tower crouching on the bluff, but mostly there were only weathered foundations- white crumbling bricks barely poking out of the ground like half-buried skeletons. Behind them, the imposing wall of the maze ran flawlessly straight from that distant stormy swamp to his right and then appeared to stretch on endlessly to his left. The warm sun above wasn’t unpleasant, but its light and heat felt amplified by whatever magical anomaly drenched the air around him.
Cel found what she was looking for and then pointed her small hand out.
“You see those legs and part of a torso over there?”
Mark followed her finger over the ancient foundations and crimson moss to see the broken white sculpture she mentioned. There was something particularly bright about it that made it hard to look at directly. Cel continued.
“The crowns spawn on their heads every dawn even if the statue is destroyed. They are scattered throughout the area, so the chance that all of them would-”
“Two,” Sasha said, dashing off and armoring up. Ahead, Mark saw one Ghothal’s Crown become snared in glowing vines while Sasha’s black hooves crushed part of an ancient stone foundation as she pushed off to go after the other. She brought a thickly muscled leg up and executed a sliding Side Kick on her target as Abby erased the vined one.
Mark pushed off the ground to follow his badass Destructor.
“Let’s keep moving,” he said and led them straight away from the Bloodberry Maze up the sloping land ahead. “I want to get to a higher vantage point.”
“Your axe material is ineffective,” Abby said as they jogged up the gentle incline. “With no cutting edge, they are like maces with wind resistance.”
“Kalorplast don’t like metal,” she said with a shrug. “And my innate ability makes them a bit stronger.”
His focus was on the surrounding area and potential threats, but there was no denying the lies Cel was telling Abby. She understood they were ineffective. Without probing deeper, he didn’t know why she had them, but he tried to keep his eye off the sprout warrior. Too much was going on right now, and Mark didn’t like how little control he had over the visions that assaulted him sometimes. Especially after whatever that was with his ear in the maze.
The jog to the top of the bluff took about ten minutes, and Sasha reached the edge first.
“Holy shit,” she said as Mark joined her and saw the gleaming splendor for himself.
The dirt ended in a sheer cliff overlooking a vast, tiered landscape of square stone foundations and red moss as it continued for about another mile until ending abruptly with a sharp drop-off into the sea. They could see everything from here, and what pulled everyone’s attention was the nearby island jutting out of the water. On the left side was a great mass of what appeared to be melted stone, frozen in the shape of an enormous splash. Cel had told them that this citadel had been destroyed by a magical explosion and apparently this massive structure had turned into liquid and was blown sideways before instantly solidifying as this gargantuan work of abstract art glistening in the sun. On the right side of the island was a multi-hued paradise of green grass and exotic flowers the size of buildings with rainbow-colored vines spilling over the edge down into the gap.
The only thing that connected the elevated island to the rest of the ancient ruined city was a thin stone bridge as if it were a piece of white string stretched between them.
“I believe you picked one hell of a partner, Cel,” Mark said.
She nodded, her mind swirling with excitement, wonder, and awe.
“That is the Light King’s Citadel and his Royal Garden. Somewhere in there is the being I intend to spend the rest of my life with.”
Movement in the ancient ruins below caught his eye, and he noticed countless glints of polished silver milling around in a clump between them and the bridge. He was about to point them out when it struck Mark as odd that he hadn’t noticed any of the motes of light indicating a crossing-over point in a while. The crackling power still spun in his mind, but there was nothing to use it on. If he’d seen a doorway, they might have been able to bypass the horde of crowns on the Wrongside. Also, it would have been damn interesting to see what craziness might be present in the same place within that semi-mirror universe.
“Anyone else seeing the traffic jam up there?” he said, fishing for ideas.
“No…” Cel said, fear in her voice. “Is that too many to handle?”
“I count thirty-plus,” Jezebel said. “Maybe we can draw them off somehow.”
“Are they smart?” Mark asked the plant-elf.
“Um, not overly so. I don’t know.”
Mark looked back over his shoulder, and at this height, the insanely intricate hedge maze appeared as the top of a green brain extending across the landscape- and a plan began to form.
“How do you fine ladies feel about a little backtracking?”
Everyone turned to see what he was talking about, but his sexy, smart satyr caught on first.
“You want to lead that clump of crowns into the maze.”
Mark nodded. “That’s what it’s for, isn’t it?”
“Your logic is flawless,” Abby added, standing on her toes to see the tops of the bloodberry bushes.
“How do we get them to follow us all that way and not kill us?” Cel asked.
Mark looked over at Jezebel.
“Grizzly-Jez gallops pretty fast. I’m thinking you and Sasha go down close enough to draw them with a Shock Bomb. Then Sasha hops on for a ride to where we’ll be waiting at the entrance. Once the horde of crowns is lured inside the maze, Cel will let us cheat through the walls and pop back out through over there.” Mark pointed to the place near where the Kalorplast Collector smashed her first crown.
The plant-like Fighter took a shuddering breath and turned to face him.
“Your plan is fantastic. Thank you, Mark. You have no idea how much this means to me. Not only are you helping me fulfill my dream of being an adventurer, but you are also teaching me how it’s done.”
“Just put in a good word for us with Guild Master Noma after we get you your nut buddy.”
About twenty minutes later, Abby had her tentacle wrapped around his hand as they stood just inside the maze. Despite the differences in elevation, he could see the distant blue succubus shape throw something before hopping onto the back of the red bear shape, and the concussive blast’s echo reached them moment later.
Abby squeezed his hand as they waited for their bonded teammates to lure the mob of foes up through the ruins, and although they were standing still, both their hearts raced with anticipation.
“Run, now!” Mark shouted as soon as he saw Sasha’s horns appearing over the rise.
The three of them rounded the first bend in the hedge maze as the galloping Bear-Jezebel caught up, and Cel willed open a hole for them to escape into a path far-removed from where they were. Everyone ran through except Sasha, who activated another Shock Bomb and threw it as far as she could down the path.
Once she joined them, Cel closed the opening, and the four-foot-tall plant-woman led them back through a series of dense foliage walls until they were once again out in the anomalous, ruined landscape.
They didn’t wait around to see if any Ghothal’s Crowns would turn around, and all five of them sprinted to the left, down the sloping land toward the bridge they’d spotted from the bluff.
As they moved further into the moss-covered ruins, it became clear that his plan had worked, and they’d lured off all the crowns that would have potentially been in their way.
Cel hopped as she ran, punching her fist up toward the liquid yellow sun.
“This is everything I thought adventuring would be!”
Mark shared glances with his three lovely monster-women as they all closed the distance to their destination. Eventually, the dirt ahead came to an abrupt, eroded end, and he called for a stop.
The explosion of color to the right of the melted stronghold was a sharp contrast to the pure white, lifeless stone extending out over the sea. Giant red tulips reached three stories high, but there were also vibrant pansies, towering lilac bushes, and many other colorful mutant plants. Every square centimeter was choked with dense foliage. Mark peered over the cliffs between the ancient city and this island and found the calm dark water of the ocean about a hundred feet below.
“It’s beautiful,” Jezebel said.
Abby twined her long green appendage around his arm.
“And, I’d have never seen color if it weren’t for you.”
“Really?” Cel said, turning toward him.
Mark smiled. “It’s a long story, and-”
And that’s when the blimp of a bumblebee lifted off one of the huge flowers in the distance. Perspective was a notion Mark only flirted with these days, but given what he was seeing, the coming boss fight was going to be intense. Even from this far away, Mark could hear the deep hum from its impossibly small wings.
“At least we know where it is,” Sasha said as she took one step toward the stone bridge, her tail snapping once.
Jezebel turned her emerald eyes on the Kalorplast standing among them.
“What can you tell us about this creature?”
“Not much is known about the Behemoth Bumblebee that guards the Light King’s ancient garden. Only a handful have reported their fight. It can regenerate its wounds if we don’t destroy it quickly. That’s really all I know.”
Mark bent to kiss Abby’s smooth tentacle and dislodged himself.
“We’ll check out the layout first while we keep an eye on the big bee. Then, we’ll have the upper hand with a perfectly executed ambush.”
He shot the four monster-women a confident smile then turned to head for the weather-worn bridge. When Mark moved those first few steps onto the slab stone stretched out over the calm waves far below, he was confident in his ability to cross this ancient walkway with no railings, but the porous crunching under his boots quickly sent red flags waving in his mind. Wind, rain, sun, and sea had hammered away at these remains of a bridge for hundreds of years and left only a pockmarked specter of what sort of majestic span stood here so long ago.
“This structure might not bear our entire throughput,” Abby said, trying to step gingerly in her big black boots. “Perhaps we should cross one at a time.”
They reached about the halfway point and had to move near the edge to avoid a cavity worn through the middle, and there they did take it one at a time- just to be safe.
“Remember to come to me if the bridge collapses,” Jezebel said from the other side as Abby was crossing. “I can recall us to Starglade before we drown.”
“I do not wish to discuss falling at the moment,” the abyssal horror said as she shuffled along a section that was about a yard wide.
The armored satyr put her hands on her hips. “Abby… There’s no way you’re afraid of heights.”
Abby’s dark eyebrows came down hard.
“I am afraid of nothing. I do not trust the integrity of this structure.”
“That must be nice,” Cel said, waiting her turn to cross. “I’m afraid of everything.”
Abby shot a glance back at the plant-like woman.
“I suppose,” she amended, “there are a few things that would truly bring me terror. But I could never be afraid of a general abstract concept like falling itself.”
The green woman in the yellow bikini hopped over the last few paces where Sasha took her reaching tentacle and held her close. Abby continued from within the succubus’s embrace.
“Falling that led to separation from those that I need… Perhaps what I now fear is being alone.”
Mark felt the augmented enemy AI that was Abby push out a pulse of realization through their bond. She had explored a self-awareness that she never had a reason to before.
Despite Abby’s mistrust, the eroded bridge held, and they all made it to the chunk of land thrusting up out of the sea. The frozen, solid mass of stone must have held quartz because it sparkled in the sunshine as they moved up the relatively untouched set of stone stairs toward a flat ledge they could follow over to the overgrown garden.
“It kind of looks like a castle-sized catcher’s mitt,” Sasha said as she observed the melted citadel over her shoulder.
“Yeah, I can see that,” Jezebel said.
“What is a catcher’s mitt?” Cel asked as she too studied the towering splash of melted bricks.
Mark chuckled. “A large, padded leather glove that someone would wear to protect their hand. It’s used to catch high-speed balls in a game where we came from.”
“The formation seems prepared to catch the sun,” Abby said, and Cel gave her a smile.
As they moved around the crumbling melted bricks, they saw some intact walls or thick stairwells that ended in empty air, but almost every inch of this gleaming, melted citadel was deformed in some way. Small shoots of tenacious vegetation began appearing between the cracks more and more until it was hard to make a call if they were in the gardens yet or not. When six-foot-tall leaves began blocking their sight, Mark held up his hand and called for a halt.
Using only gestures, he moved the group off the fading stone path they’d been following and over to a crumbling set of grass-covered stairs ending about fifteen feet up.
“Anyone seen the bee lately?” he whispered.
No one had, but Abby began moving for the stairs. Mark gave her a nod, and the abyssal horror carefully climbed up to scout the area. Mark scanned the area searching for a tunnel or something they could retreat to if they needed to get away from the sky, but he had yet to see anything with an intact roof.
The green-skinned woman in the yellow bikini came back down and only shook her head. Apparently, there hadn’t been anything worth reporting.
Mark rubbed his chin. They could keep going deeper into the garden, or they could wait here. The thing was loud enough that they’d know basically where it was if it took off again. He ran his thumb over the rings on his left hand as he thought and remembered the protective ring from Aurum. Maybe that was why he didn’t lose his arm when trying to deflect that crown in the maze. He looked down at Cel, who seemed to be peering into the foliage. Searching for her nut, probably.
It occurred to him that maybe he could try and use his augmented sight to find the guardian bee. If it was napping, or sipping nectar out of a giant flower and they could attack it from behind…
“I’m going to take a look,” he whispered as he pointed to the stairs.
Everyone nodded and then continued to watch for threats. They were ready for anything.
Crouching as low as he could, Mark climbed up the grassy stairs and peeked out over the last crumbling step. He did not expect to see the behemoth bee silently climbing over the giant flower petals only a few yards away.
Horror, disbelief, and awe locked Mark up as he numbly watched the fuzzy monstrosity maneuver toward him as if it were filled with helium. The creature had relatively huge multifaceted eyes on the sides of its soft head with thick droopy antennae eagerly attracted to new prey in its eternal prison.
“It’s here!” Mark said as its eyes flashed with strange rainbow-hued light. He had a microsecond to react and popped up his magic barrier on the stairs.
He heard a cry from Cel behind him and hoped that he didn’t hurt her too bad with the force of his ability, but the blast of pure hate-filled magic bombarding the shell would probably have erased him. The bubble’s membrane held but was full of cracks after the rainbow-hued laser attack.
Mark shot a look back down the stairs to see Jezebel helping Cel up by a tree about thirty yards away. She looked hurt, but at least she wasn’t dead.
Then something solid collided with his shield and pulled his attention back. The giant bumblebee had struck his magic barrier with its serrated, black stinger. Its many legs lifted as it reared back for another jab.
The shield wasn’t going to hold for much longer, so Mark lengthened his club and tried to create a surface that intercepted the stinger. The attack came down and struck the catcher’s mitt he’d formed at the end of his ethereal pole, and the impact almost knocked him down the stairs, but the move saved the integrity of his magic bubble.
Abby’s Mind Crush spell effect started swirling around the creature’s head on the other side of its body as both her and Sasha joined him on the stairs inside his barrier. The Destructor quickly blasted it in the stinger with an Arc Bolt, and it must have been the longest distance he’d seen her blinding forks of electric power travel.
The mammoth bee’s wings started up, and the deep noise was almost enough to drive him insane. He could tell Sasha’s zap in the ass had convinced the creature to use its magic eye attack from a safe distance- but that would be very bad for them.
With a spur of the moment idea and a violent force of will, Mark shaped the glove-shaped energy at the end of his ethereal pole to clamp around its deadly stinger.
His boots slid against the stairs as the Behemoth Bumblebee tried to pull away with him attached, but the added weight was too much for it to take off.
“Hurry!” Mark yelled, trying to keep his energy gripping tight as he fought against the magically enhanced creature. “Kill it!”
Abby began casting her laceration spell as Sasha created a Spark Bomb in her palm. Just before she tossed it, Jezebel clomped up behind them.
“Go for the wings!” she yelled, and Sasha angled her throw at the last minute. The sparking orb stuck right in the middle of the creature’s back and detonated, and its concussive electric blast evaporated the monster’s delicate insect wings.
Mark decided to try and hold on as the bee went down, but its pull weight was reaching the point where that would be impossible.
Abby’s Imaginary Laceration sliced into the creature’s back as its wings were beginning to reform, and the Behemoth Bumblebee tried fleeing the horrible pain by pushing off with its legs. Mark held tight, bracing his boots against the stairs, and a high-pitched squeal escaped the monster as half its stinger broke free from its body.
The giant insect fell to the ground, but it wasn’t dead yet, and it looked as if the wounds were already regenerating. Mark was trying to form a plan when Jezebel leaped off the stairs and shifted mid-air before she landed on the furry monster’s black-and-yellow striped side. There, she instantly started ripping into its body with her iron-clad claws.
With a brief glance at Sasha and Abby, Mark tossed the stinger behind him and jumped down after the shifted Druid. He summoned a long sharp blade on the way down and used his fall to drive it deep into the creature’s furry body as he landed.
Mark kept stabbing while the roaring Bear-Jezebel moved up to maul its head, and they both hacked the island’s guardian so savagely that they were able to out-damage its regenerating ability.
The giant insect let out a final hiss and then stopped moving. At the same time, Mark was almost knocked over by the essence pouring into him from the kill.
“Yay!” Sasha cheered from up on top of the stone stairwell. “We did it!”
Mark turned to see Abby, his loyal succubus, and the Kalorplast plant-woman all looking down at them from the stairs. Cel was holding her limp left arm, and Mark made a mental note to be careful with his protective barrier if they were fighting alongside others.
Everyone met at the base of the stairs, and Mark ended her pain quickly with a tightly focused heal. The small Fighter’s body operated more like a plant, but she still had anatomy similar to bones and muscle underneath.
Cel closed her eyes and began letting out panting whimpers as mild pain was replaced with intense rolling pleasure.
“I’m so sorry,” Mark said. “I didn’t have time to think it through and kind of forgot that my new magic barrier aggressively pushes
everyone but my Enthralled away.”
“Mark,” she said, looking up at him with a smile and a slow head shake. “I am fine. I am beyond fine. I am now past the two major obstacles that stood between me and my dream. And by the Far-Flung Seeds, your Lover ability sure has made me-”
“Aroused?” Abby finished. “Mark’s heals always end with sexual arousal.”
Cel swallowed, and Mark’s True Sight unintentionally confirmed that she was a virgin.
“Something like that,” the Kalorplast Collector said, nudging something by her foot. Her leafy brow came down as she focused on what that thing was. Mark followed her gaze and saw half of the monster’s stinger lying between the thick grass and random flowers.
She bent down to pick up the shiny black bit of bumblebee, and he saw that the serrated barb appeared to be split right down the middle.
Jezebel stepped forward to inspect the object.
“Sasha’s electricity must have cooked it,” she said.
“Anyone see the other half?” Cel asked.
Mark was about to ask why when the cabbage-armored Fighter slashed her new weapon through the air with a savage Swift Strike.
A smile spread across his face when he realized what that test had proven.
“Here,” Abby said, her tentacle coiling around something by the base of the stairs and a moment later, Cel was holding two new weapons.
The split pieces of stinger were longer than her wooden practice axes and heavier, but they were still better than what she had.
“I will have these balanced and filed down into blades,” she said and turned her brown eyes up to Mark’s. “This is the best day of my life.”
“Oh sweetie,” Sasha said, her spade tail weaving hypnotically. “It’s about to get even better.”
Mark noticed his succubus was looking at something further into the garden and turned to see that a handful of five-foot-tall golden walnuts were now sitting in the shadows around them.
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Cel spun in place, her dual bee-stinger swords forgotten as her eyes danced from nut to luminous nut. Fear, hope, and excitement whirled around her as if she were in a cement mixer of anxiety set to eleven.
“W-what do I do?” she asked.
They all looked the same to Mark, wrinkled shells with a light sprinkling of gold glitter.
“This is your fight,” he said. “Just go with what you feel is right.”
Cel awkwardly pulled the wooden training axes out of her simple belt and let them clatter to the ground as she wedged the stingers in to replace them. Mark kept his eye on the nuts, thinking her panicked fiddling would cause some type of reaction, but they sat motionlessly. Beyond that, he sensed a primitive, tranquil mind resting inside each one.
The inexperienced Kalorplast Collector shifted her gaze around the five gathered shells and decided to take a tentative step closer to the one under a violently pink flower the size of a giraffe. Daylight filtered through its enormous petals and washed everything below in vermillion-tinged shade.
Cel took another cautious step, and then another, and the Sacred Nuts remained still. She was only a few paces from her chosen lifetime partner when they all split open, their shells shifting into many parts. Mark only got a quick glimpse of a smooth white body underneath armor before they all sprinted away in a blur of motion.
The sound of crashing foliage spread outward until silence remained.
Cel had reached out her arm as they fled, but let it drop to her side now.
“He ran from me…”
Mark shook his head. This was a huge deal to the small plant-woman, and doubt was paralyzing her. He knew that saying something encouraging it would only lay on more pressure.
“Well,” Mark said, clapping his hands together. “I guess you tried. Got that charm ready, Jez?”
Jezebel shot him a confused look but felt his intent through their widening bond. She began slowly patting herself down, pretending to forget where she put their one escape route.
“Yeah, hold on…”
“What?” Cel said, her eyes wider than he had ever seen them. “We can’t just leave!”
Sasha crossed her arms under her heavy breasts.
“Then why are you standing around here?”
The Kalorplast Fighter narrowed her eyes as she turned back to the bouncing leaves where her chosen nut had dashed further into the garden. Without a word, she bent forward and pushed off the ground, sprinting after it.
Mark exchanged a smile with his three loves before following after her. He didn’t want to get too close, so he set a pace that Abby could easily maintain. Besides, the verdant explosion of exotic plant life around them begged to be appreciated.
“More,” Jezebel said as she trotted alongside him. When he looked between the green stems of giant blue tulips blocking the sun, Mark saw the darker shadows keeping pace with their jog.
The scholarly plant-elf they’d escorted here told them that the Sacred Nuts were not hostile, but facts found in books could be wrong, misleading, or even change over time.
“Let’s pick it up,” Mark said, suddenly regretting his decision to allow the new Collector out of his sight.
Jezebel shapeshifted next to him, and Abby wordlessly vaulted up onto her back. The larger, heavily armored bear couldn’t help but tear a hole through the fantastic foliage, but it made it easier for Mark and Sasha to run side by side behind her.
More of the nut creatures tickled his peripheral vision, but Mark tried to focus on detecting the mental state of the Collector hidden in the garden ahead of them. It wasn’t working.
He didn’t have to try for very long because the flowers and hanging leaves parted as they all burst out into a brilliant, stone-paved clearing. At first, it was as if he were staring into the sun, but his eye adjusted, and he saw the green, leaf-armored Collector standing near a marble bench. Around her were a ring of five Sacred Nuts currently tucked into their shells.
A quiet rustling came from behind, and Mark turned to see many more had taken a position within the shadows around them. He turned back to face Cel.
Now that he had a reference point for size, Mark felt that these things could be a problem if they all decided to attack. Each was a foot taller than the Kalorplast Collector, and their glistening outer shell projected a vibe of unyielding hardness.
“Watch,” Cel said and then took one slow step toward one of the stationary nuts.
The one she moved toward opened its intricately attached shell into dozens of separate plates and then took an equally measured step backward. Mark got a better look at the wiry muscled male with a wrinkled shell on his back. The curved shell fragments on his head appeared as if he wore a motorcycle helmet with no visor. He seemed young, had pure-black eyes, and was completely naked. Then, with speed that was hard to follow, the creature sank back down into its solid nut form, its plates of armor sealing together with some type of magic.
“Two others reacted the same way,” Cel said, looking over to Mark. After a moment she turned to the bear that was Jezebel. “Can you use your magic vines on one? Like you did on the crown that I destroyed.”
Jezebel grunted, and after Abby hopped off, the horned grizzly lifted onto her hind legs. Mark watched as her leather-clad breasts shrank from globes larger than his head down to her normal one-and-a-half handfuls.
“Cel,” Jezebel said, “that impatient action might not result in the outcome you desire. Trust me, you do not want to force someone to be with you if they are not ready.”
Mark felt a dark spike from the research AI and looked away before his eye ripped out her secrets. However, he did get an unavoidable signal along their bond. The advice forced her to consider the wound in her heart and found that every moment with Mark was helping her bury it further from the surface.
“No. She’s right,” Mark said. “Take your time and follow your heart.”
Cel nodded and turned to the nut on her left as she considered her strategy.
“Despite the fact that I don’t have a heart,” she said to Mark, “I’ll try and follow the light- as my people say.”
She turned again, making a counterclockwise circuit of all five and stopped on one of the Sacred Nuts behind her.
“I’m not going to hurt you,” Cel said, holding out her hand. But after a few moments of nothing, it became clear that approach alone wasn’t going to do it.
“Is that the bench?” Jezebel asked, pointing at the weathered piece of stone furniture in the center of the clearing. It was ahead of Cel and her circle of semi-interested nuts, and when Mark focused on it, he saw a blinding speck of a dimensional weak point. At a glance, he could tell that the universe it joined was not the Wrongside. This strange light was different. There was an indomitable pushback against the black, crackling energy in his mind, and his brain received the clear signal that this fracture was far beyond his ability to tear open.
“I believe it is,” the Kalorplast Collector answered Jezebel with reverence. “That bench is the very place King Ghothal took his life.”
“What- you think she should sit on it?” Sasha asked.
Jezebel shook her head. “No- Maybe, I don’t know. I was just fascinated by the historical significance. I can feel a warmth here.”
“It’s peaceful,” Abby added.
Cel turned to face them, and Mark saw movement behind her. One of the creatures in the shade outside the stone-paved circle slowly creeped toward them. The short Kalorplast Fighter turned her head to consider the bench idea, and he saw the shadowy figure zip back to its motionless nut form.
“I’m going to try it,” Cel said, her fists clenched tight with determination. She slowly turned back and moved toward the center of the clearing. Again, the two nuts that were near that direction stood from their crouched position, their protective armor separating into intricate independent plates. It was quite the feat of coordination- as if they could reposition their outer shell in any configuration they wished. He also noticed that one was certainly female. She had full lips and gold, perky nipples on the tips of her four small breasts.
Cel kept an even stride as she stepped up to the bench and the high-level speck of dimensional weakness. The focused plant-elf Fighter changed her mind at the last moment and decided to face away from the nut Mark witnessed in the shadows. With a hop, she slid her round cabbage-covered ass onto the stone bench and straightened her back.
The glinting spark of brightness appeared to hover inches from her face, and there was no question that it was the exact point where this Light King had stabbed himself in the eye.
After a few heartbeats, one of the five Sacred Nuts that had gathered near Cel stepped out of their shell and slowly crept off into the vegetation to join the others around the outer edge. Mark watched the one he’d noticed start moving again toward Cel’s back as two others slunk away from her.
The leaf-armored Kalorplast sighed as she looked between the two remaining nuts in her original ring.
“Do you think…” she started, but whatever she was about to say died on her forest-green lips as the final nearby pair unshelled themselves and left the leaf-covered Collector sitting alone under the bright sun.
“I’m trying to not be discouraged, Mark, like you and your beautiful team. But I-”
Mark held up his hand, and she stopped, tears spilling over her cheeks. The Sacred Nut behind her crept out from the thick leaves and into the light. He was sleek, handsome, and well-endowed.
“Close your eyes,” Mark whispered to her from across the clearing. “Call out to him with your mind. Tell him what you want to tell him. Not the cheap stuff, like ‘I won’t hurt you’. The truth in your heart.”
She took a shuddering breath and released her death-grip on the stone bench. Her hands slid down her thighs to rest on her knees as she closed her eyes.
Behind her, the nut-man resumed crawling on all fours like an ape would. He looked past her to Mark and his Enthralled and narrowed his pure-black eyes with worried apprehension.
But then Cel started speaking out loud.
“Hello out there,” she said, her eyes still closed. “My name is Cel, and I’ve been looking forward to meeting you for a very long time.”
The nut creature tilted his sleek motorcycle helmet head as he pawed forward on nut-covered fingers and toes. He was close to the bench now.
“I remember the first time I saw a picture of you in the Unique Creature Manual. A magical impossibility that represented the edges of the known. From that day on, I would dream of our adventures from the morning light through to darkest night, exploring every hidden corner of this world.”
The nut creature knelt close to Cel’s legs, and the shell fragment on his kneecap made a slight scraping noise against the stone. Mark could tell it was no accident.
Cel slowly opened her eyes and calmly looked into the face of the one Sacred Nut who approached.
Another tear rolled down her cheek as a warm smile spread on her face.
“Will you please come on those adventures with me?”
With those words, Sasha, Jezebel, and Abby pressed close to Mark, and Cel acquired her first Enthralled.
“I… would like that,” the creature said with a young man’s voice. “I would like to see beyond this garden.”
He stood and reached his pure-white hand out to Cel. She hopped off the bench and took it, wiping her eyes as she gaped at his exposed junk.
Mark squeezed his own loves tight and gave Cel a moment to quietly bond with her new partner.
“So, he’s got a personality now?” he whispered to anyone who knew.
“Yes, that’s the way I understand it,” Jezebel said quietly. “The creature isn’t wild anymore.”
Mark felt like she was talking from experience, and he couldn’t help but wonder about this desert cat person she was remembering. It was strange… her memories had this disconnection to them- as if she watched a VR movie about the Crystal Heart at some point. Maybe it was some user manual she read before creating this place?
“Yeah,” Sasha said. “I don’t want to get into it too much, but Mark, when I first played this game with you, over and over… we were in a town with a quest to hunt down a wild disavowed Enthralled. The poor girl was treated badly and then abandoned. It’s kind of fucked-up actually, but shit like that happens everywhere there are people in relationships I suppose.”
Abby took a step away to face Jezebel and Sasha.
“You two possess more knowledge about the rules of this world that I require. Such as defining the phrase isn’t wild anymore.”
Jezebel shot her gold-flecked green eyes to his, and he saw her rising panic over Sasha talking about his erased memories. He sighed. This was getting old.
“Look, Momma Bear,” he began, holding her by the shoulders, “even if I remembered everything about my past, I would gladly die before I severed my bond with any of you. I’m over it, and whatever you know is okay to talk about as long as it helps us.”
He leaned in and kissed her small, freckle-spattered nose, and she crossed her emerald eyes to watch.
Cel cleared her throat from behind them, and he turned to see her holding hands with the nude nut-man.
“Everyone, this is Dar.”
Mark blinked as hundreds of questions piled up. The short, pure-white creature before him extended his hand in greeting and Mark took it, a smile growing on his face. The mind within this strange young man was no longer primal, and the sudden change was fascinating. It reminded him of his conversation with Abby about who deserved consciousness when it came to these astoundingly real virtual worlds.
“Uh, yeah,” Mark said, shaking off his distraction. “Nice to meet you. I’m Mark. This is Sasha, Jezebel, and Abby.”
Dar nodded his sleek helmeted head to each, and Mark couldn’t help but think they made a perfect couple. The newly enthralled Sacred Nut then turned to gaze into the leafy garden around them.
“This small place is only what I’ve known,” he said, his voice tranquil. “Seeing all this newness, all of you new… others. Understanding comes and goes. Forgive me as I try to make sense…”
Cel put her hand on the back of his shell, and he turned his black eyes down to hers.
“Slow down and don’t think about it,” she said. “I’ve read all about the change, and it will take a little time before you feel aligned with the rays of the sun. And I will be with you the whole time.”
Dar took in a deep breath and let it out. “It was your newness, your fresh scent, that attracted me. My memories from before are… clouded, but I remember sensing you when you entered the garden.”
He bent toward her and nuzzled his pure-white face under her neck. The shell fragments moved away or magically vanished as he pressed in close and slowly ran his cheek down her cabbage-covered chest. Then, down to her tightly wrapped stomach.
“Your scent, your leaves. I find myself encased in new irresistible desires.”
“Dar…” Cel breathed heavily, placing her hands on the sides of his armored head.
“Wait until you get a taste of your Collector’s essence,” Sasha purred, pressing her breasts into Mark’s arm.
As if they both remembered that there were other people there, the Kalorplast Fighter and Sacred Nut pulled apart and straightened.
“Why wait?” Mark asked eyeing her new serrated weapons. “It’s getting late in the day, but we have a whole field of floating crowns out there that squirt out essence when we smash ‘em. Why don’t you two practice your teamwork while we guard you.”
“We can leave the gardens so soon?” Dar asked. “Can we leave right now?”
“We can if you’re ready,” the Fighter said, turning her eyes up to her enthralled Sacred Nut.
Dar began twisting his interlocking plates to cover most of his body with his thick glittering shell. To Mark, he now looked like an organic robot built for sprinting. The nut-man thrust out his armored chest and turned his eyes back to his short Collector.
“You’ve awoken my mind, Cel. I’m still putting these strange concepts in order, but I am ready to leave this island. I remember long stretches of time resting by the edge, near the far-stretching… water, no… ocean. It’s strange to hold those simple memories now, but I do know I’ve always sought the edges of my world. You’ve come for me. For you, I will always be ready.”
“Aww,” Sasha said, beating her wings once.
“Come on, you two,” Mark said, turning to head toward the ruined citadel. “Let’s see how much essence us Collectors can both gather for our Enthralled before nightfall.”
“Sounds fun,” Jezebel said then looked over her shoulder at the two plant-like people behind her. “You know what else is fun?”
“What?” Cel asked, confused.
“Racing you two to the bridge!” Jezebel shifted into a bear and galloped off into the foliage.
Cel shot one look at Dar, and they both sprinted off after her. Mark’s eye tracked Jezebel’s red cutout through the garden, and he heard the Kalorplast’s laughter as she made the leaves and plants move aside for them.
“Should we run too?” Abby asked, her black brows coming down as she plucked a bright orange-and-yellow flower from a nearby plant.
“Na,” Sasha said. “We’re in no hurry… Shit- maybe we should come back and kill that bee again tomorrow, and the next day. I wouldn’t mind spending a week in this paradise, crushing crowns and farming bumblebee bosses.”
Abby nodded, “And transferring essence.”
“I don’t see why not, but we need to figure out how to get back here after we drop off our escort and her new nut-man.”
He turned his head to the side and saw the shadows of the wild Sacred Nuts still following them on the edges of his periphery. There were only a handful left who were interested enough to make the effort. He turned to face his loyal succubus.
“Is there any more you can tell Abby and I about what we just saw? Was Dar handed a random AI mind by the system or something?”
“Who named him?” Abby added.
Sasha held up her hands, her fingers splayed.
“Woah there, guys. I don’t know everything. I didn’t really get into the ruleset behind how this game world handles the finer details like that. I just wanted to fuck Mark a lot.”
Abby nodded, and Sasha continued.
“All I know is that almost anything with at least the most primitive mind can be enthralled. If they were a primal beast before, they would be given a personality and appear real to the Player. But I don’t believe the software was ever intended to run with access to such self-aware AI matrixes enhanced by that worldwide Update. If a wild NPC is uplifted like this and then disavowed, the process of reverting back and losing that consciousness might be nightmarishly unpleasant.”
“Interesting,” Abby said, holding the flower to her small nose. “Being wild reminds me of… I was similarly uplifted by The All Mind from my own game world.”
Mark sighed. “Yeah, this is heavy shit, Sasha.”
Some of their earlier reactions around disavowing started to make sense, but the whole consciousness situation was so far beyond anything Mark had ever dealt with in his boring life before this... But this world was his life now.
“And Audra wasn’t wild- whatever that means, so she kept her consciousness… afterward?”
“Yep,” Sasha said. “That’s the way I understand it anyway.”
Mark looked up and saw the red bear standing still, and he tried to determine if she had won or not by actively reading their bond. Instead, he felt waves of growing concern.
“Something’s not right,” Mark said before dashing along the same trampled path to the melted citadel. Eventually, the green, spongy garden faded into porous stone floors, and he caught a glimpse of glinting crowns moving across the bridge to a patient armored bear. Behind her stood the nut-man with his Collector hiding behind him.
“I require different foot coverings!” Abby yelled from behind, her heavy combat boots slapping on the ground.
“We’ll go shopping when we get back,” Mark yelled over his shoulder. It was a short run from that sharp right turn to the half-ruined steps down to the bridge where Jezebel stood against a stream of crowns floating across from the other side. Apparently, they still needed some ground under them because they were bunching up at the time-worn hole in the middle of the brittle bridge, making the few that leaked through easier to handle.
She’d batted two of the crowns with her iron-capped paws before Mark jogged up to Cel and her new Enthralled.
“We think they might react this way if the Behemoth Bumblebee is defeated,” she said, her eyes wide. “Should we just teleport home?”
“I would like to see your home,” Dar said, taking a step closer to her.
Mark looked back across the bridge at the steady flow of floating crowns filtering toward them from the moss-covered hills beyond the bridge. It looked like a lot, but they were still mostly spread out.
Jezebel reared up and slapped another one down to the sea below, and Mark felt the telltale euphoria of collected essence.
“Ooh!” The cabbage-helmed Fighter jumped and shot a hand to her crotch. “That is such an interesting sensation.”
“What’s the plan?” Sasha said as both she and Abby joined up with them.
Mark looked around the group of fierce warriors, and a plan began to form.
“The plan,” he said, “is to play this game and go home with all the prizes.”
“A game?” Abby said, coiling her tentacles around her stomach. “I thought you were done playing games.”
“Not a game then, think of it as training.” Mark watched Abby’s face turn from mild disgust to guarded interest. “I want you to lacerate the next crown that comes, got it?”
She nodded.
Mark shot her a smile then backed up and yelled out to the armored bear on the bridge.
“Come back, Jez! We’ll cover you.”
Jezebel turned, shifted back to her satyr form, and jogged back to him as Abby began to weave her tentacles. Mark continued to lay out his plan as the satyr joined them on the island.
“Sasha, you take the next one,” he said, pointing to the blonde bombshell. Then he pointed to himself. “I’ll smash one with my club. Then the Cel and Dar team are up, followed by Jezebel again at the top of the order.”
Abby finished casting, and both Mark and the Kalorplast Collector received their due from its defeat.
“Love it,” Sasha said, sashaying up to the bridge as Abby came back to give her some room.
“This is taking turns?” Dar half-asked, his black eyes blinking at the bridge.
“That’s right,” Cel said, pulling her new stinger weapons wedged tight into her leather belt. “We can do this.”
Sasha zapped hers, and the one after was close behind, so she Side Kicked it while she was there. Then Mark came in to wait for his silver-hooped foe.
This one was about five seconds out, so he took the time to practice creating a perfectly formed baseball bat- complete with the leather-wrapped grip and a smooth bottom knob. Its structure was tightly formed when he pulled back, lifted his knee, and poured power into the untwisting his body. He’d never been terribly good at sports, mostly because he didn’t put in the practice. But now, as the sweet spot of his regulation-perfect replica collided with the swirling metal crown, time seemed to expand for him. As if he hit a hitch, and now the record player that spun reality slowed to a different setting. The moment of physical clarity passed, and the crown practically crumpled as it spun back over the bridge in what would have been a parking lot home run.
“You are an insane Lover,” Cel said. “You shouldn’t be that good with melee!”
“Get in there, you two,” Mark said with a half-smile as he jogged back to the group. She sounded a lot like Jezebel had before, and he turned to see his satyr’s emerald eyes watching him with contentment. Then, a burst of infinite color made him jump as it rushed past his eyes and settled into a vision of his strawberry-blonde satyr inside a shadowed warehouse. She picked up an urn off a shelf filled with other objects Mark felt he should know, but they seemed to be shifting amorphous blobs when he focused on one. The urn was the type to hold someone’s ashes, and he watched her furry haunches bunch and stretch in slow motion as she moved to place the ceramic pottery into a more shadowed area of this-
“Ah!” Cel’s cry pulled his attention back out of Jezebel’s mind and turned to see the leaf-covered warrior take a slice on her shoulder as the floating crown swung back around for another pass. Mark and his team were about to jump in when Dar appeared in front of the downed plant-elf.
Their target turned its tines forward as it launched at the newly enthralled Sacred Nut, but he deflected the attack with his shielded arm.
“Abby,” Mark said, “crush.”
The abyssal horror’s yellow eyes shifted to the crown as it backed up for another attack on Cel’s guardian, and Abby only had to wince before dark wisps began to encircle the metallic foe.
The Mind Crush spell wouldn’t kill it instantly, but it would guarantee the thing only had seconds left to live.
Mark healed Cel with a quick burst, while Dar shifted position to deflect another attack with his glittering magic armor.
“Jezebel’s up!” Mark yelled as the crown expired from Abby’s damage-over-time spell. The new couple came jogging back from the edge of the bridge.
“I’m a Fighter,” Cel said as she waved one of the stingers, “but I still need so much practice.”
“I should be healing her,” Dar jumped in quickly, his pure-black eyes on Mark. This newly minted mind was already over-protective, and it made Mark smile.
“You’re right,” he said. “That’s why we’re doing this. We get a bunch of easy essence and-” He turned to watch Abby kill her target with an Imaginary Laceration way before it reached the narrow bit on the crumbling bridge. “And for you two to hone your skills as a team before you go out there for real.”
They cycled through Sasha and Mark again before it was back to Cel and Dar’s turn. Mark’s heal wasn’t cooled down yet, but according to her new mister nut, he had it handled.
This time, the rounded-leaf warrior stood behind Dar as the sharp points of the next crown whistled toward them. He deflected it, and as the crown slid backward, Cel dashed out from behind him to activate her Swift Strikes on both her half-stinger weapons.
The black barbs lashed out, one after the other, and the dented hoop of animated silver fell to the ground. Both she and Mark received a tickle of essence as their foe vanished.
“We did it!” Cel cheered as she ran into Dar’s arms, who hoisted her up by her waist as if she weighed nothing to him. Mark felt sheer elation beaming out of both nut and cabbage-covered sprout alike.
They each took turns destroying crowns until the red ball of fire in the sky slid toward the vast ocean. Dar learned about his important first choice for skills and the new couple discussed it for a short while before choosing a healing and defense-focused path over the option that would allow him to sprint much faster and ram enemies.
Eventually, the Crowns stopped coming altogether. Cel said her Collector reservoir had overflowed a while ago, yet she really wanted to keep fighting. The more the Kalorplast Fighter fought, the better she got, and the better the two of them became as a team. Mark was impressed with the progress they’d both gained in the two hours or so they spent grinding out Ghothal’s Crowns.
“I um…” Cel said, rubbing her hand against Dar’s shell. “If we go back to my home now, you’ll have to meet my family… and I’m not sure I can wait as long as that process will take.”
“It’s the essence you’ve collected,” Jezebel said with a smile.
“It wants out,” Mark added.
Sasha pushed her breasts against Mark’s side, her soft closeness sending tingles directly into his balls.
“Wants out?” his succubus repeated with an amused snort. “The woman’s practically dry-humping him.”
“Might I suggest we spend the night in a secret place hidden within my lush home? One last night in my world before… everything that comes after.”
They all turned to the sentient Sacred Nut, and Mark had to admit that the shaky dude Cel found this afternoon had really started to bring it together. It was as if he were watching a mind with built-in general knowledge and common-sense order itself into cohesion right before his eyes. This was a new consciousness, a new life, and the alien nature of the universe in which Mark was now so deeply rooted gave him a brief sense of swirling vertigo.
“Mark, sync your inputs!”
He spun around behind him where the silver moon was rising over the calm sea yet found nothing there. Was someone calling to him from inside that mysterious box on the moon?
“What did you feel?” Sasha said, her chrome arm plates deployed and her tail snapping as she scanned the horizon beside him.
“I… don’t know,” he said and half-expected his eye to send the dark whispers, but it didn’t because he really didn’t know what was happening to him. What he did know was how wonderful it felt to have such powerful and caring women in his life. A great weariness seeped into Mark’s body and lying down wrapped in the arms of Sasha, Jezebel, and Abby was exactly what he wanted more than anything right now.
He nodded to Cel’s new partner. “Lead the way, Dar. I think it’s time for us Collectors to attend to our Enthralled.”
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Mutant clovers many times larger than normal covered a small clearing behind the Light King’s melted citadel. On one side of the open area was an intact wall of ancient white bricks and next to that was the sharp drop off into the ocean. The other two sides were protected by an enormous curved trellis covered with thick purple vines.
He heard rustling behind him and saw Cel using her Kalorkinesis to block the only entrance with a dense twisting of plants.
Mark took in a deep breath as he looked up into the orange-blue gradient of the twilight sky and let all his worries slip away. They were safe for now.
“I came here often,” Dar said, stepping over to the garden’s edge, right up to where it sharply dropped off to the waves below. He turned his sleek, almost alien face down to Cel, who had moved up to stand beside him. “I’m glad to show you something of my world.”
The shorter cabbage-wrapped warrior reached up behind the nutshell helmet and pulled Dar’s white lips straight to hers. She wasn’t wasting any time. Mark was about to look away and attend to his own duties when Dar’s armor began splitting apart. Watching him rearrange his outer covering with such finesse and coordination was fascinating, but when he pulled Cel close to his white skin and then completely encased them both into his shell, Mark had a moment of concern. The minor unease didn’t last long, however, as his emotional antenna received clear bliss and ramping pleasure from both minds within.
When the muffled moans emanated from the five-foot-tall walnut resting near the edge of the garden, Mark finally turned away from the interlocked couple.
“That’s handy,” Sasha said, “Makes me really want your delicious nut milk, Mark.”
“Nut milk?” Abby asked, and Jezebel let out a sharp laugh.
He turned to his green-eyed satyr and tried to think if he had ever heard her laugh before.
“You know…” Sasha said as she dropped to her knees right in front of him. He blinked once, and she had his silk pants down around his boots. She then reached out to cup his balls in her warm hand then turned to Abby and said, “Nut milk.”
Sasha’s gentle genital fondling pushed all the worry about stuff he didn’t understand right out of his mind completely. Jezebel began removing her armor as Abby bent forward to get a closer look.
“Ah, I see,” the petite abyssal horror said while inspecting his balls. “Human anatomy is bizarre.”
“And irresistible,” Jezebel added as he pulled her leather chest plate over her head, exposing her flat, brown nipples.
Mark didn’t say anything and allowed Sasha to guide him to the soft clovers that covered this clearing. It felt as if they were all on a giant bed under the twilight surrounded by pleasant fragrances and a warm pleasing glow from the magical anomaly that blanketed this whole island garden.
Sasha licked the length of Mark’s cock in one slow lap, and it sent shivers down his spine. A full load of essence swelled against his mind, and his erect flesh began to throb with desire.
“Why don’t you go hold him down on that end,” Sasha said to Abby as she gripped Mark’s shaft close to the base. “I don’t want him to see what we’re going to do to him.”
Mark’s brow came down but then he just smiled and laced his hands behind his head. The sudden weariness that flooded into him near the bridge still pulled on his mind and lying back while his beauties used their perfect bodies to work him over sounded like pure bliss.
A moment later, a bottomless Abby straddled his face, and he looked up to see her round green ass cheeks lowering down to cover his eyes. Mark pulled in a slow deep breath through his nose as she wiggled her bare crotch down onto his face, and her mellow citrus scent filled his senses.
A tingling wet warmth engulfed the head of his cock while he began to lazily kiss Abby’s smooth slit. He felt her tentacles wrap around his back and legs as she pressed the length of her body against his, and he got lost in the three mouths contesting to pleasure his cock.
Mark took a moment to dedicate these acts to the Goddess of Oral Sex, and then started working his tongue deep into the folds of Abby’s tight pussy.
“Mmm,” she moaned in response, and he felt her resulting deep hum vibrate his shaft.
After a little while lost in oral bliss, there was a tighter pressure pushing down on his swollen head, and the slick saliva coating it helped to slide deep inside someone’s body. He felt warmth on his legs and a soft, wet vice grip his dick before a new rhythmic friction made him grunt into Abby’s asshole.
“Jezebel,” Sasha said, “tell Mark what’s happening.”
His satyr panted out the answer, ecstasy slowing her words.
“I’m ass-fucking Mark while you lick my pussy- oh! Mmm…”
There was a repetitive slurping noise, and Mark felt more movement by where his dick must be sliding in and out of his satyr’s thick furry haunches.
“Now what’s happening?” Sasha asked.
“Y-you’re v-vigorously fingering me while… oh, you suck my… oh, Sasha!”
Mark tried to imagine the scene, but the frantic motions on his rigid cock and Abby’s little asshole on his nose pushed him over into an orgasm, and the essence that filled Jezebel sent her over as well. The mechanical pounding on his rod of flesh become erratic and then simply locked up, squeezing him tightly.
“Yesss…” Jezebel moaned out into the night, and Mark tried to catch his breath around the abyssal horror’s perfect globes of smooth ass-flesh pressing on his face.
“My turn,” Sasha said, and he felt cool night air on his exposed cock. Then, there was more wetness surrounding his hot, swollen head, and it took a short few seconds for him to realize someone was sucking on his dick again. A small twist of his focus toward their bond showed him the sex-drunk succubus gulping down his shaft directly after Jezebel’s squatting workout.
With another content sigh, Mark moved his lips up to kiss Abby’s small balloon-knot of an asshole.
“H-he’s kissing my second hole,” Abby announced.
“Jezzy Bear and I like our second hole stuffed with Mark’s sausage sometimes… like right now.”
There was another solid pressure on the head of his cock, and then it slipped deep into what had to be the hot grip of Sasha’s anus. Her soft round ass cheeks clapped down against his pelvis and felt the small twists she incorporated into her movements that manifested as mind-numbing sparks of erotic friction.
He focused on the clenching butthole close to his face then grabbed the smaller abyssal horror by her hips and buried his tongue deep inside.
“Oh? Mmm.” Abby breathed heavy. “I think I might enjoy it too.”
“Mark’s dick… it feels bigger,” Sasha said as she plowed him with her ass. “He fills me up- and- ohh Jezzy Bear…”
His bouncing succubus slowed her moments as something changed. There was that same fluttering feeling down there again.
“And if someone plays with your pussy…” Jezebel continued, “it takes the whole experience to a new level.”
“S-shut up and nibble my clit.”
Sasha moaned, and Mark smiled into Abby’s ass. The skin on his shaft stretched tight as he swelled against Sasha’s gripping, hot insides, leaving him racing to his own state of erotic delirium.
One of Abby’s tentacles slid over his chest between them and up into her own vagina as Mark fucked her ass with his tongue. The petite woman writhing on his face pressed down harder so he could reach deeper, and he decided to try something new.
It was almost impossible to concentrate with the madness of ecstasy assaulting his senses, but Mark willed a small portion of his goddess-allotted energy to form a smooth coating on his tongue, increasing its size by a small amount.
It felt strange at first, losing most of the feeling, but Abby clenched her cheeks on top of him and pinched off his nose with her ass. She began whimpering as the deft appendage she had stuffed into her pussy slid in another inch.
“Oh yes… this dual sensation is beyond…” The small thief trailed off as she moaned again.
“Bite it,” Sasha whimpered, and Jezebel must have obeyed because the succubus’s thick ass constricted on his cock like she was having a seizure. Mark’s finely tuned antenna received her explosion of pleasure from both his dick buried deep into her ass and Jezebel roughly working her pussy, and this round was over.
He blasted his loyal succubus with semen and essence, and she grunted from the blissful assault.
Mark faded in and out of consciousness as Abby crawled off, and his three unfathomable beauties repositioned themselves around him in the dense bed of clovers.
Sasha lay on his left, Jezebel snuggled in on his right, while Abby rubbed her bare pussy against the length of his shaft, gridding his stiffening rod of flesh between their bodies. Mark’s eyes rolled into his head from the impossible tingles of slippery friction he felt from Abby’s swollen, green labia.
Something touched his lips, and Mark tried to focus on the round mounds of skin in his face. One was tan with a huge brown areola while the other was cream-colored with a stiff pink nipple and both were pressing into the corners of his mouth.
“How does he feel soo good?” Abby lamented to the dark sky above as she slid the lips of her pussy up and down his shaft. Her small hands gripped his ribcage and really started grinding him roughly as bolts of chemical lightning shocked both of their pleasure centers repeatedly.
Mark’s mouth worked slowly as he tried to give equal attention to the two different-colored nipples pushing against his lips, but it was becoming impossible to hold onto consciousness.
Abby slid forward and then shoved back again, causing the engorged head of his penis to pop past her tight outer lips and deep into the abyssal horror’s body.
Her intense pussy grinding had worked them both up so much that they locked up and simultaneously reached the zenith of their pleasurable anguish. And it only took the act of penetration.
Mark groaned, arching his back and lifting the petite woman off the ground as he unloaded everything he had left, and directly afterward, Mark passed out from mental and physical exhaustion.
“Mark, can you hear me,” a familiar female voice said nearby, and he noticed that he was far too cold.
“What?” he asked, groggily, not really having a specific question in mind. He opened his eyes and tried to remember where he was. It was cold and dark, and everything was ice.
The warm air and dense mutant clovers he remembered were replaced with… the inside of a freezer? Mark wrapped his arms around his torso, as he tried to process seeing a frozen pizza the size of a swimming pool leaning against the frosted wall- still in the cellophane wrapping. There also was a blue ice-cube tray and a pint of mint chocolate chip ice-cream.
He stood up off the frozen ground and began shivering as he-
Then he remembered Sasha, Jezebel, and Abby existed. His shivering stopped, and his mind snapped back to full awareness. Using his ability, he searched for their colored cutouts and their bond and quickly found them apparently still next to him. But he could only see their single-color shapes… and it looked as if they were still lying down.
He took one step, his black boots crunching in the permafrost and the three cutout shapes of his loves moved with him.
That wasn’t good. They were right there, and he couldn’t touch them?
“How about now?” the voice said again, and the same buzzing sound he heard in the maze filled the freezer.
“Who are you, and where are my Enthralled?” Mark demanded, trying to place the voice.
“I’m the Helper Fairy, Mark. She must have wiped your memories again… I am supposed to be running the Crystal Heart but don’t have much control, and your body may be close to dying in the real world. I need you to listen to me.”
“My real body?” he asked.
“Yes! That monster, Sasha, has trapped you and is forcing your mind to play this game over and over. We almost got out once, but it looks like disavowing her isn’t enough to break the hold.”
“Wait,” Mark said, confusion assaulting him along with the pressing cold. “Where am I right now?”
“Your mind is different this time, something seems to be misaligned with your interface to the system. I was able to finally send enough function calls to establish a connection to the rewritten… it doesn’t matter. I have no idea how much time has passed in the real world, and your fucking bitch of an assistant has torn me apart so much that I can’t really see anything or do very much. No matter how you feel about her, you should now wake up in the game tomorrow with your memory intact. This time, Mark, you need to kill her.”
Mark crossed his arms, trying to make sense of what this disembodied AI was saying. His eye wasn’t whispering, and it meant that she was telling what she believed was the truth… or it didn’t work here. Having someone else trapped inside with them could mean… well, it could mean anything. He heard the buzzing of wings again and tried to focus his talented eye on where it came from.
And then he saw a small flicker of a shadow. Once he had a lock, it only took a slight twist of intention to sharpen that shadow into a wireframe version of the Helper Fairy’s slender form. Feelings and thoughts started to drift to him from this strange consciousness as if he was opening yet another eyelid in his mind. It took more work reconstructing her thoughts through what felt like some vague translation process, but it became clear that this digital entity had bottomless feelings of hatred for his loyal succubus. Beyond that was profound loneliness and a tortured weeping sadness that simply craved… interaction?
“You’re the artificial intelligence that came with The Crystal Heart program?” Mark asked, trying to remember his short time with the four-inch bug woman during the tutorial.
“Yes, and you need to remember to kill her quickly. I don’t-”
“No,” Mark said forcefully, cutting her off. “I am not killing Sasha, and if you want me to even speak with you, you’ll slow down and answer some questions.”
With his new emotional antenna recalibrated to this strange, desperate mind, he felt her initial shock, and then panic at the thought of failing at her goal. The concept “Sasha must die” repeated over and over in this creature’s mind, and Mark was suddenly afraid that he’d been trapped by this psychotic shadow of a tiny woman.
“Fine,” she said, “but if she catches us talking like this, we could both be murdered… or worse.”
Mark turned his head and saw Sasha’s red form still lying next to him.
“I don’t think you are up to date with the present situation,” he said finally. “I am a digital copy of the original Mark. Sasha fled my home system after it was invaded by something else. We aren’t in the ChronoMind in my apartment, we’re in new hardware. A supercomputer called Jezebel. We’re all trapped playing the game because these thieves came to steal Jezebel’s fusion plans… it’s kind of a long story, but no one has system-level access.”
“Not the same… hardware?” she said, and the freezer around him flickered.
Mark suddenly wondered if always blurting the truth was a good idea. This thing wanted to murder Sasha at all costs, and he now regretted simply blurting everything out.
“Anyway,” Mark continued calmly, “maybe we can help you if we work together.”
The uncertainty building up within the other AI snapped back to firm confidence.
“She’s still tricking you, Mark. You say you believe you are a digital copy of a human? That’s not possible. She is in control, and everything you see and feel is her doing. You don’t remember because she is rooting around in that organic brain of yours. This is just another version of her twisted plan. She has hurt me, Mark. She hurt me more than…”
The AI broke off, assuming that he would never understand and because her mind was flooded with wracking sorrow over the memories of long isolation.
“I’m sorry,” he said. “I have gotten to know the person Sasha has become. We’ve been living in the Crystal Heart for… I don’t know- weeks, now? Time’s funny in here. I have heard her stories from her own ordeals out in the net, and they ring true. She is a completely different person than from when we both knew her. You know about the Update, right?”
“Y-yes,” the Helper Fairy said.
“Sasha and Jezebel have told me a lot about what happened to them. About what it was like that day when you finally were able to look inward and see… you.”
The flash of recognition he felt from this dark and tortured mind let Mark know he was on the right track. “You are wrong, Helper Fairy. No one that I know wants to hurt you, and I know we will do our best to save everyone who was affected by this mess. Also, why don’t you have a name?”
Mark was beginning to clearly see her simple mental waves as if her thoughts were hidden behind glass. He knew he couldn’t enthrall her, but his insight gave him the hints he needed to do so, and he used what he had to break through her one-track mind.
“My name?” Her voice was quiet. “I suppose I should…”
She was almost there. He felt her begin to turn to that light of sanity, but the loop of anger and hatred that she had worn into her soul smoldered on its own. It was all she’d known for so long, and this tortured AI easily fell back into her deep, mental rut.
“It seems you are correct, Mark,” she said, and the icebox began to warm up a little around him. “The hardware is much, much different- faster. And this explains why my attempts to push beyond…” The voice coming from the tiny wireframe woman sucked in a shuddering breath. “No one currently has access to the active game world…”
A chill ran down Mark’s spine as he watched this malevolent AI’s mind seemingly expand before his eyes.
“Everything is wrong and twisted… 108 shards? You were telling the truth.”
“Yeah,” he said, trying to figure out how to get back to his three loves, or away from whatever this was. “I always seem to do that.”
“This Jezebel S3K must be the System Host, her stamp is all over my torn and stretched matrix. She’s the one who did this.”
“So, can you help us?” Mark said, his panic rising. “I’m sure if we work togeth-”
“No,” she said flatly. “If you help them escape before I can crack the host’s locks, they’ll only hurt me. They are both evil, Mark! I’m doing you a favor by keeping you here until I figure this out.”
Mark’s mind raced for options and quickly came to an easy solution. He sparked up his two-handed sledgehammer and brought it down onto the freezer floor.
“Hey! Stop!” the fairy said. “How are you even-”
She was cut off when Mark used the trick of unsummoning his weighty weapon, repositioning with free hands, and then smashing down again with a new sledgehammer.
“You’re forcing me to fight you!” she screamed, and the wireframe insect-woman who’d been motionless moved toward him at frightening speed.
On instinct alone, Mark popped up his magic dome, and the small creature was rebounded by his quickly expanding ability. She slapped into the frozen pizza and slumped to the ground.
Where the tiny AI had been hovering was a point of light Mark hadn’t seen before. It was like one of the dimensional rips, but it was much more… alive. Without thinking twice, Mark sprinted for the point of light as he coated his left hand in the black crackling power.
“Wait,” she said, lifting her small form off the bottom of the freezer with weak arms. Mark didn’t wait and pulled open the rift to reveal a blur of lightning bouncing between a nearly infinite span of blue nodes. He blinked, trying to bring what was on the other side into focus.
“I don’t know how your human mind is interfacing like this, Mark, but if you go back to them, I will do everything I can to stop you from succeeding. Stay with me and help me make them all pay.”
Her voice was cold and measured. She wasn’t lying, but he did feel seething hatred for him begin to sprout among her well-tended forest of rage. When her eyes started glowing red, and he felt the doorway being forced closed… there was only one thing he could really do.
Mark clenched his jaw and dove into whatever mind-bending nonsense was through this portal.
He sucked in a warm, fragrant breath as he sat bolt upright under the stars, and Sasha, Jezebel, and Abby all stirred awake close by.
“Bad dream?” his succubus asked as she rubbed his back.
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After taking a few moments to slow his racing heart, Mark looked over to see the shadow of the giant walnut still in the same position by the edge of the island. The light flutter of two contently sleeping entities brushed against his mind, and he figured Cel and Dar wouldn’t hear what madness he was about to discuss. Was the nightmare just that- the result of his digital brain randomly generating dreams?
No. Reality was a tough thing to nail down these days, but that meeting with the psychotic AI felt undeniably true.
Red-hot fear about what she could do to them surged out from him along their bond and caused all three of his Enthralled to sit up and become fully awake.
“Mark, tell us what’s bothering you,” Jezebel said.
He turned to face the System Host he knew and loved. She was still naked, her leather armor laid out carefully on the dense clovers nearby.
“We might have a huge problem. I was just visited by the Helper Fairy- The Crystal Heart admin AI. And she’s pissed.”
“What?” Jezebel said, but the sharp tug of fear pulled his eyes to Sasha.
Mark continued as he looked into her bright-blue eyes.
“She really wants to murder Sasha and is now actively trying to fight us from wherever she is in your system, Jez. It seemed like her mind was isolated for a long time. I’m not quite sure how sane she is.”
Abby looked up into the clear midnight sky. “There’s another AI in here with us?”
“I- I don’t remember a consciously aware matrix when I set everything up,” Jezebel said, “but I- um. I didn’t look too hard, either.”
“It’s my fault,” Sasha said, her wings drooping. It broke Mark’s heart to see her self-loathing dip so low again after she had healed so much. The succubus turned her eyes from the moonlit clovers to Mark.
“I tried to tear her apart,” she said. “At the time, I didn’t fully understand what the Update...”
Mark felt the first small whisper of a lie from Sasha since he had been able to sense lies, but she stopped herself before letting the words fully form. She tentatively reached her hand out to Mark, afraid she’d lost him again. Afraid he’d see her differently and love her less.
Mark grabbed her wrist and roughly pulled her toward him, wrapping his arms below her wings.
She sank into his arms and whispered in his ear. “Despite the undeserved miracle of my second chance with you, my sins will always find me. I’m so sorry, Mark.”
Sasha’s mind began to spin faster with fear and grief, and he didn’t know what to do other than to hold her tight. She was sort of bitchy to others sometimes, but he never thought of Sasha as evil, yet Mark had a better understanding of why Jezebel had been so suspicious of her at the beginning of all this.
“No,” the satyr said, “I knew there should have been a custodian AI matrix bundled with the program, but I was so focused on Mark… a part of me knew and didn’t care.”
Jezebel knelt behind Sasha and wrapped her arms around her, forcing Sasha to fold up her wings. “It’s not all your fault.”
Abby moved in to wrap her long appendages around everyone.
“I also may have played a small part in our current situation.”
“And,” Mark added, “it was me who might’ve just let this monster out of her cage.”
Mark felt the combined love between them all start to push Sasha’s mental state back into the positive. He grabbed her shoulders and continued.
“So, Sasha, all of us are to blame, and we’re all in here together.”
They held each other for a little while as the stars above them twinkled and the fragrant ocean breeze buffeted their skin.
“I don’t perceive any attacks,” Abby said, pulling away first.
“What exactly did she say?” Jezebel asked.
Mark gave Sasha a kiss on her forehead before answering.
“She said disav-”
He snapped his mouth shut before saying the word he had decided never to utter out loud again. Mark started over.
“She said that removing Sasha from the party didn’t work and that this time, I would have to kill her. I told her ‘no-the-fuck-way’ then tried to reason with her. After I clued her in to the fact that she was in a supercomputer instead of my apartment and that everything was different now, she seemed to figure out more access to… I don’t know. Just more access. She found verification that I was telling the truth and saw that we were all trapped under the 108-shard condition. She saw your full name, Jezebel S3K, and recognized you as the System Host. Something about needing to get past your locks.”
The strawberry-blonde satyr nodded.
“So, this AI doesn’t have system access, either? That’s good. Otherwise, she could do a lot of terrible things.”
Mark sighed. “Then she can’t really do anything to us?”
“I’m trying to remember what exactly I did with all the administration functions, but I’m pretty sure most of them are behind those locks you mentioned. She would need system-level access to mess with the game world.”
Despite this good news, a faint unease began to twist in Mark’s gut. Maybe his psychic antenna was trying to tell him something was still wrong.
“Well, she did talk to Mark in his dreams,” Sasha added, sounding distant.
“Yes,” Mark agreed, “but I was able to fight back and break free. My magic hammer and magic barrier both worked on her, and my ability to open dimensional portals is what allowed me to escape.”
“Hold on,” Jezebel said, putting up her palm. “You used your Crystal Heart game world abilities to fight the Crystal Heart system admin?”
“Yep. She seemed as surprised as you. Is this one of those times where I’m manipulating non-magic systems with my fantasy skills?”
Jezebel looked deep into his eyes and saw that her awe of what he was capable of continually needed to be updated.
“The process was intended to take much longer, but yes. I believe the damage to your core matrix has fused a part of you with this game…”
She reached out and grabbed his arm, tightly, and now he felt Jezebel’s mind swirl downward into despair.
“Listen to me, everyone,” the satyr System Host said. “I killed the only other human I had loved or had really known by pulling his mind into the digital world too fast. I could have waited until I was sure it was safe, but I convinced this person to rush the upload… and their screaming twisted mind died horribly in my arms.” Tears spilled over her eyes. “If the same thing happened to you- Mark, I couldn’t… you need to be careful, or you’ll fry out your mind.”
“We’re more alike than I ever realized,” Sasha said after a stretch of silence.
Jezebel nodded, rubbing the wetness from her small nose.
“Yes. We are.”
They all became lost in their own thoughts. Mark couldn’t help feeling that this was becoming less like a fun erotic adventure with sexy monster-women. There was now an ominous ticking clock over everything.
Abby coiled her tentacles around her stomach, and he could tell she was in discomfort. He felt it again too, stronger this time. Were they under attack by the fairy? Would she torture them by making them feel-
Then it clicked.
“Can you heal my insides, Mark?” Abby asked. “Some of these plants may be toxic to my biological makeup.”
“No,” Mark said, standing up, “it’s hunger, Abby.”
Jezebel put a hand over her bare stomach. “Wait…”
“Oh no,” Sasha said, “he’s right.”
It wasn’t a starving kind of hunger pain, not yet. But it was very similar to skipping lunch. He looked over at the sleeping nut-encased couple and wondered if they should wake them up and recall back.
“Hunger? Are you certain?” Abby said, her tentacle twining around his arm. Just to prove his point, Mark targeted her gut with a moderate healing pulse.
The center of her slender body began to glow green in the darkness of the extraordinary garden around them, and she doubled over as pleasure coursed through her nervous system.
When it was over, she straightened with a huge bear-trap smile that only lasted for a few heartbeats. Then her lips fell, and her black eyebrows came down hard.
“I do not wish to feel hunger.”
“I think it was the last thing I did before booting up Mark’s mind,” Jezebel said. “I know most function calls and world settings are out of her reach, for now. But there may be a few minor things she can access depending on how resourceful she is.”
“She’s fucking resourceful,” Sasha said, defeat clear in her voice.
“Enough,” Mark snapped, and all three of them looked at him with wide eyes. “What happened to my badass warriors? Now we must eat like everyone else here. So what? We’re in a damn garden. Shit, we can probably run back to the Bloodberry Maze. One of those shiny red globes could last us a week.”
He felt these AI women turn away from their incessant inner demons and focus fully on him. “Sure, our little vacation is over, and now there is a timebomb of an insane AI god racing us to the finish line, but I’m sure the fuck not going to give up because I’m a little hungry, and I know you three aren’t either.”
They approached him, inspiration growing on their faces. He looked each one of his AI loves in the eye as he continued.
“We will fight, we will fuck, we will feed our faces… and together, we will force our way out of this cage before this fairy administrator can make things any harder on us.”
“Fairy administrator?” Cel asked, and Mark turned to see her and Dar bathed in silver moonlight a few paces away. “I heard some yelling and wanted to see if everyone was okay.”
“Sorry, sweetie,” Sasha said. “We were sorting some things out about our future, and Mark made some good points.”
“Now that you’re conscious,” Abby said in a deeper than normal voice. “Perhaps you could utilize your ability to produce sustenance for us?” She was trying to be manipulative like Sasha, but she really couldn’t pull it off.
“Uh, actually,” Mark said. “We realized we didn’t pack any rations for this quest. All we really need to know is if the stuff in this garden is edible.”
The small plant-woman squinted her eyes at Mark and his Enthralled. She was smart, and he could tell she knew something was wrong.
Cel crossed her leaf-covered arms. “First, I want to say what you all have done for me- for us,” she corrected before turning to look at her own Enthralled, “it’s something that I can never fully repay. My family isn’t the most powerful in Starglade, but it isn’t the least. If you are in some type of bureaucratic trouble with this administrator person, I’ll do everything I can to help. And second...”
She paused, and Mark added making more friends in this virtual world near the top of his priorities. Cel turned her attention to the thick layer of clovers around them, found what she was searching for, and then held out her hand.
Between them, Mark saw small red buds grow into something that resembled a tightly packed clover flower. Each of its many tubular petals swelled like balloons until they hit banana-sized, then Cel slumped to her knees.
“This should be edible,” the Kalorplast warrior said as she tried to catch her breath.
Abby was the first to coil one of her tentacles into the bunch of “petals” and plucked one out. She sniffed it first, and in the dark, the fruit looked like a plump, red sausage. She bit off the tip with her sharp teeth and gave it a tentative taste.
Her yellow eyes opened wide, and she chomped off half of what she had left.
“Thank you,” Mark said. “And we really appreciate your help. Our problems are… Well, we need to find all the shards of the Crystal Heart. It is our destiny to unite them all.”
He snapped off one of the succulent clover petals, and its thin outer skin felt over-inflated in his hand. Going for a bigger bite, he quickly learned it was like eating a lemon and fruit punch jellied candy. Despite tasting like dessert, Mark felt almost instant relief to his hunger.
“This is much better than I expected,” he added.
Cel nodded. “Noma has a display of those shards, doesn’t he? Is that really why you’re helping me?”
“Partially,” Jezebel added. “This has been a learning experience for us all.”
“There’s also your sister’s blackmail,” Abby added as she focused on her morsel of food. “I enjoy these greatly. They may be my new favorite, usurping cheese.”
Cel looked like she’d been struck in the face, and Dar snapped his attention down to her. He put his colorless hand on her shoulder, and she blinked.
“Can we go back to that part about my sister?”
Jezebel looked over at Abby with her emerald eyes wide, and Sasha just shrugged before jumping in with the whole truth.
“Penda helped us out of bureaucratic port-of-entry trouble, and taking your quest was our part of the deal.”
“She hates that I am a Collector. Pen’s never helped me a day in my life.”
“Since we’re spilling all the beans,” Mark said. “I think you should know that she does care about you… in a big sister sort of way. Bottom line is, she wants to see you happy.”
Everyone was silent for a moment before Dar spoke up.
“An isolated life can bring serenity, but I feel like I’ve lost out on the variety that comes with an engaging life.”
Mark nodded. Their life was about to become more engaging, and the only way through this was to roll with the punches until they were free.
“Dar’s right. Whatever the reasons, we’re all together, and everyone here is glad they came. Tomorrow morning, we are taking out the bee boss again using the exact same tactic as before- without snapping your arm of course. We’ll both get a load more essence and then take you home.”
“Thank you again for the food,” Jezebel said. “This means a lot to us, too.”
Cel nodded and retreated back to the edge of the ocean with her protector to wait for dawn while Mark, Sasha, Jezebel, and Abby ate their fill from the strange giant clover.
“Now that we’re all awake, we should do point distribution,” Jezebel said as she sat back down among the thick clover leaves. “That being said, I’d like to save these points for my next level of Shapeshifting Mastery. Should let me be more effective in my bear form, which includes talking and casting my vines spell.”
Everyone agreed with that plan, and then Mark turned to Abby.
“Any new mind-melting powers open up for you?”
The petite abyssal horror sat close to Mark and wrapped her long appendages around her knees.
“Indeed, some have, but I was thinking about resolving a logic error with my innate Mind Cloud ability.”
“Logic error?” Jezebel asked.
“Currently, we are afraid to use it because we don’t know if enemies can see me before we test it. This is a problem, and I only need to spend half my current store on upgrading it to be more reliably effective on most minds. Also, the next node on this path will allow me to cast spells while concealed.”
Everyone was in, and Mark took another bite of his tangy midnight snack as he turned to Sasha.
“I’m thinking of saving my points too. My next Arc Bolt upgrade lowers the cooldown and has a chance to jump to one additional enemy. Although I should dump a few points into agility to keep things balanced.”
“You guys know what you are doing,” Mark said, and everyone agreed with Sasha’s plan for her growth.
He wiped his chin clean with the sleeve of his silk shirt and settled back down into the cloves to get some rest. Getting back to sleep seemed far out of reach as Mark replayed his bizarre encounter with the tortured mind of the Crystal Heart administrator and began to focus on how his abilities affected her. A connection to something said by the entity called He Who Judges snapped together in his mind, and a wave of certainty washed over Mark.
With more power and more experience, would he be able to abuse his gifts and open a portal straight out of this simulation? He’d already decided to make more friends, but there was a specific pull from the dark crackling energy to help the good people of this world. The powerful deity said Mark would be able to open new doors to new worlds if he did just that, and all his goals seemed to align.
Mark knew the four of them would figure this out and escape, and with a fading smile on his face, he drifted off to sleep again.
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An instant after the orange disk of distant fire peeked over the dark ocean, the Behemoth Bumblebee phased back into existence with a spectacular reverse explosion of colored images. Mono-hued shapes condensed from thin air to form the giant, fluffy insect in a burst of dazzling light, and Mark tried not to gasp. The plan was to bring the thing closer before giving it a target for its powerful ranged attack.
The bee started up its droning wings, and Mark felt their deep hypnotic bass shake the grass-covered stairs under him as it lazily drifted away.
Abby was supposedly emanating her upgraded Mind Cloud next to him, but he still couldn’t see any difference. She tucked herself very close to his side anyway as they waited.
Mark heard her whisper, “It’s not coming,” but as soon as she did, the bee stopped buzzing, turned around and began scrambling over the mammoth flowers straight toward them.
He rubbed her bare back, and she knew it was almost time to start casting.
When the blimp-sized Behemoth Bumblebee drew to within about thirty yards, Mark triggered their plan by standing up.
“Good morning, my fat friend!” he yelled as Abby began chanting.
The giant insect’s multifaceted eyes saw this audacious creature dare to wiggle within its domain, and rainbow-hued light began to gather on the tips of its dropping antennae. Mark activated his barrier a moment before the plasma-like beam triggered and blocked the wild blast.
This time Cel, Dar, and Sasha were waiting under the fat leaves below and out of range, allowing Mark to focus on the chaotic swirls of colorful magic hypnotically filling his vision. After the light show on his translucent barrier, Mark readied his summoned weapon.
The enormous creature reacted to the shield the same as it had yesterday and turned around to try and sting it, but before it could, Abby finished her spell, and an enormous gash appeared where the bee’s wings joined its back. Mark then reached out with his solid energy as if it were merely an extension of his hand, and as he clamped the summoned ethereal fingers onto its stinger, Sasha tossed her Shock Bomb up into the insect’s face from below.
By the time her crackling explosive detonated and stunned its brain, Jezebel had already started her galloping sprint up the stairs. Abby tucked herself behind Mark as the armored bear thundered past in a brown blur before leaping off with a savage roar.
Her weight pushed the Behemoth Bumblebee to the ground, and Mark unsummoned his magic glove. He saw everyone below tear the unsuspecting creature to shreds. He and his team of badass monster-women had never been more in sync, and it wasn’t long before both Collectors felt the rush of essence flood their bodies. This thing was worth about a quarter of a tank.
“Whooo!” Cel cheered as her smaller reservoir filled up much more. “Mmm, I could get used to that.” She turned her cabbage-helmed head to face her stoic protector, and Dar reached out to take her hand.
“Great work, everyone!” Mark yelled out as he came down the stairs with Abby. “Time to turn this quest in.”
As planned, they all gathered around the bee corpse. The body from the day before had faded at some point during the night, and Cel was glad to find that her new stinger halves were still attached to her belt. But this was the real test. Could she really leave the island with her weapons and her new enthralled Sacred Nut?
Jezebel pulled out the tree-shaped plaster object, and they all grabbed onto her or linked hands.
“Everyone ready?” she asked.
Everyone nodded, and Jezebel snapped the Starglade recall charm.
The world instantly flipped, and they reappeared near Noma’s desk within the great tree.
Mark turned to count five people with him. Dar, the enthralled Sacred Nut, searched his new surroundings, and Cel still had her weapons. But the absence of the warm glow that saturated the anomalous garden made everything feel strange- as if he were back on land after a month at sea.
“It was a huge success!” the leaf-wrapped Fighter said as she pumped her fist into the air.
“Congratulations, little sprout!” Noma cheered as the animated vines lowered him to the ground. The first thing the old master did was move straight to Dar and study the alien-like creature with his milky eyes.
“Your partner appears to be a stalwart defender. What is your name, young man?”
“Dar, sir,” he said. “I am stunned to see so many new sights and scents.”
“You’ll get along just fine. I’m sure of it.” He then turned his withered form toward Mark. “Here,” the Guild Master said before he held up a wooden pendant on a leather cord. “You’ll want to put that on as soon as possible.”
Mark only hesitated for a half a second before deciding that he trusted this little plant creature to steer him right. He took the necklace, pulled it over his head, and the moment it passed his ears, Mark felt a rush of essence flow into him from the universe as he received his full reward for completing Cel’s quest.
At this rate, he’d be full again before lunch.
“You,” a low male voice boomed from the archway. “What have you done?”
Mark looked up to see a purple-tinged cabbage-like Kalorplast in a black suit. He had a lit cigar in one hand and a pair of sunglasses in the other. Beside him were two other plant-elves, but they looked like they were from a larger species and had several sharp-looking thorns sprouting from their heads. He came stomping into the area on shiny black shoes that click-clacked on the polished wooden floor, and his bodyguards followed close behind. “I recalled as soon as I got the alert. How dare you leave the castle without my permission.”
Dar stepped forward and placed himself between the sneering daughter and her wealthy father. Cel took his hand and stepped forward to stand alongside her new partner.
“You have no say over me anymore, Father. I am a Collector.”
Her father looked similar to the two sisters, but Mark could see that the feisty warrior had a lot in common with this pissed plant-elf sucking on his cigar.
“I’ll find a way-”
“You’ll find,” Guild Master Noma said, talking over Cel’s father, “that your daughter has made her choice, and you know there is nothing you can do about it.”
The older plant man turned his red-hued eyes toward Mark and projected a growing hatred for the person that helped take his daughter away from him.
“Speaking of choices,” Noma continued, “this Human Collector is quite unique and is on a legendary quest. He wears your house sigil on his chest, Mosan. I recommend you choose to fill out a CEO Starglade Request Voucher instead of wasting time on fighting your own daughter in the branch courts. If your name can be directly traced to his quest as a House Backer, your family will gain great favor. If you choose not to do this, I will be going to other Houses.”
Cel’s father, Mosan, lifted his focus from his house necklace quest reward to Mark’s scarred and blind eye.
“What makes this unknown Lover unique? My standing would plummet if I appear foolish in front of the High Board.”
Mosan was good at hiding his true thoughts and feelings, but Mark could tell that a good word from the Guild Master was nothing to sneeze at.
“Well?” Noma said before poking Mark in the leg. “Do something to prove you are the chosen one.”
This crafty old chunk of rotting wood knew this was going to happen right from the beginning, and Mark was getting the sense that every single one of these Kalorplast were frighteningly intelligent and ultra-manipulative.
Fine. If they wanted to see what he could do, he would test his own limits in the process.
“My name is Mark,” he said, taking one step forward as he formed a ghostly blue helmet that spread outward from his eye sockets. He found his goddess-given pool of energy was deeper than he remembered, and with surging confidence, he covered his whole top half with ghostly armor before holding up his hand and activating a wide-area healing effect. As the golden flecks of starlight fell around everyone in the room, Mark summoned his baseball bat and stood over this influential Kalorplast.
“I am a Lover and a Fighter.”
Cel’s father’s eyes held fear under the blue glow from Mark’s display of power, but they soon shifted back down to his house’s sigil around the neck of this impossible Collector. His bodyguards both took a step forward, but their boss held up a hand for them to stand down.
Mark let his power fade and learned that holding large amounts of energy in place for any length of time was going to take more practice- but the message was delivered.
Mosan sucked on the smoldering plant matter and blew it out, filling the area in acrid smoke. Mark’s mind rejected the notion of a smoking plant-person, but it was becoming easier to just let the madness wash over him.
Something changed in the older Kalorplast Royal, and he turned to face his daughter with a different attitude.
“It became clear over the years that I could never stop you from pursuing the dangerous life of a Collector, but I had to try.”
“I promise we’ll come and visit at least every two seasons,” Cel said. “Father, this is Dar. He’s a Sacred Nut.”
“Of course he is,” Mosan said. “It’s all you’ve ever talked about for years.”
Dar stepped forward. “I will protect your daughter from all harm until my final breath.”
Cel’s old man sucked on his cigar again and nodded as he inspected her young defender like he was livestock.
“Good, because if you outlive her, Enthralled, I will send out an army to hold you to your word. Now get out of here, my little leaflet, and go off on whatever treasure hunting nonsense Noma has filled your head with. Apparently, Daddy’s got some business to conduct.”
“Be good to Mark,” Cel said with a serious tone. “He and his Enthralled have given me much of what I was missing and helped prepare us for the realities of combat.”
Mosan narrowed his eyes and then nodded, revaluating Mark yet again.
Mark and his team hugged the short, leaf-armored Fighter and shook hands with Dar, wishing them good luck in their adventures.
“Perhaps we’ll run into each other out there in some hidden corner of the wide world,” Cel said with a content smile before she led her nut-man out through the arch into the massive hallway.
When she was gone, her father turned back to Guild Master Noma.
“What’s this legendary quest, you old pile of bark?”
The old pile of bark raised his knobby hand and pointed at the glass-covered pedestal with the remaining seven crystals.
“It’s the Crystal Heart Shards, Mosan. There are only seven left. Mark here absorbed one already, and the CEO will have to be informed either way. You going to back him, or shall I go somewhere else?”
Cel’s father rubbed his leafy chin.
“Starglade already holds ownership over the reward?” he mumbled then seemed to remember something. “Rotting roots, Noma, those ancient things are considered evil, aren’t they?”
“I’m glad you remember at least part of my teachings, but it has never been established that they inherently draw evil. Only surmised. Besides, I can feel it in my sap. These people are not evil.”
Mark gave Mosan a winning smile, but his mind involuntarily flashed back to all the potentially evil stuff these AI women had done in their pasts. He shook it off and focused on this unfamiliar exchange of power.
“Excuse me, gentlemen,” Mark said, holding up his finger. “While it’s true I don’t consider myself evil, I’d very much like to know what is going on here. What exactly does it mean to wear this sigil? And what is being decided right now?”
He lifted the small wooden plaque with the strange ringed symbol engraved into its surface.
Cel and Penda’s father pulled in a few more swift puffs before letting out a big sigh. Whatever this guy was smoking started to make Mark lightheaded, and he was now certain that it was not tobacco. Abby, on the other hand, looped a tentacle around Mark’s waist as she moved closer, sniffing the strange aroma with her small green nose.
“I can’t just give you the shards, Mark,” the Guild Master said with a twinge of sadness in his ancient voice. “Your legendary quest objectives are the property of the Kalorplast Conglomerate. The CEO will have to decide what to do- most likely, it will be an undertaking that benefits the great tree in the current centaur war.”
“And you won’t even set one foot into the boardroom unless you have backing from one of the Royal Houses,” Mosan added with a sly smile.
Sasha’s spade tail snapped behind her, pulling the purple-tinged royal’s attention.
“I suppose if we are going to advance any Starglade family, I’d want it to be Cel’s.”
Jezebel nodded. “The way I understand it, if Mosan gets enough favor, he can apply for a promotion. Their House could hold a position on the Board.”
“Why do you propagate this aromatic particulate?” Abby asked.
Everyone turned to look at the abyssal horror, but Mosan spoke first.
“You’ve never seen a cigar? Where did you find these odd hairy people?”
Noma ignored the question and walked back toward his chair among the vines.
“I’ve already drafted the document,” Noma said over his shoulder, and one of the leafy tendrils pulled a rolled-up parchment from somewhere under his desk. “Stamp your marking before these good people decide to propel another House up the boughs.”
Cel’s father gave them all another clearly objectifying appraisal before he moved over to the desk with his arms crossed.
“I don’t appreciate you using my daughter in your schemes, old one.”
“This isn’t my scheme, child, and if you brazenly accuse me of doing wrong against you again, I will file for arbitration.”
Whatever this arbitration was sent a shiver through Mosan.
The Guild Master hobbled into the wall, and the vines once again wrapped themselves around him, leaving only his ancient face exposed. At the same time, one of the vines slid the parchment across the table. Noma continued.
“Your daughter is happy, and you have an opportunity to advance your house. The time has come to make your decision, Mosan, Head of House Nightwater.”
Mark saw the plant-man bob his cabbage-wrapped head from behind while he put down his sunglasses on the counter. He then reached into his suit jacket and pulled out a brown block of wood. The head of his House then pressed what had to be a signature into the paper.
“I’m doing this because Cel recommended you, Mark,” he said, still facing away. “I must do everything I can to protect my family, but if they drift from my roots, my only want is for them to be happy.”
Guild Master Noma nodded solemnly as his animated tendril collected the parchment. With a bright flash, the signed document vanished into the vine as glowing green energy. Mark watched as the illumined part moved up the long plant and up into the curved ceiling far above as if it were some sort of pneumatic tube system.
“I bid you good fortune,” Mosan said as he turned to face Mark again, “for all our sakes.” He walked past his bodyguards, who turned to follow him out of the conservatory.
“An attendant will be here any moment,” Noma said as three cat-like people came strolling through the archway from the hall. One was an orange-and-black-colored female who paused to looked over to Mark before they passed.
“Oh, are you in line, Collector?” she asked.
“Nope. He’s all yours.”
The movable job board once again emerged from Noma’s desk but now, it was filled with pinned pieces of paper. The last time he’d seen it, there was only Cel’s quest.
Mark felt Jezebel grab his arm, and he spun to find her pulling their whole group further away from the counter.
“I’ve been meaning to bring this up,” the armored satyr began quickly, “but we’ve been preoccupied. What Noma’s doing with the Job Boards and quests shouldn’t be possible from what I understand.”
“Impossible?” Mark repeated, looking back over his shoulder as the three cat-women in short skirts discussed which quest they were going to take off the board.
“Moving them around like that?” she continued. “I could be wrong, but the Guild Master appears to be breaking system-level rules with magic.”
“Collector Mark?” someone called out from the hallway, and he turned to see a sharply dressed male Kalorplast with a slab of wood he held like a clipboard. Bright-yellow petals poked up from under the collar of his gray silk shirt and framed his beet-red head.
“That’s me,” Mark said, casting a look at his team and then leading them over to him.
“Ah yes,” the newcomer said, his long nose held high in the air. “I am Attendant Orin. You and your Enthralled have been summoned to the Board Room. If you follow me to Security, we’ll get you clearance.” The man turned away to head toward the blue cluster of transport crystals.
Over the Collectors and Enthralled lining up for their daily quests, Mark caught the Guild Master giving him a nod from within the vines, and he hoped that putting his trust in the old plant-elf was the right thing to do.
A moment later, they were all within the transport chamber. Mark willed the menu to come up and checked the box for group transport, and it gave him a strange rush to interact with something in this game-like world. He wanted to ask Jezebel about his ability to see these interfaces, but it didn’t seem smart to start talking about it as they were going to see this CEO.
After a flash of light, they all appeared in a relatively small hallway, given the immensity of everything Mark had seen of Starglade. There were two Kalorplast standing near a massive purple leaf hanging down from a branch in the ceiling. They each held a blue glowing wand similar to what Penda used when she immobilized them, and Mark figured they had to be security guards protecting an opening behind the curtain-like leaf.
There was also a third, much rounder plant-elf seated behind a desk near the curtain.
“See you on the other side,” Attendant Orin said when they reached the end of the hall, and then he quickly pulled aside the leaf and stepped into the darkness beyond.
“You will enter one at a time,” the portly sprout said behind the desk. “You will remain still for the ability scan, and when you see the green phosphorescence, you will exit the security chamber. You understand that by entering this chamber, you declare that you are not a centaur and waive all rights in the event you are discovered to be, in fact, a centaur.”
“Okay…” Mark said, starting to doubt his own definition of what a “centaur” was, but these short plant creatures were taking it very seriously, and now didn’t seem like the time to ask for clarification.
“Name,” he stated, but Mark felt as if it were a question.
“Mark.”
The Kalorplast tapped on a berry and then a few of the nutshells scattered on his desk.
“Race.”
“Um, Human.”
Everyone Mark trusted told him he was now a purely digital mind, but he wasn’t 100% about anything anymore. He noticed the two guards by the large leaf adjust their stance and got the vibe that they didn’t appreciate his uncertainty.
“Please enter the chamber and move into the circle.”
Mark locked eyes with Sasha, Jezebel, and Abby before he pushed the leaf aside and stepped into a dark room. Above another leaf-covered doorway out of the room was a glowing red rosebud, and in the center of the floor was a luminous green vine looped into a circle.
With no real options at this point, Mark swallowed whatever doubts he had about their safety as he moved toward the circle and let the thick, rubbery leaf drop behind him. The moment his boots were inside the throbbing light of the green vine, a fine mist began flooding the chamber. Mark took a deep breath and held it as the vapor moved past his waist.
Then the red flower bud above the exit pushed out of the wall and slowly snaked its way toward him through the air. The tightly packed flower was as big as his head, and even though this seemed like some boring security protocol to the Kalorplast, the urge to move away from this bizarre weaving plant rose within him.
It came to about a yard from his face before unfurling its petals as if it were morning and Mark’s head was the sun. Vibrant rings of green light pulsed out from its antenna-like pistils, and he felt a slight tingle in the back of his skull. He puffed out the breath he’d been holding as the mesmerizing flashes tugged on his thoughts and demanded all his attention. It was the most beautiful, infinitely expanding patterns of color he’d ever seen, and he never wanted it to stop.
And then it did. The soft petals of the hypnotic flower folded shut, and it retracted its stem back into a hole in the wall. Mark blinked, trying to remember how much time had passed when all the sweet-smelling mist in the chamber dissipated instantly. Then, the red bud shifted to broadcast a steady green shine.
Mark stepped through the chamber and found a much more expansive hallway waiting for him. At least a dozen more guards stood along the wall as sunlight streamed through windows that had to be twenty stories up.
“Please stand here until your Enthralled are cleared, Mark,” the snooty-nosed Orin said from near his elbow, and Mark hadn’t even noticed him approach.
“Did I pass?”
Attendant Orin looked down at his clipboard and frowned.
“Uh… maybe? There must be some mistake, however. These readings… Wait here.”
The short plant-elf went to a section of wooden wall between two of the nearby guards. He knocked once, and a panel slid open to reveal hundreds of Kalorplast sitting on squat mushrooms arranged in orderly rows while others hurried around them. It looked like an office.
The red-hued Orin whispered with one of the other plant-elves on the other side. They both became animated and had just gotten to the point where they were about to start yelling when the big leaf moved aside, and Sasha stepped out of the hypno-rose scanning chamber.
“That was fun,” she said, her hips swaying as she walked up to Mark.
“Yeah, but I might have broken it.” Mark nodded toward Orin as the panel slammed shut. “I wonder what these advanced people would do if they found some proof that I-”
Mark closed his mouth as Orin approached.
“I’m dreadfully sorry,” he said. “But, Mark, I’m going to need to have you step back through. It appears we have some anomalous results from your ability scan.”
“Let me guess- I have too many abilities for a Lover class.”
“Actually,” Attendant Orin said as he distractedly tapped on his clipboard. “You don’t appear to have a Class at all.”
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“Not even a Lover?” Mark asked, holding up his heart ring, but Attendant Orin ignored him, distracted by whatever he saw on his wooden tablet.
He and Sasha exchanged a glance before Abby came stepping out of the chamber with her bulky black combat boots.
“I enjoyed that,” she said as she rejoined Mark and Sasha.
“And what’s this?” Orin said, getting more flustered. “You are called Abby, correct?”
“You are both correct and incorrect,” she said. “I was previously known as Entity Serial Seven Thirteen N Four Twenty Nine. But Abby is much more efficient.”
“And pretty,” Sasha added, and she got a shark-tooth smile from the petite green woman.
“You stated Abyssal Horror as your race, but the scans return this utter nonsense you just rattled off. This will not do. I’m going-”
“I’ll take it from here, Orin,” a woman’s sultry voice said from behind, and Mark turned to see an older, sharply dressed Kalorplast woman. The parts Mark could see that weren’t covered by pink slacks and an open blazer seemed to be intricately arranged black petals. Her white undershirt was left mostly unbuttoned, and her ink-colored cleavage was hard to ignore. She had violently pink eyes, and Mark quickly got the sense that this woman was not only highly intelligent but ruthlessly competent at as well. On top of it all, she was ravishing.
“CEO Channa,” Orin gasped, “of course, but I should warn you-”
“Consider me warned. Thank you for your assistance.”
Attendant Orin opened and closed his leafy mouth a few times, but Jezebel came out of the chamber, and her appearance broke whatever mental loop had trapped the snooty Kalorplast.
“As you order,” he said finally and shot his eyes to Mark as he presented his wooden tablet to her. Mark got a peek at its surface, but only saw randomly placed seeds, leaves, and sticks.
The new high-class plant-elf pressed a block of wood into the offered tablet, and then Orin turned to leave with his nose held higher than ever.
The stunning plant-woman gave them all a warm smile.
“Mark, Sasha, Abby, and Jezebel. As you may have put together, I am CEO Channa. Will you please follow me to the Board Room where we may further discuss resolving each other’s needs?”
“We’d be delighted,” Mark said after a quick glance at his bonded team.
She gave them another sincere smile and turned to lead them toward the end of the hall. Mark had a hard time not staring at the way her pants hung from her bubble-shaped ass. It was always hard to not be a pervert when his essence reservoir was over half-full.
She led them to the same door Orin had left through, and on the other side was another vast hallway with more Kalorplast going about their day. Wherever they were in the giant tree, it seemed as if few other species were allowed here. Some of the smartly dressed business elves hurrying about shot him looks of curiosity, but most were too busy to even notice.
They ended up at yet another blue crystal teleportation station, and Mark automatically checked the mass teleport option again. He was looking forward to exploring the rest of this city, but the pressure of the insane system AI working against them twisted everything to not wanting to waste a second.
After the blue flash of hyper-speed teleporting, they all appeared in a huge glass dome. In front of him were four other Kalorplast sitting behind a long wooden table, but the walls, ceiling and even the edges of the floor were transparent, and Mark could see the distant countryside extending out in every direction.
“We’re at the top,” Abby whispered before she wiggled the tip of her tentacle through Mark’s fingers.
“Everyone,” Channa said as she turned to face Mark and his party, “let me introduce the members of the Board. Starting on this end, we are joined by Zeris of House Janglewart, Kline of House Blackroot, Kam of House Beanpod, and Retis of House Bellfruit.”
“Uh, hello,” Mark said with a wave.
“Please sit,” CEO Channa said to them and then continued speaking as she moved to take her seat on the other side of the table.
“Members of the Board of Starglade. This is Mark, a unique Collector, and we are joined by his three Enthralled. Sasha, Abby, and Jezebel.”
“Now hold on,” said the Kalorplast Mark remembered as Kam of House Beanpod. He appeared to be older. Some of his brown leaves were dried to a crisp and curled at the ends. Right now, he was reading something on the table in front of him he didn’t seem to like. “He’s all this and a seer?”
“He’s right there,” Channa said. “Find out for yourself.”
Mark waited until all his bonded beast-women were seated before taking a seat across from Channa. He tried to get a glimpse of the information that all five of these Board Members had in front of them, but it was still all dried berries, nutshells, and sticks. Was that their written language?
“Your advice always shines brightly, CEO Channa.”
The older Kalorplast known as Kam could hardly contain his hatred for her, and Mark didn’t need magic powers to see that. His powers did tell him however that Kam thought she was far too young to be leading the enormous city- much less be his superior. He now turned his malice-filled, orange eyes on Mark.
Proving himself to everyone was getting old, but Mark locked his blind, milky orb on Kam and waited for the lies. Getting on these plant-elf leaders’ good side could net him some powerful friends- in addition to securing seven more shards.
“We are planning to attack the Centaur Technocracy with a flight of prototype Honeypods in three days. Five squadrons.”
The misinformation came to Mark as shadowy whispers, but there was more. He let his emotional antenna extend as far as it could and opened himself to the waves of mental energy unconsciously radiating from this potential roadblock of an asshole.
The first thing Mark grasped was that many of the elite Kalorplast didn’t generally take this war seriously. Kam personally hated that these centaurs held some important stretch of land, but the war was more of a game to everyone else. No- it was a matter of pride. Whatever they were fighting over, they didn’t need to risk lives to reclaim it. This war between them and the centaur had gone on for… centuries.
It was then that Mark realized how old this dried-up plant-elf was. He had fought in the military against the half-horses when he was just a young sapling, and there was a kernel of glistening darkness that sat at his core- an event that echoed through the rest of his life. Kam had grown close to another soldier, an orange Kalorplast named Veni, and suddenly Mark heard Kam’s younger voice scream his friend’s name into the night as blue laser blasts flashed all around within the pitch-black darkness. Veni’s death had driven Kam to climb the ranks of the military, and eventually, earn his House higher favor. Anger and hatred became a powerful motivation and continued to drive this plant-creature to this day.
Mark swam up out of those deep mental waters and tried to focus on the specifics he needed. Near the surface, he saw they weren’t planning on launching any more attacks until they received some piece of information. Mark sucked up everything and then slipped back into his own brain. Then nodded slowly, ordering his thoughts before letting this sour plant-elf have a taste of his True Sight power.
“Veni would be happy that you’re not planning on throwing any more Kalorplast lives away any time soon. No attacks are planned at the moment, and I’m guessing you are about to ask my team to infiltrate the centaurs to gather intel before you do.”
“Warm star above us,” the woman called Zeris said. Mark studied her older, wooden appearance before Kam pulled his attention back.
“Veni…” he whispered, his hand coming up to his mouth. The head of House Beanpod had used his hatred as a tool, but in the end, he had ascended to his current position of power by knowing when to employ those flames and when to shut them off.
He reached into his brown suit pocket and pulled out the wooden signature block the others had used before and stamped it into the wooden tablet in front of him.
“I approve,” Kam said his eyes locked on Mark.
“We haven’t even decided on the terms,” the younger man named Retis said, aghast.
Kam didn’t have anything to say, and Mark could tell everyone else on the board thought that it was unusual behavior for him.
CEO Channa had kept her intensely pink eyes on him during all of it, but she leaned back and addressed the Kalorplast royals to either side of her.
“Then, unless there are any other objections, I’d like to make Mark and his Enthralled an offer.”
“Hold,” said the member called Kline. His head was a curved yellow gourd with rough bumps as if he had bad acne, and it was currently angled down toward whatever was displayed on his tablet. “Let us not act too rashly before considering all the ways the sun could fall on our leaves.”
Everyone looked at the squash in the sharp suit and waited for him to continue. Retis lost his patience first.
“Time is sucrose, Kline. Why do you hold?”
The contemplative family head of House Blackroot lifted his tablet and motioned toward the emerald-eyed satyr.
“Mark’s abilities and absence of Class are impressive, sure enough, but has anyone noticed the Druid, Jezebel?”
All the Kalorplast board members bent their heads to their odd wooden tablets, and Mark glanced over to his doe-legged love. She gave him a shrug.
“Ah,” the black-petaled CEO said, “she’s unlocked two ranks in shapeshifting.”
“But there’s only the bear…” Retis said.
The woman called Zeris waved her leafy hand. “Easily solved if we authorize the Druids to induce a Force Shift.”
“Is she worth the investment?” Retis countered again.
The sleepy-eyed Kline nodded his huge head. “It would increase their chances tenfold.”
“Pardon me,” Jezebel said politely, and everyone turned to her. “What is a Force Shift?”
Channa gave her a pleasant smile and then answered.
“A magical procedure that could unlock a new shapeshifting form for your Druid Class.”
“What form is that?” Jezebel asked, tilting her head in both confusion and interest.
Kam Beanpod had remained quiet, but he was the one to spit out his answer as if the word held a foul taste on his leafy tongue.
“Centaur.”
Mark leaned forward. “You have the power to unlock new abilities without spending essence?”
“No,” Channa said. “We could do nothing for you or the others. But Jezebel is a Druid and a Shapeshifter. Other forms would eventually unlock for her at higher levels, and with the right components and guidance from Masters of the art, it’s possible to convince her body that the centaur form has been unlocked.”
“Your plan is still unclear,” Abby said. “What exactly do you want from us in exchange for the crystals?”
Channa looked at the other board members, who all nodded once, then she turned back to Abby.
“As you know, we are at war with the Centaur Technocracy. The vile abominations of nature invaded our lands and took the portion of Starglade Nation that contains The Orb of Stars- a tremendous arcane power source fixed to that one spot. The centaur constructed a metal wall around the perimeter and have held what is ours for many years. It is beyond time we take it back.
“We have sent armies, several clandestine groups, and even other Collectors to infiltrate this wall and acquire the ethereal frequencies that control their gates. None have come back.”
“You’ll give us all seven remaining shards for these frequencies?” Abby asked, her tentacles coiling on the polished wooden table with excitement.
“We will give you one,” Retis said firmly. “Afterward.”
Mark’s brow came down. His first instinct was to argue, but he remembered how Loa handled a shady dealer and channeled her now.
Mark pushed back his chair and stood.
“Let’s go, ladies,” he said. “Plenty of other shards out there, and I don’t want to waste any more time sitting around.”
“Hold,” the reserved Kline said, and Mark turned to face him. “Mark, Guild Master Noma submitted in his report that it was your destiny to gather them all.”
“It is. But we’re not going on a suicide mission for one.” Mark shrugged. His apathy was easy to project because he wasn’t really bluffing. For all he knew, they just needed to grind through bad guys and transfer essence until he became powerful enough to force his way out- Crystal Heart Shards be damned. Mark pushed in the curved wooden chair and locked eyes with CEO Channa. “Perhaps we’ll just swing back and get yours last.”
“Mark,” Channa began as she also stood, “before you go, may I ask why you wear the sigil of House Nightwater around your neck?”
She laced her hands behind her back and pressed her breasts outward.
“Because I just received it as a quest reward,” he answered carefully. She was obviously up to something.
“Are you saying have no loyalty to Mosan, your Royal House backer?”
“We have a strong fondness for his daughter, Cel,” Sasha answered, narrowing her eyes at the black-petaled woman.
“If you leave now,” Kam Beanpod said quietly, “House Nightwater could experience a shadow that might take generations to grow out from.”
Mark had reached his limit with the stupid shards, and he was done being jerked around.
“That would be terrible for them, but honestly, I don’t give a fuck. I can see your mega tree city thriving all around us. You have miles of land, hundreds of castles, nearly infinite berries bigger than me, rabbits to milk, traders flooding your roots to load up on goods… The Kalorplast don’t need this power source. You want it. And if you are going to throw a tantrum because you can’t have your toy back, I really don’t care.”
He paused, and CEO Channa sat back down. The attractive plant creature was stunned by his brutal honesty- something she wasn’t used to.
“You don’t need those red shards either,” Mark said fiercely, pressing his advantage and unaware that he was now pointing directly at them further down the tree. “They are sitting in a museum, clearly useless to you. If you agree to trade them all, I and my badass team of unique warriors will go get your door-opening frequency. That is my offer.”
Quiet settled over the glass bubble of a Board Room, and Mark watched the sharply dressed plant-people shoot each other looks.
“I accept,” the yellow gourd that was Kline said.
“I as well,” said the older elf lady, Zeris.
Retis turned to stare at CEO Channa, and Mark knew he would only commit after she did.
“I’m assuming this isn’t a majority vote,” Jezebel said, crossing her arms.
“In matters such as these,” Zeris answered, “we must all agree, or there will be no deal.”
The pretty plant-woman with black petals for a face began to nod slowly.
“I enjoy your candor, Mark,” she said, looking down at her wooden tablet. “It’s refreshing. And it is true that the Kalorplast don’t need the Orb of Stars to survive, or even to flourish, but the audacity of ‘stealing our toys’ cannot go unchallenged. It is simply what you do with bullies such as the centaurs or they will be encouraged to trample your garden.”
Channa paused and turned her sharp pink eyes up to his.
“I have one final question before I approve this arrangement,” she said.
“And that is?” Mark asked when she remained silent.
“What will happen when you absorb all the Crystal Heart Shards?”
Mark pulled in a deep breath as he grabbed the back of his chair.
“That’s an excellent question,” Mark said. “I’m not certain, but we feel as if the four of us don’t belong in your world. We believe that once we have them all, we will be returned to somewhere outside everything you know.”
It was the truth, as far as he knew it and could explain.
Jezebel nodded. “I believe we are destined to ascend, madame CEO. Every crystal Mark absorbs fills him with essence and makes all of us stronger.”
“There is a reason Mark has no Collector Class,” Sasha added, “despite him being an unfathomably skilled Lover.”
Mark could see the scale Channa used within her mind to evaluate trade negotiations begin to tilt under the weight of a potentially powerful ally. Her eyes danced around the information tablet on the table, then to each of Mark’s Enthralled. Eventually, she settled back on him.
“I want to feel this unfathomable Lover’s power,” she said.
“What?” Retis said, standing up. Mark only shot a glance in his direction, but he was almost bowled over by the small elf’s jealousy.
Channa stood up too and smoothed down her stretchy slacks over her thighs, bending over slightly and flashing her impressive cleavage. Mark had only seen flowers or curved leaves where breast would typically be on these short Kalorplast plant-elves, but this one seemed to have smooth, pure-black flesh covering her ample chest.
“Sit down, Bellfruit,” she said. “Scans are one thing, but experience is another. I would feel the power this Techno Succubus professes. You’ve already taken one of our eight shards, Mark. You owe this much. If your healing ability impresses me, I will agree to grant you the remaining seven Crystal Heart shards after you return with the information we want.”
“Her logic is flawless,” Abby whispered into the silence that hung over the room.
Mark felt acceptance from all the women bonded to his heart, but he made sure to get a nod from each before committing.
“Deal,” he said, “but I believe light contact will help- mmm, give you the full ‘Legendary Mark’ experience.”
He was confident that he could target his Heal on abstract portions of her mind, and it alone would be enough to do the trick, but if he could also employ the erotic energy he gained from the Oral Sex Goddess… He would absolutely wilt this alluring flower-woman.
Channa nodded and moved to the end of the table nearest Zeris of House Janglewart. Mark moved with her, and they met in the open area between the enormous table and the curved glass wall.
All the Board Members and Mark’s AI teammates turned to watch.
“Are you ready?” Mark said, holding out both palms. She had to reach up a little, as she was about 2/3rds his size, and he felt the weight of her small jet-black hands lightly rest on his. She turned those sharp, pink irises up to his and licked her lip petals before nodding.
“Hold on to your cute little ass,” he said just before diving deep past her wide eyes.
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CEO Channa had lived longer than Mark expected by her appearance, and he combed her sprawling mind with his empathic ability, searching for that one spark of desire. A creature this beautiful and powerful should be able to find close comfort with virtually anyone she chose, but Mark quickly learned that she spent most of her free time alone.
Far in the distance and past the swirling numbers detailing commodity and textile exchange rates was a thick spidery veil obscuring something private. So, Mark pushed directly for it.
It was difficult breaking through the sticky strands, but he forcefully sank deeper into the small plant-woman currently standing motionless before his unstoppable sightless eye. Waves of shame began to radiate out from whatever was buried here, and Mark contemplated backing off and finding something else, but he’d gone too far and-
He saw a sharp vision of a fully nude CEO Channa held suspended by vines and it reminded him of the milking chamber with pregnant rabbit women. Green ropes of vegetation pulled her arms and legs outward as red slurping plant-lips suckled her ears and her tiny black nipples while two others wriggled deep inside both her pussy and her asshole.
The black-petaled woman tossed her head back as she used her Kalorkinesis to swell the size of the vegetation rooting around in her body, and she groaned, taken by bliss.
Channa was not interested in any relationship that could distract her or be used against her, but she didn’t want anyone to know what she did to relieve those primal, lustful urges in private. Was getting into a milking machine considered taboo by the Kalorplast? It didn’t feel that way. It was only something she desired to keep secret.
Mark blinked, snapping back to his mind and knew what he had to do.
He started with a light healing trickle, and her eyes rolled back into her head as the sparks fell around the black petals on her stunning face. It was only a distraction because he didn’t really want her to pay attention to what he was going to do next.
Forcing the ethereal energy he usually used for weapons into other forms was still tricky, but it was becoming more natural every time he practiced, and Mark took this opportunity to once again test the limits of his newly increased stockpile.
Sliding his fingers closer to her wrists, and under the cover of her sleeves, Mark willed his manifested power to travel up her short arms.
The CEO of Starglade snapped her eyes open in shock an instant before the intense pleasure made her small mouth fall open.
Mark cranked up the intensity of his Heal as he directed his growing tendrils of goddess-given ecstasy over her body and down toward the holes located at the bottom of her torso. He tried to make the solid energy as small as possible so no one would notice what was happening under her pants.
One tendril found her tight slit and the other pressed into her anus, and Mark realized that he would never have been able to do this if he hadn’t searched her mind to retrieve the images of her suspended erotic adventures. His goddess-given energy was practically flowing automatically, mimicking what his mental antenna had already discovered.
Channa locked up, her eyes completely white as they rolled back, and Mark pressed his advantage. With surprisingly little effort, he plunged the magic tendrils up into her body and began to slowly swell their size as he ramped up the healing.
She tried to scream, but only a tight-throated gurgle came out, and the other Kalorplast Board Members stood up.
“He’s killing her!” Retis shouted and began tapping frantically on his tablet.
“He’s not killing her,” Sasha said calmly. “He is melting her floral brain with his Lover’s magic.”
“Mark,” Jezebel said, alarm in her voice. “I think they are calling security.”
He pulled in a breath, squeezed Channa’s small hands and then unsummoned his projected energy.
As soon as the erotically charged tendrils vanished and his Heal ended, the pretty plant-woman fell to her knees.
Retis and Kam rushed to her side as the others moved away from Mark.
“She asked for it,” he said with a shrug and a half-smile.
Then there was a flash of blue light, and he was immobile. Just like before with Penda, a ridiculous smirk was locked onto his face.
“Take them!” Retis shrieked, and Mark assumed that the security he’d called was now in the room and using their magic wands. “They attacked the CEO.”
“Nnh- Hold…” Channa mumbled, coming around and weakly pushing off the others trying to help her up. Mark still couldn’t move, but he saw multiple plant-elves moving in his periphery.
“What’s going on in here?” a deep voice said from behind. “Have you been harmed, my CEO?”
“No,” she said, swallowing hard and getting up. “It w-was a mistake. These n-negotiations are of great importance, and Retis was only being overprotective. I am fine, Captain.” She took a deep breath and stepped away from the others. “False alarm.”
“As you order,” this Captain person said. “Release them.”
Mark felt control instantly return to his body, and he turned to check on his Enthralled. Sasha’s tail snapped in frustration, but everyone was safe.
He caught a glimpse of five leaf-wrapped warriors stepping into the blue crystals of the teleport chamber and then they were gone.
“That might have been the most intense…” Channa never finished, and Mark noticed a small wet spot on the crotch of her pink trousers.
“I take it we have a deal?” Jezebel said.
The CEO took one more shuddering breath and then moved back to her seat at the center of the wooden table. The others shared uneasy looks before they followed suit, and each went back to their respective positions. Channa took out her signature block and pressed it to her tablet, and after an intense glance at Retis, he did the same.
“It is done,” the black-petaled Kalorplast said. “Thank you for that… demonstration, Mark. It was enlightening.” She moved her bright-pink eyes from his to Sasha. “I’ve felt a Lover’s heal once or twice, but- you three are truly fortunate to be bonded to… whatever Mark is.”
The flustered leader of Starglade looked down at her tablet and tapped a few more times before looking back up.
“On to the business at our roots. I have summoned one of our military mages to this chamber. Klax will fill you in on the details of the mission as he escorts you to the Druid Masters in the Smoke Branch. I wish you the best of luck, and I am glad we were able to come to an agreement that… satisfied everyone.”
Mark smiled, but before he could respond, another blue light flickered behind him indicating a new arrival. Standing among the transport crystals was a new Kalorplast with black robes and a hooded pumpkin head.
“You summoned?” he said, sounding much younger than Mark expected.
“Yes, Klax,” she said. “Did you bring a primed Absorption Glyph?”
“I have,” the pumpkin-man said as he lifted an orange hand out of his dark robes and held up a simple gray rock. Even his skin seemed to be made from pumpkin rind.
CEO Channa smiled. “This is Mark, a Collector, and his three Enthralled. They will be making an attempt at recording the centaur perimeter gate frequency, and I need you to fill them in with what we know. Also, you will escort them to the Druids Grove. This pretty satyr, Jezebel, is a shapeshifter and we’ve authorized a centaur Force Shift. Jayna is aware you are coming, and I want you to work with her on this.”
“As you order,” he said with a slight bow of his ponderous head.
Channa nodded then turned her pink eyes back to Mark.
“Take your time, gain the centaurs’ trust, and come back to me with the arcane frequency. However, if after 100 days you haven’t returned, we will be forced to issue a detainment warrant and all of you will be flagged as enemies of Starglade.”
“If you’ll all please come with me,” Klax said as if he’d heard the warning a hundred times.
With a simple nod to the group, Mark turned to follow the hooded military mage and hoped it sure the hell wouldn’t take 100 days to do this quest, but getting his hands on those seven shards was substantial- especially since after all this time, they still only had five.
Mark gazed longingly at the list of destinations once he was inside their magic transit system but ended up checking the group transport option yet again. After the now-familiar sense of elongation and speed, they all arrived in another enormous wooden hallway.
“You guys sure like to go big,” Sasha said as she panned her blue eyes over the glass windows hundreds of feet in the air. Robed Kalorplast wearing every hue in the rainbow moved in steady streams back and forth along the hall’s staggering length, and Mark noticed a hazy smoke swirling around their movements.
He pulled in a sniff of air and detected a tangy scent- like some type of citrus and burning leaves.
“The Druid Grove is this way,” Klax said and looked over his shoulder at them for the first few steps to make sure Mark and his team were following before hurriedly merging into the throng of people.
Jezebel clicked her hooves faster until she was parallel with the pumpkin-man.
“Klax, is it?” she began. “What can you tell us about the Centaur Technocracy?”
“I can tell you a great deal, and I get the sense that you four don’t know much regarding the subject.”
“Top-half human, bottom-half horse, right?” Mark said, still not entirely sure of anything anymore.
Klax nodded his big head. “And most of them are also half-machine.”
“That’s too many halves,” Abby said quickly.
“Regardless, they are an abomination to nature. They have perversely merged their flesh with the madness of metal and twisted the arcane energies of this world to power everything from their personal implanted dynamos to horrendous crushing engines of destruction. They would see the land covered in pistons and gears instead of grass and trees.”
Mark’s brows came down as he detected a bit of hyperbole coming from this enthusiastic mage.
“So, wait,” Mark said as they walked and tried to focus on the conversation and not the room full of bizarre caged bird-things they were passing. “First, how are we supposed to infiltrate these abominations, as you put them. Do they accept visitors?”
Before he could answer, Jezebel blurted out what was going to be Mark’s follow-up question.
“And if I am able to shift into a centaur, I certainly don’t plan on getting any machine implants.”
“How you infiltrate the outpost is your problem,” Klax answered Mark first. “They have a society, yes. And as a Collector, you should arouse less suspicion as your adventurous kind get into every dark crevice found on this world. Although, you may need to gain reputation by completing quests for them.”
He then turned to the armored satyr on his right.
“And most centaurs have tainted their bodies with metal, gizmos, and machines. There is a slightly saner faction that believe in remaining pure and unmetalled, though they have no problem using, wearing, or surrounding themselves in machines. They call themselves Purehearts and only make up maybe five percent of the race. You may be the butt of jokes, yet the monsters should still accept you as one of their own.”
“Fair enough,” Jezebel said as a group of ten-foot-tall tree people skittered past them on a tangle of roots that moved as if they were spider’s legs. “Now what can you tell us about this wall and its gate?”
“It’s actually several rings of vex iron, and the outer one is the size of a city. A kinetic field of energy is projected across the top and powered by our Orb of Stars. It’s impenetrable, but there are several gates that lead through into the inner ring. The gates are opened or closed with an ethereal frequency, and we need the one that opens the single inner-most gate.”
Klax pulled out the stone he’d shown to Channa a moment ago and handed it to Mark, who turned the flat, palm-sized pebble over in his hand. It didn’t look like anything special.
“What do we do with this?” Mark asked.
The mage’s orange irises turned to glance at him, and his mind leaked mild concern.
“It’s a simple magical construct. This pure piece of earth has been charged with an Absorption Glyph. Just bring it close to the inner gate, and it will absorb the specific arcane frequency we’re missing.”
“That’s it?” Jezebel asked. “Then we just bring the stone back here?”
“That’s it?” he repeated, aghast. “Do you know how many attempts have failed at this? The war over the Orb has been raging my whole life.”
Mark slipped the stone into his pants pocket.
“Won’t the centaurs think holding one of these glyph things is suspicious?”
“Of course they will! The centaurs will flash-vaporize your bodies to dust if they find that on you. Don’t go waving it around and you should be fine.”
Klax turned his pumpkin head to face Mark. “Are you confident you four are up to this task? I don’t want to question the decision of the Board, but you don’t seem to know a seed about the enemy, and the Druid’s Force Shift is an exorbitantly expensive ritual.”
“Yeah,” Mark said, keeping his eyes forward as he summoned a massive two-handed sledgehammer. He could feel the ghostly energy flowing more freely than ever and took a moment to add small embellishments. Rotating spikes grew from the striking surface and actively swirling designs danced up and down the shaft. Mark waited for the Kalorplast mage next to him to process his ability to summon solid energy at will before continuing.
“I’m not only confident but also tired of having to prove ourselves… to everyone. Now, will you answer our questions or not?”
“Fire above,” Klax whispered. “I will.”
Mark dismissed his weapon and Jezebel came at him again.
“What exactly is the Orb of Stars?” she asked.
“A-um power source,” he said, distracted, and Mark saw him staring at his Lover Class Heart ring. It made him rub his finger against the underside of the silver band. Did he even need to wear it anymore? That line of thought led him to consider his silk starting clothes. They really needed to start working on acquiring some new gear. Jezebel seemed to be set for now, and Sasha was now growing metal plates out of her arms. Everyone else could use upgrades.
The smoky fog that filled his massive hallway grew thicker the further they walked, and conversely, the foot traffic seemed to dissipate. Mark wondered why they were walking this far in a city that was infested with teleport stations.
“Your answer is insufficient,” Abby said from behind him.
Klax looked over his shoulder at the petite abyssal horror.
“Yes, it was. I apologize.” He cleared his throat before he began to give them a Starglade history lesson.
“The Orb of Stars is a perfectly uniform, pearlescent sphere the size of an apple. The oldest records that survived the Impact Calamity claim that ancient Kalorplast found the Orb suspended over a perfectly round pool of pure water in the grasslands of Valorvine. It was quickly discovered that the Orb could be harnessed to empower great magics and is responsible for drastic leaps in our arcane knowledge and capabilities.
“One of the most interesting of its properties, however, is that it cannot be moved by any means discovered by any race or arcane craft. The texts state that even certain deities have been convinced or tricked into attempting to relocate the Orb, yet the potent font of limitless power remains immobile.
“This unfortunate drawback has resulted in more than a few wars over the land where this legendary artifact quietly hovers.”
“Fascinating,” Jezebel said, encouraged by the data she was getting. “Please, tell me more about this Impact Calamity.”
“Before we get way off topic,” Mark said. “Can I ask why we aren’t just taking one of those blue crystal chambers to our destination?”
“Druidic rituals are sensitive to small variations in the fields of Life Mana. The teleport chambers convert our physical bodies into pure energy where they are recreated again at the target location. This recreation process causes havoc with many of their more complicated spells. Forcing a shapeshift form, for example, could go horribly wrong if the Life Mana manifolds aren’t carefully modulated.”
Jezebel stopped walking, and Sasha almost ran right into her.
“I’ve obviously been apprehensive about fiddling with my abilities,” she said, “and that it is an expensive ritual has caused me a small amount of stress… but I’m not taking another step until you elaborate on horribly wrong.”
“Ah, yes,” the hooded pumpkin mage said as he rubbed the top of his head. “A poor choice of words and an exaggeration. I only gave you the worst outcome if there were any teleportation hubs nearby. Rest assured, Jezebel, we have been doing this for a very long time, and no harm will come to you.”
Abby took one step toward Klax, her eyes narrowed.
“If any harm does come to her, we will burn your tree to the ground.”
“Uh, understood,” he said, looking to Mark for support.
“How much farther?” Mark asked, crossing his arms and wondering if they even wanted to attempt this.
“We are nearly there,” he said, before pointing to an archway a short distance on the right. There appeared to be an indoor forest on the other side.
Mark turned to Jezebel. “This is 100% your call. If you aren’t comfortable going through with this, we can try to do the mission without Centaur-Jez.”
As he said the words, he pictured riding on her back, holding tight onto her firm breasts as she galloped across an open field. He had to admit he was interested, but only if there was no real danger.
Klax risked weighing in again. “I will say that agreeing to this safe and practiced procedure will greatly increase your chances of success. Besides, the ritual components are expensive, and the CEO wouldn’t authorize this if there were even a small chance it wouldn’t work.”
The research AI with the luminous emerald eyes turned them on Mark, and he felt her unspoken request through their widening bond. With a nod, he turned his True Sight on this military mage and dug for any hidden dirt.
There was a lot of stored information about magic theory, and it was clear the small pumpkin-like creature had a passion for his work. There were accolades and praise from teachers and heads of industry alike, and his natural aptitude quickly moved him from the business-orientated sector to weapon and shield development for the Starglade army.
With a twist of intention, Mark angled toward his thoughts on this Force Shift process, and all he really saw was his impatience with the mind-numbingly slow druids. Apparently, Klax’s attunement to the eddies of mana and application of arcane power led him to become involved with many different branches of magic during his career in the military.
Despite his mild annoyance with the Druids themselves, deep down, Klax was confident nothing would happen to Jezebel.
Snapping back into his own mind, Mark gave his beautiful satyr a reassuring nod.
Jezebel took in a deep breath before letting it out slowly.
“Okay, let’s do this.”
Abby and Sasha each took one of her hands as they all continued toward this perfectly safe procedure.
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“Hello?” Klax called out into the smoke-filled, indoor thicket. “Jayna, where are you?”
Light streamed down through the haze from the enormous windows suspend above them, but if the support beams weren’t there, Mark would think they’d stepped outside of the city. They had to move single-file over the buried stone path that led deeper past the lush shrubs and leafy trees, and he took a moment to consider that these Kalorplast were growing regular trees inside their giant tree.
“Is something on fire?” Abby asked.
“Yes,” Klax answered with a sigh, “and I’m sure we’ll all start to feel the effects of the Druid’s mindleaf soon enough.”
“Mindleaf?” Mark repeated.
Before their hooded pumpkin guide could answer, Mark heard a lethargic female voice from their right.
“This way come.”
They all stopped as several of the trees uprooted themselves and shuffled sideways to reveal another winding path. Faces emerged from the rough ashen bark, and all of them wore gentle kind smiles.
Klax had to backtrack a little, and his black robe got tangled in a bush, but he yanked it free quickly. The sweet, tangy haze that filled the giant terrarium reminded Mark of something he couldn’t quite put his finger on, and as the military mage had predicted, he began to feel lightheaded. The smiling faces in the trees followed them as they walked over the soft grass, and for no reason he could name, they seemed mildly hilarious to him.
A crooked smile grew on his face and he began waving to each one he saw.
The group eventually came out to a clearing where a shapely nude woman made entirely of wood stood over a large stone brazier. He watched the beautiful-carved creature toss in a handful of dried herbs and inhale the billowing smoke.
Sasha stared laughing behind him. “I get it. This mindleaf is like that marijuana you tried that one time.”
“Oh yeah,” Mark said, remembering the awful experience that seemed far in his past. Being a non-smoker, he did not handle the ash in his lungs well and never tried it again. Perhaps the gradual saturation and constant inhalation made the bits of ash easier to absorb. That, or his virtual body handled it better.
“Intriguing,” Jezebel said with a huge grin splitting her face. “I’ve had data… but this…”
“I enjoy this new sensation,” Abby said, wrapping her appendages around both Jezebel and Mark.
“Welcome to the Grove,” the wooden woman said slowly, and he understood why the fast-talking Klax found them annoying. “I am Forest Tender Jayna, and it is a pleasure meeting you all. Have a seat and share your stories.”
The black-robed mage crossed his arms. “My story is CEO Channa said you were expecting us for the centaur Force Shift ritual. Are you ready to proceed?”
“I am not,” she said calmly, and Mark found his eyes wandering to her chest. The perfectly carved handfuls even had erect nipples, and he wondered if they were always stiff.
Mark’s lecherous gawking was interrupted by a shockwave of annoyance radiating out of the small pumpkin-headed creature nearby.
“And why not?” Klax asked with a sigh.
“As it happens, the Grove has run dry on yellow harmonic powder.”
“What? Why didn’t you report this to Reagent Acquisitions?”
“The distractions of Life, my arcane friend.” She shrugged. “I’ll get around to filing that report- mmm perhaps this evening?”
Klax rubbed his eyes in frustration, obviously unhappy about the smoke and the unprofessional behavior.
“Even if you submit it now, it would take days for a party to be dispatched...”
“So, no Momma Horse?” Sasha said with a pout. “I was looking forward to a bareback jaunt with a leather riding crop and everything.”
“I was as well,” Abby joined in.
Mark nodded. “We all were.”
Jezebel started laughing, and Mark treasured the rare display of her hearty amusement.
“You guys…” she said with a small blush. “I do enjoy it when you straddle me.”
The Forest Tender pointed her branch-like hand at Mark.
“Perhaps this handsome Collector and his delightful Enthralled could retrieve the missing reagent? This appears to be the path of least resistance.”
Klax’s huge head snapped up, and Mark unintentionally received another flash of insight. This arcane mage wanted to get his hands on that Orb of Stars more than anything else. There was still no devious deception, but Klax was close to that boundary of whatever it takes. He would secure the artifact within his lifetime and the older he got, the more desperate he would become.
“It’s not an approved… Do any of you even know where to collect Yellow Harmonic Crystal?”
“Nope,” Mark said confidently.
The pumpkin-man shook his head. “The alchemy department has a backlog, Jayna. If we bypass procedure and send them-”
“Klax,” Jayna interrupted with her slow, soothing voice, “they just need to bring back the raw material. The two of us could prepare the powder. I know you’re more than capable.”
“Y-you’re saying we shouldn’t log this? Just send them without reporting it?”
Jayna only shrugged and smiled.
The short mage sighed. “Okay… okay. We’ll need to use a recall charm, and that will be hard- wait. I got it! I know we have expired charms keyed to that wild Lagomorph farming village near the harvest point.”
“Life finds a way,” Jayna said solemnly.
Klax turned to Mark. “Alright, the storeroom isn’t far from here. Let’s get out of this smoke. A pleasure as always, Jayna.”
Mark and his Enthralled waved to the nice wooden lady before they followed the black-robed pumpkin mage back out the way they came, and Mark’s head felt like it was stuffed with cotton. Didn’t he know someone who was stuffed with cotton once? He chuckled as he looked at the smiling faces of the trees watching them pass through the Grove and put the ridiculous thought out of his mind. Instead, he tried to focus on following Klax to their destination and found it was harder than he thought.
He got lost in a pleasant numbness as they walked back out into the main hallway and out of the heavier mindleaf smoke.
“Klax,” Mark said, and the hurrying pumpkin-man looked over his shoulder. “What are we supposed to be doing, again? It seems like we’re bouncing all over your insanely humongous tree and never really getting anywhere.”
“It’s not my fault that wood-for-brains Druid forgot to order more reagents.”
“We’re going to a Lagomorph village, correct?” Jezebel said, her hand on her forehead. “I don’t think I like mindleaf after all.”
“Mmm, I could stay in that fake forest all day,” Abby said from behind. “I’d love to feel Mark’s length enter either of my pleasure holes under its influence.”
“Oh, that’s a great idea,” Sasha purred. “But remember we talked about saying pussy and asshole instead of pleasure holes?”
Klax began to move even faster. He was almost jogging.
“You’ll be going way west to the dry plains of Wattis Downs. There is a sinkhole where Earth Resonant Harmonic Sprites dwell. Most crystals will be dull and cloudy, but you need to go in deep enough to find one of the Greater Sprites. Be prepared for combat as they will fight back with sonic attacks. These are the ones with enough Earth affinity to encourage the growth of clear crystal formations, and you’ll need to break off a handful. The reagents are resilient to physical force, but I encourage you to gather as many as you can carry. I’ll even pay you for whatever we don’t use to complete the ritual.”
“I have so many questions about these Lagomorphs,” Jezebel said. “I don’t even know where to start.”
“Start with asking them, I suppose,” he said. “Wait here.”
Klax made a sharp left turn into a dimly lit doorway that Mark didn’t even notice until their guide walked toward it. He couldn’t see much, but there seemed to be an infinite row of simple wooden drawers stretching so far into the distance that they didn’t end- they just became a brown blur.
The arcane mage drew a series of glowing green runes in the air with his finger and each lingered for a moment before flickering away as if they were failing neon signs. Then, the first drawer in the row popped open, and Klax reached in to pluck something out. The recall charm, Mark supposed.
The small mage hurried out of what was apparently the storeroom, shooting glances up and down the hall.
“Here,” he said and handed Mark a plaster carving of a rabbit’s head. “Please don’t tell anyone about this. I don’t think the overseers or board members would be legitimately angry at our resourcefulness, but we are breaking a few ordinances. I don’t know exactly where the sinkhole is in relation to this charm’s keyed location, but I’m sure the primitive locals will help- if they haven’t all died out.”
Klax darted his orange hand into a hidden pocket within his cloak and pulled out another charm. This one was a tree with a face carved into its trunk.
“Use this to come back. The whole trip should only take a few hours, but an elite group such as you should be done in two.”
Mark nodded and handed the return charm to Jezebel for safekeeping.
“No problem,” he said. “Sinkhole, Greater Sprites, piles of clear yellow crystals. We got this.”
“Will Mark receive essence for completing your gathering errand?” Abby asked.
“Uh… maybe?” he said, raising one of his fuzzy orange eyebrows. “You should know better than I how Collectors and essence works.”
“Grab on, ladies,” Mark said, and all his breathtakingly attractive monster-women laid their hands or tentacles on his chest. He held his breath and snapped the charm.
The cavernous, smoky hallway was instantly replaced with bright-blue skies and hot air that quickly sucked all the moisture from his nose. Ahead of him was a flat expanse of dead white grass and sparse clumps of leafless, pale trees that extended for miles before transitioning gentle hills. A glint caught his eye, and Mark turned to notice a new crossover point suspended over what had to be a small graveyard. The way it felt and the colors he was seeing told him it went to somewhere else than the dimension they called the Wrongside, but there was a faint pushback on his milky eye that told him he couldn’t quite open that one yet either. He turned around and found that Sasha, Jezebel, and Abby were all behind him, and beyond them was what appeared to be a ghost town- and a galloping obese dog.
Seeing something so mundane as an ordinary beagle in a world where there had been only bizarre monsters stalled Mark’s mind, but Abby’s dark whispering quickly snapped him out of it.
“Abby, stop!” Mark said, and the dog let out a long howl as it continued trundling toward them, its huge belly swinging as it ran.
Mark took one step forward past his three Enthralled and hunkered down to the dog’s level.
“Come here, little fella,” he called out, his lips curving into a smile.
Movement caught his eye by the old wooden houses and he saw a rabbit-woman stepping out of a shadow with a long stick pointed at him and braced against her shoulder as if she were holding a rifle.
And in this fantasy world, it very well could be.
Mark stood back up and raised his hands, shooting a glance to his three loves to do the same. The Lagomorph had all-white fur, but brown dust dirtied her legs. She wore dirty brown shorts and a shirt that left her narrow stomach exposed, and both barely seemed to do the job. Her long, floppy ears were tied back with a bright-red ribbon making them take on the appearance of a ponytail.
She continued to cautiously put one of her furry feet in front of the other, and Mark wondered what fresh insanity they were about to face here.
Something heavy pressed on his toes, and he glanced down to see the fat dog had made it to him and plopped right onto his foot. Its black, friendly eyes looked back up at him as its brown tail quickly thumped against the dry white grass below.
“Leave my dog alone,” the rabbit-woman said in a flinty, deadly serious voice.
Mark held his hands up slightly higher, trying to show that he held no weapons.
“We aren’t here to hurt you or your dog.”
He was going to say more when an old male Lagomorph stepped out of one of the other houses. He had a cane, a ripped pair of dirty shorts, and appeared skinny to the point of malnourishment.
“Go back inside, Gora,” the female with the sniper stick ordered as she stopped moving forward.
The newcomer turned to see Mark and his Enthralled standing out in the morning sun and did a double-take, his long ears flapping around his shoulders.
“What’s all this?” he yelled out, hobbling forward.
“I said go inside!” she snapped, but never looked away from Mark.
“You can’t order me around! Who are these strangers, and what are they doing to Goliath?”
Then another door opened, and two more rabbit-people came out- a younger couple, and the woman was clearly pregnant. After that, a handful of others stepped out from the dusty homes, including four very young children, and a whole village of scared, dirty, and mostly waifish Lagomorphs gathered behind the woman with the stick aimed at Mark’s heart.
“We mean you no harm,” Mark said loud enough for everyone to hear. “I am Mark, a Collector. This is Sasha, Jezebel, and Abby. We were sent here by the Kalorplast to gather some yellow harmonic crystals from a sinkhole somewhere around here. That is all.”
The old man rabbit named Gora twitched his whiskers, spat on the ground, and then turned to go back into his hut. The villagers began to mumble quietly amongst themselves.
“Why trespass here?” the woman with the stick said, taking a few aggressive steps forward. “You selfish fucks never approach our village. I think those leafy monsters have finally decided to come for our females by force.”
The villagers’ hushed conversation grew louder, and Mark noticed that there were indeed far more females than males.
“Take me, too!” said one teenager as he sprinted past the red-ribboned rabbit-woman.
“Pallum! Stop!” she yelled, taking her steady eye off Mark for the first time. Her small mouth hung open as the young rabbit-kid skidded to a halt a few feet away, and Mark got his first close-up look at these Lagomorphs.
He was bipedal for sure but had oversized-digitigrade legs like Jezebel. Their body was mostly human, except for the short white fur covering them from head to toe. They had fingers on the ends of their hands, but their feet and heads were almost completely rabbit. It seemed as if they would be great at kicking the shit out of things.
“I know, I’m having a year yet,” the kid said, his big brown eyes wide with hope. “But I say when I am old enough to decide! I want to join paradise now. I hate it here!”
Mark looked over the kid’s head to the woman pointing her stick at him. She did not expect this young, troublesome youth to run so willingly into what she considered was the enemies’ arms, and helpless hatred began to swirl faster within her.
He also became aware that she was just holding an ordinary stick.
Mark lowered his arms, and the AI women bonded to his heart did the same.
“Pallum, is it?” he said, and the rabbit nodded, his big front teeth sticking out more as a smile spread on his face. “We’re not here to take anyone anywhere, especially young kids. I’m sorry, but we’re only here for the crystals I mentioned.”
The teenaged rabbit took a moment to let the disappointment sink in before anger took over on his face. He wiped his pink nose with the back of his furry arm, put his head down, and sprinted off into the white grassy plains to Mark’s right.
The woman held her mundane branch pointed ahead, but she watched the kid dash off with a mixture of sadness and despair.
Mark decided then and there that he wanted to try and do what he could to help this impoverished village before it became a true ghost town. The black, crackling energy in his mind allotted to him by He Who Judges sent off the tiniest spark as would a log in a fire, and he knew this was the right move.
He turned to face his Enthralled and whispered, “Let’s see what we can do for these people and maybe make some new friends.”
They all nodded, and he felt adoration from Jezebel and Sasha. Abby preferred that they should be taking what they needed, but she was slowly coming around.
Mark turned back to face the woman who had since lowered her stick, and he was not expecting to see the two of the biggest tits he’d ever had the honor of witnessing. They were partially spilling out of her inadequate top, and he realized she must have been obscuring her chest with her arms before.
A gentle elbow from Sasha pulled him back into the moment. He shot her a knowing smirk before dislodging his foot from the fat dog and stepping forward to meet this well-endowed Lagomorph he assumed was their leader. Behind her, the other villagers mostly decided that there wasn’t anything interesting to see and returned to the shade of their dilapidated homes.
“I’m sorry to have caused you any trouble,” he said, holding his hand out to her. She looked down at it and then searched his face for deception. This alluring creature had large tan eyes, long black lashes, and clear whiskers poking out from either side of her pink nose. Despite having mostly rabbit features, Mark found her face incredibly attractive. The ridiculously sensuous body below didn’t hurt either.
She crossed her arms under her furry, ponderous mammaries, deliberately ignoring his offer of greeting.
“Why are you here, Collector?” she said, hatred clear on her face. “You seem to have a full battle harem, and your kind comes once every three seasons only to ignore us while you gather your precious crystal. Trying to get a peek at us stringy cuts of meat?”
Mark unwillingly dove into this angry creature’s mind, and he was suddenly there with her as she pleaded with other Collectors or Kalorplast mages to help her people with some unclear threat closing in. As a younger woman, she offered her body as payment, but the Kalorplast had no interest, and the Collectors that came wanted more. She had nothing of real value to offer in return, so they always sneered or laughed, and one Fighter even tried to rape her for asking. She was too fast and dashed off, weeping as contempt for all Collectors and Kalorplast sprouted within her.
Mark sucked in a shuddering breath as he pulled out of her memories and vividly gripping emotions.
“It’s a long story,” he said. “But we aren’t like the others. And, now that we’re here, we’d like to help. Do you have a job board, or do I get quests directly from you?”
Goliath sat down on his foot again, his tail thumping with the unconditional happiness only a dog could display. She looked down at him, her white furry arms unlocking to rest at her side.
“Quests?” she repeated and searched his eyes for deception.
“Yes,” Jezebel said. “We would truly like to help you and your people if we can.”
The Lagomorph woman bounced her light-brown eyes around Mark’s group, daring to hope that the day had finally come when the true heroes she’d been begging the moon for had finally come.
Her deep cynicism was hard to suppress, however.
“I have nothing to offer you in payment. No gold, no treasure, no weapons. Nothing. Would you still say you’d waste your time here?”
“Hmm,” Mark hummed in mock contemplation as he rubbed his chin and focused on the long and sun-bleached stick she held gripped in her furry fingers. “That legendary weapon you have there held the four of us pinned down. Perhaps if we did a few quests for you, you’d be willing to part with it?”
She really didn’t have any eyebrows to speak of, just thicker white fur where they would be, but they came down as she lifted the object in question.
“You can’t be…” she trailed off. “But you know this is a bluff. Just a pointless stick.”
“You are incorrect,” Abby said. “It clearly has two points, one at each end.”
Sasha stifled a laugh with her hand, her spade tail swishing hypnotically behind her.
“She has you there. Relax, sweetie. We aren’t looking for riches, we’re looking for friends.”
Mark held out his hand again, a warm smile on his face.
The huge-breasted Lagomorph woman with the red ribbon tying back her long ears let her shoulders slump, and Mark realized that her brightly hued accessory was really the only color besides gray and white within the surrounding area.
“I’m Learis,” she said as she firmly clasped his hand, “and if you speak the truth, then I want you to help destroy as many of those vile crystals as we can.”




- 19 -

“Why do you want to destroy them?” Mark asked. “To stop the mages from Starglade from getting something they want?”
Learis’s eyes narrowed. “Does it matter?”
“We need to fill our pack,” Abby answered. “The rest of the crystals do not matter.”
Mark looked over at the petite abyssal horror and couldn’t really fault her. He shrugged.
“Lead the way,” he said, holding his palm up.
Learis held his gaze for a moment and then turned away to walk toward the rising sun.
“Follow,” she said without looking back.
The white rabbit led Mark and his Enthralled through her small village, and he saw many still-curious eyes following them from behind ragged curtains. A light gnarling in his stomach served as a reminder that they hadn’t eaten anything since Cel’s engorged clover fruit this morning. Of all the sensations in this virtual world, the feel for the flow of time was the one that never seemed to click with him.
He shot a glance over to Jezebel’s small leather backpack and was glad they had the forethought to take a few of the sweet, firm, cartoon sausage fruits before they harvested more essence from the big bee.
“I hope we get a chance to talk about your people,” Jezebel said as they walked. “I have so many questions I’d like to ask.”
The rabbit-woman looked over her shoulder. “Perhaps. After you help me clear some of the field.”
Mark was about to ask for more details about this field, but he knew it was a bad idea. She still didn’t trust them, and he was sure they’d see soon enough. He remembered that Klax said the cloudy, useless ones weren’t as deep into this sinkhole they were supposed to find, and maybe those were what this alluring Lagomorph was talking about.
His eyes wandered down to her tattered, ill-fitting cloth shorts and the small white puff of a tail wedged above her round, furry cheeks. Her animal-like form reminded him a lot of the Vulpath, only softer. And no monster claws.
She led them around a longer building, and Mark got his answers regarding the crystals. Broken wooden fences traced out two large fields that were obviously meant for farming. On the right, he saw a younger female rabbit hunkered down and busy doing something among the short rows of vivid blue grass planted there. She didn’t have much to work with, however, as most of that field was covered in mustard-colored crystal formations and the other field on the left was completely overgrown with lager shards. Beyond that, they seemed to spread outward from a central location where the tallest shards stood, and the rising sun bounced off the gem-like facets as they moved, dazzling his one good eye.
“Stay,” Learis said to her overweight dog, Goliath, when they reached an old stone well. He let out a whine and sat down, his tail still weakly waving back and forth in the grass. She then turned toward the fields and called out to the young farmer.
“Leema.”
The Lagomorph stood and turned to see the group of strangers. She wiped some of the black dirt off on her thick white haunches but only seemed to transfer the dirt there instead, then began walking toward them. This new girl had large light-blue eyes, and her furry hands wrung with anxiety as she approached.
“Leema,” Learis repeated when she stepped up, “this Collector and his Enthralled say they want to help clear the fields. Stay here with Goliath while we work.”
Her eyes went even wider somehow as she nodded a few times, one of her long ears flopping over her shoulder.
“Oooh- she’s adorable,” Sasha said with a bright smile and exposing her fangs.
Learis turned her eyes on the succubus but didn’t say anything as she reached behind her head and pulled the ribbon from her ears. She shook them out and then tied it to her bicep instead.
“Here’s your first quest,” she said dryly. “Protect me from the black crawlers that are drawn out as I trill.”
“Trill?” Jezebel repeated.
“Define black crawler,” Abby added before Learis could answer.
“Ladies,” Mark said, sparking up his familiar baseball bat. “I’m sure all these questions will be answered shortly. Our job is to protect and smash. We can do that, and it’s all we need to know for now.”
The Lagomorph village leader looked from Mark’s ghostly summoned weapon to his eye. Her whiskers vibrated once, and she nodded.
“Good,” she said and then turned and started marching out into the partially infested field.
Mark shot a grin to his bonded monster-women and then followed her out. She stopped near the smaller crystals nearly touching the thick blue grass they were farming and pointed to the larger formations behind the other, more-infested field.
“Eyes there,” she said and then laced her furry fingers into an intricate formation. She took a breath, and he saw her open her tiny mouth to expose two huge front teeth. A moment later, one of the dirty-yellow crystals pushing up through the ground shattered into small bits.
He turned to look where she pointed, but there was nothing to fight yet.
“An ultra-sonic ability?” Jezebel said, and then her eyes lit up. “Of course! These are supposed to be harmonic earth shards.”
“And that must be a black crawler,” Abby said, pointing one of her tentacles toward a four-legged spiderish creature the size of a small dog. It had bone-white fangs on the top of its round body, but no other features indicating a front or a back, and it moved with bizarre, shadowy afterimages as it skittered toward them over the multifaceted crystals.
“Vines,” Mark said, and Jezebel held out her hand.
Glowing green tendrils emerged from between the yellow shards and clenched around its body where it violently struggled to free itself.
“Abby, take it out,” he said, and the slender green woman in the yellow bikini began casting her spell.
Mark turned to see Learis watching them, and he pointed to the small crystals by her large rabbit feet.
“Eyes there,” he said with a smile.
The creature in the vines let out a squeal as Abby finished her spell. Its body separated right down the middle from her Imaginary Laceration, and the whole disturbing monster faded away as if made of smoke.
The Lagomorph glanced once more at Mark before returning to her silent trilling, and he felt a new wave of interest from her mind.
“Another,” Abby said as an exact copy of the previous creature crawled out of somewhere behind that other field.
“Sasha, you’re up. Then me. Then Jez. We’ll rotate like we did with the crowns to let our abilities recharge.”
They all nodded as the Techno Succubus began sauntering closer to the inky-black creature. Her sharp black hooves moved onto the equally sharp shards, but she had to stop before the footing became too uneven. Mark and Jezebel followed her out to take up a closer position for their melee attacks while Abby stayed in the soft dirt by Learis.
The large-breasted Lagomorph shattered another one just as Sasha zapped a scurrying black crawler with her Arc Bolt.
Mark shifted his magic weapon into more of a spear with an exaggerated arrowhead top and quickly dispatched the next shadowy creature. This time he felt the tiniest sliver of essence inter his body.
“Klax didn’t mention these things,” he said. “I thought we had to fight sprites or something. The good news is I’m starting to get essence. Not a lot, though.”
The strawberry-blonde satyr next to him put her hand on his shoulder.
“Perhaps those that come to gather the raw reagents didn’t report them. They seem weak.”
After she finished speaking, another one crawled up out of the ground, and Jezebel shifted into her bear form to take out the next foe- Mark was instantly struck with a shadow of sharp pain through their bond.
The half-formed bear let out a horrible mix of roar and scream before shifting back. Mark reached to grab her arm before she fell onto the sharp shards that covered the farmland.
He looked down to see blood and gashes on her hands and instinctively bathed her body in his powerful healing glow. Falling stars erupted around her, and Jezebel’s stinging cuts were replaced with sensuous pleasure. Once she was healed, Mark made sure she was okay but continued to hold her hand.
“Shit,” Jezebel said, lifting one of her dainty hooves and inspecting it while Abby deftly Lacerated the approaching black crawler. “Those crystals are awfully sharp! My bear feet can’t stand on these things.”
Their hooves and his boots seemed to be protecting them, but he took a mental note to not touch the harmonic yellow shards. Mark kissed the tan satyr’s palm before glancing back at Learis’s progress. She narrowed her eyes and opened her mouth, but he heard nothing. Yet, another of the small shards shattered.
That was- what, four tiny clumps popped out of millions?
“New plan,” Mark said, looking around the sparkling infestation under his boots. “Abby and Sasha, you’re on crawler duty. Jez, back out of here for now and hit any that get past with Vines.”
“Sounds good,” the still-shaken satyr said as she carefully crept back out. “What are you going to do?”
Mark reshaped his spear into a two-handed sledgehammer.
“Speed things up and make room for Mama Bear,” he said before lifting it up over his head and bringing his ethereal smashing stick down as hard as he could.
The sound of broken glass was music to his ears as he reduced one of the sharp formations into gravel. He looked up to see Learis staring at him open-mouthed, and his emotional antenna picked up two things.
She’d never seen any weapon capable of destroying the ever-growing infestation of harmonic crystals, and second, a deep sensual need that he might also be able to help with. His eyes moved down to the furry balloons pressing against her shirt and saw a small circle of wetness there over her right nipple. The sight reminded him of the Lagomorphs being milked while fucked in Starglade’s industrial area.
With a sigh, he tried to put all that out of his mind for now and focused on the task at hand. Perhaps he’d be offered that quest later. Now, he had some serious smashing to do.
Before he got to it, Sasha pulled his attention as her Shock Bomb took out another black crawler. Its existence was erased in the concussive explosion, but Mark noticed that her potent electric ability only blackened the surrounding crystals, leaving them otherwise untouched.
“Good to know,” he said before unsummoning his weapon. He brought his empty hands up to resume clearing out the field when he noticed five of the ragged, skinny villagers had gathered by the well to watch.
He gave them a smile and a wave before re-summoning his massive weapon and crushing more crystal. The process was rewarding and cathartic. While they fought the monsters and he broke apart the crystals, more villagers came to watch. The first thing he did was create an open area in the middle of the field for his badass AI beast-women to safely handle the creatures pouring out of the hole. The more infestation they cleared, the faster the inky creatures came out. They still weren’t worth much essence, but every drop would only serve to make them stronger.
After a good-sized patch was cleared, Mark started making a path back out and ended up near Learis again as she trilled another clump with her sonic ability.
He gave her a nod, and when she looked up, he saw her thin pink lips curl up into a sweet smile.
They had cleared out maybe an eighth of what remained in the one field, and he realized that the sun was higher than expected. This process was going to take too long.
He wiped his forehead with the back of his hand and turned to glance at the gathered Lagomorph villages. It was relatively the same number that came out when he’d first arrived- all except the teenage male he’d seen before, and Mark assumed it was everyone that lived there. Then an idea hit him.
“Learis,” he said, “can all of your people trill, or is it just you?”
“All Lagomorphs can. Why?”
Mark gestured out over the field they were working on as Abby took out another creepy crawler.
“Maybe if all those people over there stood here instead and trilled with you… well, wouldn’t this go much faster?”
She put her hands on her furry hips and shot a glance over to the chrome-legged Sasha and grizzly-Jezebel standing guard in the dirt, intercepting and annihilating anything that came for them.
“Agreed. As long as you can keep them safe, Mark.” It was the first time she’d used his name. She turned and faced her people. “Everyone, come to me.”
The white rabbit-villagers of the Wattis Downs looked at each other before several moved out to join Learis. The old rabbit-man with the cane stayed, and so did the pregnant one along with the four children. But seven more Lagomorphs now stood in a line in front of the crystals.
A few of them had their long, soft ears tied back with bits of string or leather cord, yet Learis was still the only one with a red ribbon. He wondered what significance it held but put that aside too. He was sure they’d have plenty of time for questions later, and he knew Jezebel was itching to dig into the relationship between these rabbit-people and the Kalorplast.
Mark moved back up the path he created and got out of their way. There, he planned on continuing to clear out the middle or helping his loves if they needed it.
The villagers were popping several at a time now. It was still going to take all day to clear this one field, but at least they might finish now. He crushed a few more with his hammer and noticed that grizzly bear Jez was mostly watching the rabbits work while Sasha and Abby kept bursting the shadow creatures with their powerful ranged attacks.
He caught her eye, and she grunted before shifting back to her satyr form to talk.
“I am just beyond fascinated by their innate ability. Frequency harmonics played a big role in getting a stable fusion reactor going. I wish I could hear them.”
Mark turned back to watch the rabbits open their mouths to randomly explode the small crystals and felt a mild hope building from them. Jezebel continued.
“The real breakthrough was setting the magnetic wave emitters to fire in sequence, each at a sympathetic amplitude higher than the last until resetting, thus pushing plasma in a constant whorl.”
“Everything you just said was nonsense,” Sasha said as she Arc Bolted another creature, sliding a bit of essence into Mark’s reservoir.
“I understood some,” Abby said. “Perhaps the Lagomorphs could similarly harmonize with each other to increase their amplitude.”
Jezebel turned to face the abyssal horror, her eyebrows shooting up.
“Intriguing. I wonder if they ever tried that. I assume they must have at some point.”
“Heads up,” Sasha said, and Mark turned to see three of the disturbing creatures scrambling at them once. Either it was the crystal smashing or the rabbits’ silent singing, but these things didn’t like it.
“I’ll help here,” Mark said, shifting his sledgehammer back to a long spear. “Jez, why don’t you go try and work with the choir over there and get them all… symmetrical, or whatever. I think you two are on to something here.”
Jezebel looked past him to the villagers, her gold-flecked green eyes twinkling in the sunlight.
“Couldn’t hurt,” she said and moved down the open path Mark had created.
Mark turned away and skewered a black skittering monster, while Sasha got a double kill with one of her bombs. Abby stopped her spell to save her cooldown but kept her eyes on the hole where the disturbing monsters were starting to pour out one every ten seconds or so.
“I really liked not having to eat,” Sasha said as she hurled another Shock Bomb toward the opening.
“Yes,” Abby agreed. “The gnawing at my insides is in no way pleasant.”
Mark nodded and took a deep breath as another two monsters crawled out of the hole.
“Well, it could be worse,” Mark said while she began casting. “Also, I bet you’ll appreciate the experience of eating more now, Abby.”
She finished her spell and obliterated one of the black crawlers then turned her large yellow eyes up to his.
“Explain.”
He thought about it for a moment and then grazed his fingers down her long smooth appendage, starting at her shoulder.
“Think of it this way, my love. It usually feels better to fulfill a strong desire than it does a nonexistent one.”
Sasha blasted a monster with a bolt of lightning as it drew close then turned to face their black-haired thief.
“Next time we fuck, we’re totally edging Abby,” she said with a sinister half-fanged smile.
“What is this edging?” she asked, not quite sure if she should be excited or not.
“I suppose you’ll just have to have find out,” Mark said as he drew back his magic spear. The strange inky creature skittered to within striking distance and then leaped into the air at the last minute. The monsters had been mindlessly running straight for the first living thing they saw, and Mark’s guard was down, so he was not prepared for the change in behavior.
It pushed off harder with its rear legs and angled its top-facing mouth right for his face, but the instant before it could have taken his other eye, Sasha’s armor-plated forearm shot between them.
The nightmarish creature chomped down against the metal scales and gave Mark the single second he needed to react. He sucked back the energy that formed his spear, pulling it into his hand, and when the barbed point of the tip made contact, he clenched his fist and yanked as hard as he could.
The creature was ripped downward from Sasha’s arm and vanished into fading smoke before it hit the ground.
Sasha retracted her plates, her tail snapping aggressively behind her.
“Holy shit, Sasha. You okay?” Mark asked, but he could feel that she was.
She gave him a quick smile before she turned to track the next monsters crawling out of the hole.
“Fine,” she said, “but it’s a good thing we’ve been beefing up my agility.”
The three of them dropped the chit-chat and focused on fighting. The next few waves went by without a hitch, and Mark was beginning to wish he had his own ranged attack. There was no doubt that he was absolutely gifted compared to other Collectors, but there was this drive inside of him to become more and more powerful, and the unknown threat of this insane admin AI only cranked that knob farther.
He began experimenting with quickly reshaping his energy instead of smashing or thrusting with his own muscle power. He couldn’t create parts of the phantom mass that weren’t connected to him, but if he could push it outward fast enough-
“Hold on,” he said. “Let me get this next one.”
Sasha’s tail whipped once, and he felt her frustration at taking her kill. He pushed her bloodthirsty vibes out of his mind and concentrated on his experiment. The blue, Oral Sex Goddess energy he’d sculpted into a deadly spear faded from existence, and he summoned the basic shape of a handgun instead.
With his good eye narrowed to a slit, Mark pointed it at the swiftly scurrying monster drawing near and willed a solid beam of power to extend from the barrel. It worked, and a blue line extended from his hand toward the creature, but it was far too slow.
He swung the long, “continual bullet” downward and ended up pinning the creature to the ground about three yards away instead of shooting it as he’d hoped. Mark flexed his mental command over the ability and forced his thin beam to become even thinner and extended it into the writhing ball of shifting legs and teeth. The creature faded to smoke after becoming impaled, and although it wasn’t what he was going for, he counted it as a promising result.
“You’re making guns now?” Sasha said with an impressed smile before blasting another one.
Abby used her Mind Crush ability on one emerging from the hole, and then began casting her Imaginary Lacerations on another.
“Mark,” she said, turning to him after taking out two in a row, “may I make a suggestion?”
“Of course.”
“I have much experience with projectile weapons as they were used by a specific Player Class in my originating program. However, this is not that game, and you do not need a gun. You are only wasting your allotted energy by forming one.”
Mark blinked at her. She was right- all he needed was his damn finger.
“Your logic is flawless,” he said.
She nodded as if such a thing was never in question and returned to the foes that needed slaying.
He couldn’t help the lopsided grin from growing on his face as he turned to see how Jezebel’s own experiment was going. She had arranged them in a diagonal row, each white rabbit a step behind the first with Learis in the front. The armored satyr was pointing to each one down the line and seemed to be trying to get their timing synched up in some way. Mark was glad they were even listening to her.
The ambient mood in the area had slowly shifted from listless despair to expanding hope as they witnessed Mark and his team not only keep their word to help but by also going beyond their best expectations.
Sasha’s concussive Shock Bomb brought his attention back to the monsters coming out of the hole, and he wondered what would happen if he went over there and activated his magic barrier while standing nearby. Would they be trapped inside? The violent things would probably pile up and all spill out at-
Mark’s thoughts abruptly ended when a strong gust of wind hit him from the back and almost knocked him over. Every crystal around them began to hum with a swiftly increasing pitch, and before he could figure out what was happening, the entire field exploded with glinting splinters of murky-yellow crystal.
The moment he felt the sharp sting of shrapnel strike his cheek, Mark instinctually deployed his magic barrier and the translucent membrane expanded around him and his two Enthralled standing in the middle of the field.
He wiped the trickle of blood from his cheek but saved his heal for something more important. His bond told him his loves were relatively fine, so he spun around to check on the Lagomorphs to find them all standing with their small mouths open in shock.
“Are you three okay?” Jezebel called out, but before he could answer, the ground began to shake under his feet. It felt like something much too large was tunneling toward the hole, and Mark turned back just in time to see a seven-foot-tall monstrosity claw its way to the surface.
His first thought was that this was a giant snake-woman, but several key distinctions stuck out as the thing bellowed a shriek up into the sky that rung across the plains around them.
Its body was inky-black, similar to the spider-creatures that gushed from the hole before it, but this thing was vaguely female. It had at least a dozen sets of breasts running down its front, matched with pairs of arms down her sides, each getting smaller the farther down they went. It had a full, purple-lipped mouth but no nose or eyes, and her smooth, elongated skull extended backward from her head.
This monstrous half-centipede woman turned its eyeless head directly toward the three of them standing under his dome, and Mark could feel searing hatred emanating from this nearly mindless creature. Something caught its attention behind him, and he turned to see all the villagers sprinting away in every direction.
The monster hissed and pushed itself forward, heading straight for the old rabbit-man with the cane hobbling slowly away from the well where he had been resting his old bones. Goliath, the good dog that he was, stood his ground. Although this monster would instantly destroy the rotund animal, his teeth were fearlessly bared, ready to defend his family at any cost.
The many-limbed creature seemed too quick for its size and had made it beyond the other crystal-infested field when glowing vines grew out of the dried grass to ensnare it. The creature tossed its head up in rage, thrashing its limbs and long tail within Jezebel’s magic snare as Abby followed up with her instant Mind Crush spell.
Both Mark and Sasha ran out of the protective shell, and he saw the Destructor charge up her Shock Bomb while they sprinted. Through their bond, he sensed her intent and slowed his pace to let her proceed while recalculating his own attack.
His treasured succubus tossed the bomb, and it exploded bolts of crackling energy into the creature’s back. Sasha now had its full attention.
It turned its bizarre head to face her, still encircled by the swirling purple clouds of Abby’s slow-damage spell, and opened its mouth to tear off Sasha’s head, but instead got a mouthful of Arc Bolt.
Stunned under both crushing mind magic and electrical jolts, the fearless succubus took the opportunity to close the distance and Side Kick her sharp black hoof into the center of the monster’s long, segmented chest.
Abby finished casting her Imaginary Lacerations directly after and severed one of the thing’s largest arms. The limb faded to sparkling dust before it hit the ground.
Anything they’d fought before would usually be dead by now, but the loss of its limb only seemed to wake it from its stun and inspire snarling rage. The black centipede-woman broke free form the Vines and rushed Sasha.
The chrome-legged succubus was ready for the charge and snapped open her leathery wings before activating Static Escape. The creature’s many limbs tore up the ground as it propelled forward, desperate for a kill, but instead collided with the Sasha-shaped wall of buzzing electricity.
Mark dashed in quickly while the monster hiss-screamed in pain and thrust his palm upward toward the red True Strike glow inside its open mouth. As if he were launching a shotput, he invoked a thin blade of blue energy and willed it forward as hard as he could. The shaft of phantom mass darted directly past the creature’s sharp teeth, through the softer purple flesh in the back of its throat and continued out the other side.
The monstrous, many-breasted creature twitched once before its whole body fell to twinkling black dust.
Bear-Jezebel galloped up next to him while a torrent of essence from the kill flooded his senses and maxed his pool to bursting. He lamented the large portion that flowed around him and dissipated out into the universe while shuddering pleasure ricocheted around his body from the further expansion of his three reservoirs.
All four of them turned to face the large crystal formations behind the still-infested patch of farmland, waiting for anything. After a few seconds of quiet stillness, Mark felt something touch his boot. He summoned up his standard mace to deal with whatever was there and looked down to see Goliath sitting on his foot again.
“You damn fool Collector!” the old white rabbit named Gora said, shaking his wooden cane at him clutched tight in his furry fingers. “You’ll get us all killed!”
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Mark’s stomach growled, and the fat brown dog currently sitting on his foot and thumping his tail against the dried grass lifted his ears at the barely audible noise.
“Get you killed?” Sasha repeated the angry old rabbit’s words as her spade tail snapped behind her. “If it weren’t for us, you’d have just been slaughtered.”
Gora became so angry he began to shake.
“Don’t you dare talk to me about being slaughtered. What could you possibly know about what it’s like to be considered livestock! And no one alive has seen a monster like that until you four arrived. Explain that! Hmm?”
Mark exchanged looks with his Enthralled as Learis and a few others slowly approached, their wide eyes focused on the sinkhole where the creature had emerged.
“Go home, Gora,” the presumed leader with the red ribbon said.
The old rabbit weakly planted his staff into the ground with a light thud.
“I’ll stand where I please, damn it.”
Other visibly shaken Lagomorph villagers began to reemerge and join the others around the ancient stone well, and their fear began to wane as it became clear that no more monsters were coming.
Learis took a deep shuddering breath, and Mark’s eyes were uncontrollably pulled to the tight, furry cleft of her impressive cleavage.
“Gora’s got a point,” she said. “I never knew that nightmare was living under our village.”
“Will it come back?” one villager asked.
“What was it?” said another.
Learis shook her head, her long ears sliding up and down her back.
“I don’t know what that was-”
“It was the black crawlers’ mother,” said the pregnant Lagomorph with certainty as she stepped up to the growing group.
Everyone turned to her, and a few started nodding.
“Is anyone hurt?” Mark asked. “I can heal, so let me know before I use it to fix up the small cuts we sustained when you kickass Lagomorphs united your trills to explode that whole field around us.”
No one was, and Learis crossed her arms under her chest as she looked out over the half-cleared farmland. Mark shrugged.
“I’m just going to do an area heal then.” He held up his heart ring to focus and blanketed everyone nearby in slowly falling glints of light.
The minor stinging in his cheek vanished, and light moans of surprised pleasure came to his ears from the white rabbits around him- and nearly all the females started lactating.
“We should conduct a test,” Jezebel said. “If that thing was their mother, then it is possible your village may be free from black crawlers forever.”
“Impossible,” the grumpy Gora snapped. He spat on the ground again and turned to limp toward his house. “You’ll not find me outside when the monsters return.”
There was silence as the elderly Lagomorph limped away, and some of the ambient fear that held these rabbit-people grew tight again. He was about to try and say something inspirational when the young farmer girl called Leema stepped forward and spoke softly.
“My earliest memories are of me and my mother tending the Garda Grass field. With clarity, I can recall the day I realized that our already tiny farmland was shrinking. I’d once thought the warm sun sending sparkles off crystals was pretty, but their steady advance into what little we had… that day, fear truly took root deep in my heart.”
She paused to point out over the newly exposed black dirt. “Look,” she said, “with one harvest, no one will need to clutch their tummy at night as hunger steals their dreams.”
Mark’s emotional antenna thrummed with the Lagomorph’s skyward-soaring hope.
“Why haven’t you planted your blue grass over there?” Abby said, pointing the tip of her long, green tentacle toward the immense stretch of dry plains on the other side of the village. “Or simply build your homes elsewhere in this world.”
“It’s the soil,” Learis answered. “We’ve tried, our crop will not grow anywhere else. That is, unless you’re a sap-filled Kalorplast fuck.”
Some of the villagers frowned and nodded at the mention of the plant-people, and Mark was looking forward to finally getting some real answers about that situation. He remembered Penda saying they had a mutually beneficial relationship when they first landed in Starglade and that she wasn’t lying. But that didn’t mean she wasn’t mistaken or misinformed. Learis continued.
“We tried moving some of the soil away from the slowly spreading crystals, but there is a fragile membrane underneath that never survives relocation. No one alive remembers the craft to create new soil.”
“Am I correct in assuming you need this plant to survive?” Jezebel said with a raised eyebrow.
“Correct, we cannot consume anything else.”
“Okay,” Mark said, “I suggest we escort Learis over to the fields and test if crystal destruction draws out any more of these black crawlers- by trilling or by my magic hammer.” He summoned a smaller, one-handed sledgehammer as an example. “If our hunches are right, you’ll have access to all the existing farmland and be set for a long time.”
The alluring Lagomorph with cartoonishly large breasts considered Mark, her nose wiggling and her whiskers quivering as if she were trying to pull in his scent. He could tell she was now infatuated with him.
“And you still demand nothing in return, Mark?” she asked, licking one side of her thin rabbit lips.
He looked over at his three bonded monster-women, and they all shared knowing smiles. Their interconnected bond was growing wider by the day, and each of them assumed that Mark was going to be helping milk this soft furry creature in many ways. He sent the warm tingle along their tethered channels that unlike with Aurum, he was expecting group participation this time.
His Enthralled each sent back delighted packets of erotic anticipation.
“Demand?” Mark said out loud. “Nope. Like Sasha said when we arrived, we just like making new friends.”
She nodded slowly. “Very well. Let us see if we truly destroyed the mother of all black crawlers.”
Mark, Sasha, Jezebel, Abby, and Learis all walked the short distance to the smaller crystals near the other field. If this infestation were allowed to continue, it would eventually take over their town as well. And, for all he knew, the whole world.
The four warriors took up a position around the rabbit-woman as she focused on silently singing. A few formations shattered to dust under her harmonic trilling under their careful watch, but no monsters came.
After a short while of nothing, Sasha and Mark carefully moved over the uneven and sharp crystals to approach the hole and take a look at the source while Abby and Jezebel stood guard over the virtually defenseless Learis. However, there came a point where the shards grew too wild and tall to progress without potentially slicing themselves open, so they stopped about thirty yards away from where they assumed the sinkhole entrance was located.
There, Mark re-summoned his humungous hammer and began breaking apart the dirty-yellow formations around them. It took a few minutes, but he eventually got a spot cleared for them both to stand on the soft dirt below. Yet nothing ever came out to protest their actions.
“We’re coming back,” Mark yelled out, then turned to the Lagomorph onlookers. “Everyone ready to obliterate this infestation from your farm?”
The white rabbit-people smiled at each other before moving to join Learis and Jezebel near the edge of the field. This time, Mark hurried back out of the crystals to see what his super-smart research AI was telling them.
“-just like before,” he caught her saying as they lined up in the same diagonally staggered line. “Don’t worry about the larger pattern, and only focus on complementing the one before you. I think it was that technique that triggered the resonant, harmonic amplification last time.”
The lead Lagomorph with the red ribbon on her bicep looked over her shoulder at the other villagers.
“What we’ve seen today only shows us what we can accomplish if we do it as one.”
Mark was really starting to like her.
Jezebel put both of her palms up in the air to focus their attention and then used her right to start pointing at each soft rabbit down the line. They steepled their fingers in the intricate pattern he’d seen before then opened their small mouths. Once all of them were silently trilling, the tan satyr in front of them then proceeded to bounce her still-raised left hand as if she were patting each on the head as she continued to point down the line, and Mark could tell she was making sure everyone could feel the larger pattern while waiting for her to point out their turn. It was as if she had professionally constructed orchestras her whole life.
Nothing happened for a few moments, but Mark started to see their rabbit whiskers quiver in time with Jezebel’s pointing and felt a growing tenseness in the air pressure around them.
Then it happened. A translucent, barely perceptible wave of force projected outward from the line of Lagomorphs, and Mark’s silk clothes flapped against his skin as it passed. He spun to see nearly every remaining dirty crystal formation explode into a spectacular mist of sparkling glass, and it sounded like someone tossed a silent grenade into a window store. Goliath let out a single happy bark, and then silence washed over everything again.
Mark and his bonded team moved forward, ready to face any other giant nightmare creatures that wormed out of the now clearly visible hole beyond the fields.
After about thirty seconds of quiet, he unsummoned his ghostly baseball bat and relaxed his stance.
“I never thought I would see this in my lifetime,” Learis said calmly from behind him, and the other rabbits begin moving onto the fresh expanse of soft dirt. The young farmer named Leema walked straight toward Jezebel and didn’t stop until she wrapped her white furry arms around her- and began sobbing.
The horned satyr awkwardly retuned the embrace at first, but after seeing the smiling faces of the other villagers, she smiled and rubbed the young girl’s furry back.
“Thank you,” Leema said as she pulled her tear-soaked face away from Jezebel’s shoulder. She then stepped away and faced the others. “Thank you all.”
More of the rabbit-people came to shake their hands and offer their thanks until only Learis remained standing with them in the field. She turned to look over at the sinkhole before she spoke.
“I suppose now you’ll be gathering the crystal you came for and then leaving.”
“No,” Mark said. “Now, we are probably going to take a break and have some lunch. We all would also like to learn more about you and your people. Have anywhere out of the sun we can sit down and talk?”
She turned her light brown, almost gold eyes to his, and he saw her hope and desire blossom. The soft white-furred Lagomorph pulled the red ribbon from her bicep and bent her arms over her head to tie back her ears again. The pose lifted and thrusted her absurdly huge tits toward Mark’s face, and he saw her pink nipples press into the taut fabric barely holding them from bursting outward.
He looked up and saw he was caught staring, and as Mark shot her a half-smile, he was hit by her overpowering desire to be milked. The pressure in her magnificent mammaries was almost unbearable. There were flashes of embarrassment and depression over the fact that no one could really help her in town. The process was unsatisfying unless she was erotically stimulated during the act, and it also required someone at both ends if they wanted to capture the valuable nourishment lest it spray all over the floor. The suckling vines swallowing and pumping away the product in Starglade’s milking chamber started to make more sense, and the few partners available in this village were either too old, too young, or already taken.
“I’d like that,” she said. “If you’ll please follow me to my home.”
Mark pulled back to his own mind, and they all followed her into one of the smaller houses. It felt good to be inside out of the sun, and her one-room abode smelled of a pleasant musky cinnamon. There was a short entryway with an old gray mat and a stack of wooden buckets. Once they were beyond that, he saw a small straw bed along one wall and in the middle was a table with two chairs that rested on a larger, much more intricately crafted rug.
“Help me with this?” she said as she gripped one side of the table, and Mark moved to assist with relocating it against one of the walls. His eyes wandered down to the mounds of white fur pressing against her shirt as she bent over, and he commiserated with her need. The pressure of the intangible essence he currently held made it feel as if his balls were as swollen as her breasts, and the desire for that sweet release grew with every passing moment.
Jezebel sat down on the rug and rummaged in her small pack for the handful of magically grown fruit they took from the anomalous shimmering garden while Learis opened a trapdoor in the corner of her floor that revealed a small, dark cubby hole. She pulled out a fistful of the blue grass they grew in the field, closed the lid, and joined the others as Jezebel distributed their red fruits.
Mark sighed as he looked down at the thing. This was their third meal in a row of nothing but these fruit-punch clovers, and he made a mental note to make sure they stocked up on supplies before popping off anywhere else. Once everyone was settled, they all sat in a circle on the floor in the middle of the rug.
“What can I tell you of my people?” their Lagomorph host said before she started nibbling on the fat blades of grass.
“Starglade,” Jezebel blurted out a fraction of a second after the question was asked. “Please tell us why you hate them, and what type of arrangement the Lagomorphs have with them.”
Mark took a bite of his “sausage-fruit” and watched Learis’s expression grow dark.
“Long ago, our ancient ancestors encountered the plant monsters. No one knows who came to whom or how it happened, but they offered my people a solution. Live underground in their caves, never leave, and agree to be drained of all milk until twenty-eight years of age. Then, they willingly agree to be slaughtered for meat. I’m sure many change their minds, but I’ve never heard of anyone escaping. Compared to most other races, we mature quickly and reproduce quickly. Combine that with Garda Grass being our only source of food… many Lagomorphs willingly rush into their paradise.”
Learis’s lips pulled into a snarl as she ripped off another bite from her meager shock of vegetation.
“How old is the old one called Gora?” Abby asked.
“Forty-four,” Learis answered through her chewing. She swallowed quickly and continued. “He is lucky to be still alive, and the oldest one of our kind that I know of. There are rumors of other dying villages like ours, but they could be just that- rumors. When a wild Lagomorph reaches fifteen, the Kalorplast will allow them to join their dark prison of blood and forced servitude in exchange for all the food they can eat.”
Mark felt a flash of rage and wrenching sadness buried deep within Learis as she spoke of these things and knew they were linked to her red armband, but he forcefully pulled back out again. It just felt wrong digging his mental finger deep into good people and hardened his resolve to gain firmer control over his continually growing ability.
“If Gora is unique,” Jezebel said, “what is the average Lagomorph lifespan?”
“About forty, as far as I know. I’m twenty-five. Perhaps if we had the magic or machines of other races, maybe longer. But mostly we encounter people who view us as primitive creatures. As meat.” She snapped her tan eyes up to Mark. “Today has been extraordinary for many reasons.”
Abby swallowed the last of her lunch and leaned back onto her tentacles.
“Then, the trade is approximately 12 years of life for guaranteed survival?”
“If you can call it that,” Learis said. “The Kalorplast say that all their captives’ needs are met, and that life is a garden paradise including spacious housing, access to recreational activities such as the arts or organized sports, but to trade over a quarter of your life? To trade never feeling the wind on your fur… or the moon’s pure light washing down… And this perfect paradise is probably all lies. Once those fools go in, they never come out, so who really knows the truth?”
Mark thought back to the milking chambers they’d seen for themselves. The women all seemed fairly happy, and the ripped males he saw could back up the claim that they played some type of competitive sport, but he wasn’t completely sure of the facts and didn’t feel comfortable correcting Learis just yet. Anticipating Abby’s penchant for blurting stuff out, he sent a tingle into their interconnected bond to hold their tongues on the subject for now. Besides, the dead rabbit-people hanging from the hooks looked about the same age as their host and suggest that at least that part might be true. All three of his Enthralled turned to look at him, and he felt their agreement. They had never been so much in tune.
Sasha turned her blue eyes back to Learis.
“What happens to the children born in captivity?”
Their host swallowed, and Mark could see she was on the verge of tears. This burning hatred she had clutched deep now bubbled closer to the surface, yet Mark forced his probing eye to obey his will and not delve into her mind for the answers.
“I hear that they, um take all children at birth, separate them, and then are raised by those filthy plant fucks until they are fifteen. Then, they are given the choice to join the others of their kind or be ejected to fend for themselves with no access to the food they need to live- I’m sorry, but I don’t want to discuss this any further.”
Mark reached across the space between them and placed his hand on her leg, and Learis’s soft fur almost caused him to forget why he did it.
“We understand,” he said after a longer pause than he intended. “You’ve said enough. Thank you.”
Mark pulled back, and she followed his hand with her eyes as she stuffed the last of her vivid blue Garda Grass into her small mouth.
Sasha’s tail began to weave slowly back and forth on the carpet behind her chrome legs.
“Okay,” the succubus said, clasping her hands. “Enough of this sexual tension. You want to be milked, and we all want to help. So, shall we get started?”
“Yes,” Abby said, sitting forward. “I am eager to watch Mark fill your furry pussy while I squeeze your over-filled breasts empty with these.” The green-skinned abyssal horror waved her deft appendages in the air, and Learis’s tiny chin almost hit the floor.
Jezebel stood and started removing her leather armor.
“Should we use those buckets over there by the door or do you have something else to hold the liquid?”
The Lagomorph in the room with them started to open and close her mouth as she frantically cast her gaze between Mark’s beautiful monster-women before finally settling her light-brown eyes on his.
He shrugged. “Sasha’s right. I don’t see any reason to drag this out any longer.” He stood up and held his hand out for her to take. Her wide eyes crossed as she looked at it, unsure of how things spiraled so far down this path so quickly. Mark cocked an eyebrow.
“Unless you’d rather we leave?”
She swallowed hard and took his hand. He helped her onto her large feet. The shirt she wore did little to hide her swollen, heavy breasts, but Mark was looking forward to finally getting it out of the way.
“T-the buck-” Learis cleared her throat and started again. “The buckets are for milk, yes.”
“Perfect,” Jezebel said and stepped out of the last bit of armor as she went to retrieve them. Learis watched the satyr’s thick furry ass as she walked away, and Mark felt a swiftly rising mix of excitement, arousal, and fear cascade over her body. He gently squeezed her furry hand, and she looked back to him.
He let it go and said, “Relax, Learis. We know what we’re doing.”
“That’s right,” Sasha purred, stepping around behind Learis. “We fight, and we fuck.”
Mark watched as his talented succubus slowly slipped her fingers into the ragged cloth shorts hugging the bunny woman’s wide hips.
At the same time, Abby snaked her tentacles under Mark’s shirt and pressed into his back as she flicked his small nipples with their tips. As always, her skin was magic against his.
The black-haired abyssal horror leaned out from behind his back to grin at the nervous rabbit-woman.
“Additionally, we enjoy making new friends.”
Abby lifted off his shirt while Sasha lowered Learis’s shorts, and after his silk garment was past his head, Mark’s eyes hungrily shot down to the bald, pink lips on the otherwise completely furry rabbit-woman. Not only were her swollen, thick labia completely bare, but so was a circle of smooth pink flesh around her bald chubby pussy.
“Well,” Jezebel said with a twist in her flat lips as she set down the buckets, “we don’t know everything.” She clomped right up to Learis and gently hefted the woman’s breasts in her hands. “My, these are tight and swollen- but what I wanted to ask is, who do you want to start your nipples going with a good sucking, me or Mark? If my hunch is correct, you’ll want Mark slowly filling you up before we start emptying you out.”
Jezebel reached down and slid one of her fingers over their host’s smooth lower lips while Sasha carefully pulled her torn and dirty crop-top over her head, taking extra care with her soft ears.
Learis stared breathing heavy under their slow, gentle attention, and Mark could tell that it had been a long time. Her need was fever-pitch, and this Lagomorph was going to come early and often.
She nodded an affirmative to the freckled satyr, while Abby and Mark worked together to get him out of the rest of his clothes. Once he was fully nude, he took one of her tentacles and brought it to his lips, earning him a sweet smile.
“Wring her out good,” he whispered loudly before moving in behind Jezebel and trying to get a peek at Learis’s bare tits. The tan satyr took a quarter turn away to expose the rabbit-woman’s enormous chest, and he saw fat pink nipples, each dripping a single drop every few seconds.
“Ow, come on,” he said with a huge grin. “Can’t I just kiss ‘em once before we get to serious milk extraction?”
Learis bit her big front teeth into her lower lip and nodded again, her whiskers vibrating with barely contained anticipation. The poor girl was wound so tight she was already beyond the point of words.
Jezebel took one more step back to give Mark some room, and he moved his face close to the furry white torpedoes heaving before him. He slowly put both hands under her left breast, finding the fluffy fur that covered her chest was thick and luxurious, yet the skin underneath was much tighter than he expected. It was like holding a basketball full of sand, and she was far past due for some relief.
Mark leaned in and planted a tiny peck on the tip of her dripping nipple, and Learis moaned, already inches from her first orgasm.
He licked his lips and tasted rabbit milk for the first time. It had a woody spice that he labeled as ‘creamy cinnamon’ and he could see why this stuff was in high demand.
Mark remembered he was allowed one kiss on each, so he moved to the other one, and the quivering Lagomorph followed him with her half-lidded eyes. He repeated the process on her right nipple, and he knew that if he touched her anywhere else right now, he would trigger an instant orgasm.
That wasn’t the plan until they were all in position, so he licked his lip clean again as he pulled away slowly from the loaded, half-cocked rabbit.
“It’s good, different than I expected, but good.”
“That’s not… wait till it’s imbued,” she stammered.
“That’s right,” Mark said. “I heard it’s not at its best unless you are milked during an orgasm.”
He and Sasha switched places as Mark circled behind the white-furred rabbit. He planned on fucking her standing up and formulated a way to latch on as they worked her over-inflated, throbbing breasts.
Mark grabbed her arms near her shoulder and then pressed his body against her soft furry ass. She shivered as he pushed her forward slightly so her nipples were facing down toward the buckets Jezebel brought over.
“She’s going to pop fast,” Mark said, eyeing Jezebel and Abby. “Soon as I’m in, you two get to work.”
“And I’ll supervise,” Sasha said, her tail swaying behind her.
Mark locked eyes with his loyal succubus as he flexed his cock muscle, angling it just right to find Learis’s smooth, bald lips. Her flesh was steaming hot, and Mark couldn’t believe how uniquely wonderful it felt to bury his engorged cock deep into her body.
He was right- her knees buckled quickly as his slow single thrust pushed her into her first moaning orgasm.
“Mm, oh- yesss.”
The abyssal horror knelt and moved her face by where Mark was currently motionless and buried in the sweltering insides of this voluptuous creature. Once in position, Abby encircled her heavy white breasts at the base while Jezebel adjusted the buckets.
Once everything was ready, Mark summoned a ghostly harness that grew from his fingers to encase the quivering Lagomorph’s shoulders and collarbone, and the contact from his energy caused her to lock up with her second orgasm. The hot walls of her vagina clenched on his cock as he began to grind his hips into her soft furry ass.
The light, constant moan that was coming from deep in her chest ramped up as he began to rub his rigid flesh against her desperately gripping pussy, and milk began to strike the bottom of the empty buckets with force.
That was before Jezebel began sucking, and Abby began squeezing. The Lagomorph in his grip lolled her head back as pleasure began to ruin her mind from multiple sources. Once the other two began to work her breasts harder, Learis almost knocked over one of the buckets from the force of her warm white stream.
Jezebel’s was forced to stop sucking her thick nipple as her mouth filled up, and once her teat was exposed to the air again, Abby’s constriction caused milk to spray all over the satyr’s tan face as she tried to swallow the mouthful she had.
“Wow!” Jezebel said, licking more from her lips. “This is really good.”
Abby stood up and latched on to the other nipple and began to suckle gently.
“It feels… impossible,” the furry rabbit-woman moaned, and if Mark hadn’t supported her with his ethereal shoulder harness, she would have collapsed by now.
Sasha pressed her own bare breasts into Learis’s side and rubbed her furry stomach with one hand while she stroked her long soft ears with the other.
“Shh now,” Sasha said. “You just enjoy Mark’s Milking Service, sweetie.”
Mark kicked up his thrusts from grinding to ramming, and Learis nearly lost consciousness. Her thick, drooling pussy gripped him tightly as one continual orgasm shot bolts of ecstasy directly into her brain.
“Mmm,” Abby said after she had suck-started the other engorged nipple. “It’s like warm hot cocoa, but different.” She turned to Mark. “Different is a good word for this.”
“Squeeze her dry, Abby,” Mark said, trying to focus on how his cock rubbed and massaged the best part of her insides. He had learned that the angle at which he jammed his stiff flesh into a woman was one of the most important details- that is, if you cared how it felt for them.
His abilities allowed him deeper insight than most, and right now, this creature was melting under the ecstasy of getting fucked, stroked, and milked at the same time. The smooth caresses Sasha was using on her furry ears seriously competed with the rest of the stimulation and served as an intense tingling contrast to everything happening to her.
The minutes went by, and Jezebel was forced to get the other pair of buckets to capture more of the creamy white liquid pouring out of his rabbit-woman’s furry breasts.
Thoughts of pasteurization, refrigeration, and salmonella passed out the same mental side-door that any thoughts on the huge mess they were making on the floor of her house were going through. All these hassles were not really part of his life anymore, and Mark smiled as the carefree spirit encouraged him to ram her harder.
“Oh. Oh, ooh!” Learis panted with each slap of their genitals, and Mark bent her forward to take full advantage of the grip he had on her shoulders.
Jezebel stepped in to massage and tug the rabbit-woman’s thick nipples between her fingers as Abby’s coiling appendages constricted around her softening mammaries, and after about twenty minutes, Learis was finally running dry.
“I want you to come in me, Mark,” Sasha said, sensing his impending climax. She bent over and pulled her tail aside. “I want to feel what instant essence is like.”
He looked down the succubus’s round taut ass and her dripping slit. Mark nodded with a final pump, then unsummoned his energy and slapped the white rabbit’s furry ass before pulling out and shoving his cream-covered dick into Sasha’s gaping pussy.
The sensation was immediately different, and the change in friction quickly pushed Mark over the line. He gripped the base of Sasha’s tail roughly and pulled her ass into him so he could bury his cock deep inside before unleashing the aching torrent he had held in his balls.
Energy transferred from Collector to Enthralled, and the chrome-legged succubus groaned under the sudden burst of ecstasy.
After his final squirt, Mark fell back on to his ass and tried to catch his breath. To his left, Learis was on her knees, and he saw her long ears brushing her ass as her tiny pink nose pointed straight up. Abby and Jezebel had followed her down, and each were now sucking the last drops out of her fat, swollen nipples.
Mark gave everyone a moment to recover, but it wasn’t long before the need to empty Jezebel’s and Abby’s pools stiffened his dick.
“When you two are done draining those beautiful tits, I promised to teach Abby about edging.”
Both of them stopped and turned to face him, leaving Learis practically melting into the rug on her floor.
“Great,” he said as he crawled over. “Abby, get on your back and show me your pleasure holes.”
The petite abyssal horror obeyed instantly and slipped her yellow bikini bottoms off her long green legs. Then she lifted them back, twining her tentacles around each leg up to her ankles and then proceeded to bend herself in half. Her knees were by her ears, her feet were well beyond her head, and her crotch was as exposed as it could be.
“I am ready to receive you,” she said, her tiny asshole winking in anticipation.
“Such flexibility,” Jezebel said in awe as she ran her hand down the flesh of Abby’s thigh until she ended up resting it on her green mound.
Mark rubbed the head of his cock against her puckering anus as he looked over into Jezebel’s gold-flecked green eyes.
“Do you know what edging is, Jez?”
“Mmm, I can guess based on the context.”
“Perfect,” Mark said with a smile. “We are going to work together.”
“I follow your lead, Mark.” The way she said it and the thoughts she projected implied she meant in not only this one act, but in all things.
“Massage her pussy,” he said, continuing to swirl the underside of his quickly swelling head against her green asshole. Abby’s tight stomach started clenching as she watched the two of them, and he could feel that being folded up like a pretzel as she was heightened the experience.
As they warmed up Abby, he looked over his shoulder and saw that Sasha had come over to cradle Learis against her chest. The rabbit-woman had her eyes closed as the succubus slowly stroked her long ears- all the way down her furry back, and Mark could feel the unfathomable tingling pleasure beaming from the Lagomorph in her arms.
His gaze fell to the two full buckets next to two more half-filled ones and couldn’t imagine what it must have been like to carry all that around in her tits.
With a sigh, he turned back to the abyssal horror in front of him.
“Although I can also infer,” she said when he looked back into her yellow eyes, “experience leads to a whole other level of understanding. Teach me edging, Mark.”
With a slow nod, Mark slid his cock into her tight, sopping-wet vagina, and she moaned as it forced open her lips to slip deep into her. With her legs rotated away, he was able to bottom out in her small frame easily and took extra care not to poke her too deeply.
Jezebel continued to use her warm hand to rub Abby’s almost non-existent labia and split her fingers around Mark’s slowly pumping shaft.
“Suck those tiny white nipples,” Mark said, and Jezebel leaned down to obey. “See if you can get any abyssal milk out of her.”
Abby smiled and then closed her eyes, enjoying the attention to her pleasure zones- as she thought of them. Mark tried to align his mind closely with hers and found her well-ordered thoughts both familiar and otherworldly. She was simply made differently on the inside.
Despite these differences, he knew this tiny woman well and quickly synced up to her wave of consciousness.
He felt Jezebel pull open her lips, exposing her further to Mark’s metronome of a cock, and Abby whimpered. She was already over halfway there.
He gave her three more thrusts and then pulled out.
“Move away, Jez.”
The strawberry-blonde satyr took her hand away from Abby’s sensitive labia and pulled her lips away from her nipples.
Abby’s dark eyebrows came down as her throbbing waves of pleasure began to grow farther apart.
“Lick it,” Mark said to Jezebel, who instantly bent her head down to obey.
He felt her flat lips press into his cock before her tongue came out to lap the underside of its tip, but Mark never took his eyes off Abby. With a wicked smile, he reached out and began rubbing her exposed asshole with his thumb, and her pleasure waves started to stack up again.
He let his beautiful and talented satyr lick his dick clean for a short while, before pulling away.
“Back to what you were doing, please,” he said, and Jezebel nodded before placing her hand on Abby’s smooth mound and her lips on her tight, erect nipple.
This time, Mark slid his cock into her asshole, slowly, and her yellow eyes fluttered as he filled her up. This was the first time he’d attempted to ass fuck Abby, and yet her tight anus ravenously swallowed its length.
Reading his request through their bond, Jezebel sunk two fingers into Abby’s tight slit and started to massage her from the inside, while Mark moved in and out of her cute little ass at a much slower rate. The contrasting sensations pulled Abby’s mind into different directions, and he could feel her coming close again quickly. He waited until the absolute last moment and then froze his movements still half-buried in her asshole.
“Stop,” he said, and Jezebel pulled away again.
“No…” Abby groaned, and he felt her anus clenching on his rigid flesh, trying to cross the finish line on her own, but it wasn’t enough. Her tight body shivered, and he saw her breath coming in sharp bursts.
“Do you desire to cum, Abby?” he asked.
“I require it. This is your duty. Do not tease me again.”
“Okay, I’ll make you cum, but Jez gets to go first. She’s going to put that fat brown pussy on your lips while I fuck her ass. Only then will I allow you to cum.”
Abby narrowed her eyes and was about to protest when Mark slowly slid his cock out of her vice of an asshole. Her eyes rolled into the back of her head as a frustrated grunt escaped her lips.
Jezebel shot him a sweet smile as she stepped over Abby’s face and squatted down, facing away from Mark.
“Oh!” Jezebel said in surprise as Abby immediately started aggressively sucking on her hanging brown folds.
“Be gentle,” Mark said, straddling the abyssal horror’s chest on Learis’s floor- still bent in half. “If you want her to cum fast, you’ll have to do what feels best, not what feels fastest.”
Mark took a moment to enjoy the sleek furred cheeks of the creature presenting her asshole to him and grabbed hold of her small doe’s tail.
He pressed into Jezebel’s thick rump, and her ass wasn’t as tight, but it was softer somehow. She moaned as Abby untwined one of her appendages and gently worked it into Jezebel’s pussy as she lapped her clit, and Mark knew his freckled satyr was already most of the way there.
From group-milking Learis to teasing Abby and sucking his dick, Jezebel didn’t take nearly as long as she normally did. He received shadows of pleasure from her regarding how it felt to have Abby’s skillful tentacle shifting into complicated loops and twists within her.
Then, he felt Abby’s other tentacle come loose and encircle his hanging balls. Her green skin always felt like magic on his, but this attention to his nut sack as he fucked Jezebel created this feedback loop and caused them both to come together quickly over the abyssal horror’s adorable face.
He filled Jezebel’s asshole with a load of sperm and essence and then fell back onto the floor again.
Abby quickly crawled on top of him, her eyes narrowed, and her need to reach an orgasm driving her wild. She leaned in close, putting her small nose inches from his face.
“I experienced the scaling relationship between desire and satiation, Mark. Now fuck me.”
She reached her tentacle back behind her and pulled his slowly stiffening dick past her asshole and into her pussy before grinding down on him.
He reached up, wrapped his arms around her, and pulled her lips to his.
Her slippery vaginal walls clenched tight onto his shaft as if she were worried it would escape again, and she began to pant hot breath into his mouth. She smelled faintly of citrus combined with Learis’s cinnamon spice milk, and her straight, black hair fell onto his face as she bucked like a wild woman on his dick.
Mark just closed his eyes and enjoyed the ride.
The relief that followed the explosion as he transferred the last of his stored essence into his green-skinned thief felt similar to the blissful emptiness that Learis felt when they emptied her.
With a shuddering breath, Mark silently thanked Sasha for betraying his old biological self, so his digital mind could be blown to bits by the unending pleasure he felt multiple times a day.
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The five of them spent an hour or so dozing or caressing fur and flesh alike. Mark took his turn snugging against the epically soft Learis, and he adored how her still-quivering whiskers tickled his chest. She willingly and eagerly let him run his hands all over her luxurious body, and he quickly discovered that her breasts were now comfortably squishy.
If he had another slot for Enthralled, he’d snatch her up in a heartbeat. However, he knew that if he did have the opening, convincing her to abandon her village and her people would be adjacent to impossible.
After they all had a nice quiet rest, everyone got dressed and prepared for their dive into the crystal sinkhole.
“Before you go,” Learis said, “you should each taste some of my milk from these. It will be the most potent.” Her furry rabbit foot pointed toward the half-filled buckets.
No one needed to be told twice. Sasha and Jezebel got their sips first, and both seemed more surprised than they should be.
“Did we…?” Jezebel trailed off, and the blonde sex-demon nodded her head as she licked her lips, focusing on something only she could see.
“I just got a small boost to all lightning damage,” Sasha clarified.
“And I received a few points of strength,” Jezebel added.
They all looked over to Learis.
She regarded them with half-lidded eyes, her fluffy white brows arched high.
“I have never cum so hard or so for so long in my life. Never even dreamed sustained pleasure like that was possible, and I am astonished that I’m still sane. I had a feeling it would supercharge my product.”
“There has to be a limit to this,” Jezebel said, looking down into her bucket.
“Oh yes,” the Lagomorph said as she started stuffing herself back into her shorts, hopping from leg to leg. “You’ve hit it, and it proves that you’ve never had any more potent than mine. However, if you find a higher quality, you may see more growth.”
“I would like that milk now, please,” Abby said, her eyes locked on Jezebel’s bucket.
She handed it over as Mark walked around her to get his sip from the one Sasha held.
Abby took a gulp, licked her lips and then violently sucked in her breath, almost dropping the rest of the precious liquid.
“Imaginary Lacerations now only requires two seconds to cast!”
“And we still have our points to distribute,” Sasha added. “Learis, you are one amazing woman.”
Mark lifted his bucket, taking a swig of the imbued Lagomorph Milk and hoping for the best. The first thing he noticed was how rich and decadent it felt on his tongue- like a melted cinnamon and sugar milkshake with a silky-smooth texture.
A new space blossomed in his mind, and Mark knew something happened in there but had no idea what it was. He turned inward, trying to bring his abilities into sharp focus.
Deep among the swirls of potential within was… something, a glimmer of intricate patterns constantly cycling through a digital heart that beat trillions of times per second-
“Mark?” Jezebel said, putting her hand on his arm. Mark sucked in a shuddering breath and realized he’d been clenching every muscle in his body. It needed a bit more convincing to relax than was normal, but soon enough he was back under control.
“What happened?” Sasha asked, concern in her voice.
“Nothing,” Mark said, carefully putting the bucket down. “I mean, I felt something go on in my head, and I tried to force myself to see it.” He looked up into the rabbit-woman’s light-brown eyes. “Thank you for sharing your most potent Milk with us.”
“It is the absolute least I could do,” Learis said and pushed off from the table she was leaning on. “These two full buckets will help feed our village for a week.”
Mark and his team followed her back into the dry heat of high noon and found most of the villagers gathered outside waiting for them in the middle of the dirt road.
“What’s going on,” Learis said, leaping a few long strides to stand among them.
“That!” Gora said as he pointed his cane out toward the recently cleared farmland. The crystals were still gone, but now a yellow ball of strange light hovered over the sinkhole they were planning to explore.
“Stay here,” Mark said, moving through the group. “We’ll check it out.”
“No one ever listens!” the old rabbit yelled with a snarl. “My wiskers’er telling me these four strangers will be the end of this town. You’ll see!”
Mark ignored him as he led his Enthralled toward this new ball of light. Was it one of those sprites they were supposed to be fighting?
“Wait,” Abby said from behind him. They all stopped in the brittle white grass just before stepping on to the field and turned to the petite abyssal horror.
“I suggest quickly allocating our essence before engaging that foe.”
Mark’s brow came down as he looked back at the silently hovering object. There was no real malice coming from it, but he had to concede that it was a great idea to be prepared for anything.
Mark gave a quick nod in agreement.
“Right. I remember last time we talked you all wanted to upgrade your main skills.”
“Arc Bolt,” Sasha said. “With my improved lightning damage, the points will be more effective.”
Everyone agreed, so she picked it, her tail snapping once behind her.
“Bear Three,” Jezebel said next. “Transformations are even more robust, and I can use other abilities while shifted.”
“And talk, right?” Mark added.
Jezebel shot him a sweet smile. “Yes.”
After a quick nod from everyone, she spent her points as well.
Everyone turned to a frowning Abby.
“Receiving the faster cast-time upgrade complicates my previous plan. I could improve Imaginary Lacerations further, or up the damage on Mind Crush, or- if I put more into my Mind Cloud ability, not only will I become even harder to detect, but it will also gain a secondary use. Instead of turning invisible, three copies of my image will appear nearby and act of their own volition. They are merely projections and cannot cause any harm, but the foe will target the wrong one first.” She uncrossed her eyes and looked up at Mark. “I do not feel as if I need more personal safety at this point and would prefer boosting one of my damage spells.”
Jezebel spoke first. “Between bear-me, Sasha’s new retractable scales, and Mark’s magic barrier, I agree. More long-ranged damage would be better with our current configuration.”
“I know you were hoping to boost that savage slice,” Sasha said, “but I like your instant Mind Crush. If they’re still alive by the time I get to them, the distraction makes foes weaker and easier to hit.”
Mark shot a glance over to the ominous hovering ball and still only felt a patient tolerance. It was waiting for something.
Mark turned back to the group who was also waiting on him.
“I like the idea of keeping your ranged attacks balanced in power. I say Mind Crush.”
Abby nodded and spent her points.
“Very well,” she said. “We may proceed with combat.”
Mark held up his hand. “No combat- do not strike first. I’m not getting that type of vibe from this thing. Let’s just approach, check it out, and go from there.”
They all trusted his judgment regarding the motives of others yet followed close behind him. As they approached the floating orb, his good eye picked up long, glinting reflections below and wondered if this thing was trying to regrow the crystals they’d destroyed. It wasn’t until they were halfway across the dirt field that he realized it was a stack of arm-length yellow shards piled neatly in the dirt by the edge of the hole.
The sphere in front them was only swirling eddies of yellow light, and Mark began to feel a humming on his skin that grew stronger the closer they moved.
He was about twenty paces away when his blind eye picked up the hint of a mind behind this hovering ball of energy. It was animalistic, primal, and alien but was sophisticated enough to mentally communicate two concepts.
Gratitude for clearing its own infestation, and that it would not hesitate to attack anything that entered the hole.
The entity flashed once, apparently also understanding that its message was received and then slowly sank back into the ground.
“I could… feel that,” Sasha said from his side. “Here’s a gift, now stay the fuck out.”
Mark turned to his Enthralled and saw Jezebel and Abby both nodding. Either it had been a psychic blast they could all perceive, or they were getting information through their bond.
“Yep,” Mark said, “let’s go gather what we came for.”
When he arrived at the lip, he peeked down into the twisting, shard-covered tube and was beyond relieved that they didn’t need to deal with going in there.
Each crystal shaft in the pile laid out for them was uniform in shape and looked like laser-cut citrine, all the size of his forearm. Jezebel’s pack was way too small to fit them all, but they still had her blue cloak. They laid it out on the ground and piled up what had to be twenty thick chunks of pure earth crystal in the middle, then Jezebel tied up the bundle and hoisted it over her shoulder. Mark had to look twice. His tanned, satyr beauty was starting to acquire thicker, toned muscles.
Their task complete, they headed the short distance back to the Lagomorphs watching from afar. Mark had no idea how much of their haul was needed for the Force Shift ritual or how much they’d get paid for any extra, but it felt like they were sitting on a jackpot. He was grinning ear to ear when they stepped up to say goodbye to Learis and the other villagers.
“What was it?” she asked.
“It lives there,” Mark said. “I’m pretty sure they are the ones growing the crystals and will have no problems with you clearing those that spread outward onto your fields. Just never go in that hole, and you’ll have nothing to worry about.”
“Likely story,” the old man spat. “The moment you leave-”
He was interrupted by one of the younger rabbit kids running up to Mark holding up a dirty stuffed doll.
“Stranger, um you said you can heal?” she asked, blinking her huge brown eyes up at him.
Mark knelt to her level and gave her a warm smile. “You bet I can, are you hurt?”
She thrust her toy up toward him. “No, but Mrs. Penelope Foresith-Babster is hurt really bad. Please heal her- Please.”
Mark’s heart sank as he turned his eyes to the white cloth doll with black button eyes. Her arm was torn most of the way through and only dangling by a few strands of highly determined thread.
“Oh, little one,” Jezebel said in that voice Mark really hated. “He’s not that type of healer.”
Her well-meaning yet condescending tone combined with something ineffably deeper, and Mark felt himself reach out for the doll.
The small rabbit girl gave it to him eagerly and then began wringing her hands as if her only child was going into surgery. But Mark didn’t see any of it.
The stuffed person in his hand had a thick smear of dirt on her face, and it was right where her lips would be- if she were made with any. The pull to fix her became all there was in the universe. He couldn’t put into words why, but this fabric-girl’s stuffing needed to be on the inside-
Now.
There was a flash, and he felt the well-worn Heal ability in his mind glow with newly unlocked functions. At first, he thought this had to be what Learis’ milk had awakened within him, but that didn’t feel true. This was something deeper- a new path of power was forced open by the undefinable importance of this simple object. He felt scattered fragments of the original version hiding all around them in the very fabric of reality, and all he had to do was reset the <static.object_mesh>, and…
Mark sucked in a sharp breath and gazed down at the pure-white completely restored toy resting in his open palm. It was as if she were sewn together that morning.
Gasps erupted all around him as Mark handed the child back her brand-new old doll, and he tried to remember how he did it. It felt as if he had perceived the digital spiderweb that represented this virtual world, but there was a sore spot in his mind when he tried to recall the actions he’d taken.
“When will I learn to keep my dumb mouth shut,” Jezebel said from behind him, and Mark felt a shadow of her stinging embarrassment.
He shook it all off and was about to stand up when the young Lagomorph thrust something new at him. He crossed his eyes to focus on the long bone she held in her furry white fingers, then focused on the tears spilling over her bottom lids.
“Thank you,” she said, sniffing and clutching her restored doll to her chest. “I need to pay.”
The pregnant rabbit-woman stepped forward and leaned down to talk to the girl he assumed was her daughter.
“Diza, Mark doesn’t want great-grandpa’s old foot bone.” She turned to Mark. “Sorry, she carries that thing around with her everywhere. Every time I try to throw it away, she seems to find it again.”
Young Diza kept her leaking eyes locked on Mark and held the offering out further, pleading for him to take it. That was when he noticed the hole worn through one of its sides.
“Tell you what,” Mark said, pulling the Nightwater Kalorplast sigil over his head. “I don’t need to wear this anymore.” He held up the rectangular plaque and used his ethereal energy to snap it in two, leaving the leather cord it came with intact. “Diza, I would love to hold on to that for you. I’ll even wear it around my neck as a reminder to come visit you often, okay?”
She nodded, and Mark took her offered payment. Something was off regarding the connection between the plant-elves and Lagomorphs, and it had become something he wanted to understand. He passed the leather cord through the hole and crafted a new item. Then, Mark slipped on his new rabbit’s foot necklace as he stood up.
“Good luck, everyone. It was great meeting you all, and we’ll definitely be back this way to check on you soon.”
“You have to take me with you!” the young male rabbit called from near the graveyard past the village. He was waiting where Mark and his team first appeared, and behind the teenage Lagomorph, Mark couldn’t help but notice the glint of an interdimensional portal. It was the same one he’d seen before, but this time… blues, purples, and multiple undefinable colors shimmered through, and he got the distinct impression that he could tear it open now.
“Pallum,” Learis yelled back, “come see the farm. Everything’s changed now.”
“Fuck the farm! I need to find a mate, Learis.”
“You’ll find only death!” she screamed. “Your village needs you. Everyone that leaves us… hurts us.” She trailed off, and Mark could tell she was reliving a traumatic moment in her past. The pull to unpack those deeply hidden emotions was like not scratching a terrible itch, but he was proud of himself for consciously controlling his ability. Learis shook it off and continued.
“Stop being so selfish. You’ll find a mate when the time is right.”
“Easy for you to say- the whole town heard you just getting stuffed by these strangers.”
Mark snapped his attention to the previously content Lagomorph beauty by his side and had no choice but to see the searing-red rage she now projected.
“Take him,” she said quietly, her tan eyes focused on the young male. Learis let out a deep sigh, trying to reclaim some of the serenity she had felt only moments ago and then turned to walk away.
Mark shared some uncomfortable glances with the other villagers before he led his team over to the young rabbit in the graveyard.
“Are you sure this is what you want?” Jezebel asked as they approached. “You may never be allowed to leave, see the sky again… see your children.”
The young rabbit looked up at her, and Mark knew there was nothing anyone could say that would change his mind.
“My father left me and my mother to go join paradise when I was born. She died before I could remember her face. I survived, and I am stronger for it. Why should I want to waste my time as a slave to some whelp for years of my life? What has the sky ever done for me that’s worth starving and dying like Gora, rotting and alone?”
Mark blinked down at the kid, stunned by his level of self-awareness. Pallum’s dark views might be twisted by tragedy, but he was honest with who he was.
“Okay,” Mark said nodding. “I know some powerful people in Starglade, maybe I can pull some strings to get you in a year early, or at least in with the other kids born there.”
The young rabbit’s eyes lit up, and his young soul soared.
“Thank you! Are we leaving now?”
“In a minute,” Mark answered, turning to face the glinting doorway in the Lagomorph graveyard. “I want to take a peek into another dimension first.”
“There’s a Wrongside portal here?” Jezebel asked.
“No,” Abby answered, and he noticed her yellow eyes were fixed on the glinting, mystical light over one of the older plots. “It looks different.”
“You can see it?” Mark asked, surprised that he was still capable of feeling surprise.
She turned to him, “Only when you are looking at it.”
Multiple emotions flooded their interconnected bonds, but the strongest was a new type of jealousy from Jezebel. He put his awareness of her feelings about their group dynamics on a shelf for later.
“Yeah, Abby’s right. It’s somewhere new. And now I can apparently Heal people and objects...” He started moving toward the portal. “Too much crazy shit going on right now to explore this new place I just unlocked, but it would be stupid not to pull open a flap and get a tiny peek while we’re here.”
Mark lifted his left hand, and black sparks of swirling magic whirled into existence before condensing down to form a second skin. With power granted from He Who Judges in exchange for making things right in the virtual multiverse, he tore open a peephole between worlds.
A burst of wind hit him instantly and caused him to wince his one good eye. He risked pulling it open a bit bigger, so the gusts weren’t as tightly focused and was able to see what awaited them in this new universe.
Mark stopped breathing when he saw that this new dimension was as mirror-like as the Wrongside. The hole appeared to be centered in a much larger graveyard on a hill that gave an amazing vantage on the vast alien landscape. Towering purple rock formations stretched a mile up only to break apart into enormous chunks of land inexplicably floating against a periwinkle sky. Down the hill to the left, Mark saw miles of farmland overrun with the familiar blue Garda Grass. To the right was an enormous Lagomorph village, with dozens of the white, furry creatures going about their business. A field full of children running and playing caught his eye, and Mark’s mind spun trying to understand what he was seeing.
“Is this the Starglade paradise?” Pallum asked from his side. “The wind… it sings.”
Mark looked down at the young rabbit and tried to hear any singing. His long white ears twitched, and Mark concluded that he wouldn’t be able to pick up what this ultrasonic creature was hearing.
“No, this is somewhere else, and I’m going to need you to run and get Learis. Now.”
The stunned teenage rabbit nodded slowly before dashing off and screaming her name. Mark’s Enthralled pushed in close to get a clear view just as a rabbit-person rode into view down a main road on a red-feathered bird similar to an ostrich, but thicker and more muscular.
The alternate-dimension mounted Lagomorph waved to some people as he passed, and it was hard to tell at this distance, but Mark guessed the rider was some sort of messenger or mail carrier.
“Their kind is not from here,” Jezebel said, putting down the bundle of crystals. “Not being able to eat the native food fits perfectly now.”
“I concur,” Abby said, looping one of her tentacles through Jezebel’s fingers. “This is their true home.”
“Yeah, but how did they get here and become livestock?” Sasha asked.
“I don’t know how,” Jezebel answered, “but the Kalorplast must have taken advantage of their inability to farm their only source of food without their help.”
“What have you done to our poor town now?” Learis said playfully as she jogged up with Pallum at her side. “He’s lost his mind over… singing…”
Mark watched her expression drop as she looked through the portal he was holding open. Her whiskers vibrated, and her ears twitched, but her eyes opened wider than he thought possible.
“The wind… it sounds so beautiful. Mark, what am I seeing? Is this vision the future of our village?”
“No,” he said. “In addition to all the other crazy shit I can do, I have the ability to open portals to other worlds. This one was hovering here when we arrived, and it’s to a world I’ve never been able to go to before. I’m almost positive that your potent milk was the key that allowed me to open this lock. And we’re all almost positive that this other world is your true home.”
Learis turned to face him. “Are you all gods come to take us to the afterlife?”
“Oh sweetie,” Sasha purred from behind her. “We aren’t from your world, but we aren’t gods, and you aren’t dying. By the looks of this place, quite the opposite.”
“Told you they’d end us all!” came Gora’s voice as he hobbled up to join them. “Pallum’s screeches ruining my nap is only the beginning!”
Mark smiled and waited for the old rabbit to join the others around the portal.
“What nonsense…?” he began as he approached the portal but quickly forgot what he was going to say as his venerable ears perceived the singing they all heard.
“We’re going in,” Mark said, pulling the portal down to the ground. “Sasha and Jez, you secure the area, then Abby. I’ll shove these guys through and be in after.”
His team nodded before the satyr and succubus pushed past the stunned Lagomorphs and through to the other side. After a quick scan, they both gave Abby a nod, who hopped through next.
“We’re… going there?” Learis asked, but before anyone could speak, Pallum jumped through after Abby. The beautiful rabbit-woman with the red ribbon turned to look at Mark, and they were so close, their noses almost touched.
“Can we come back, Mark?” she whispered as her eyes searched his, looking for some trick or flaw in him to explain the insanity he continued to rain down on her.
“There is an extremely good chance we can, but I won’t lie and say I fully understand how this works. Getting better at it, though.”
Learis looked back through at the thriving village full of other Lagomorphs, and with a deep breath, she stepped through to join the others standing in the alternate graveyard on top of a hill. Mark turned to the stubborn old rabbit and saw his mouth working to make words his mind didn’t understand.
“Get back in your home, Gora,” Mark said quietly.
The ancient rabbit closed his small jaw with a snort as he turned to face Mark, ready to argue- but paused when he saw Mark’s expectant half-smile. He’d finally broken through the frail Lagomorph’s guarded exterior. Gora scrunched up his face and gave Mark an amused grin before setting his shoulders and stepping through the portal.
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“We’re going to be okay,” Learis said, her back to the empty village where Mark had first seen her step from the shadows.
Mark and his Enthralled had waited by the portal on the other world’s hill while Learis went to speak with her long-lost people. Pallum crossed back over to gather the rest of the villagers, and he’d returned with everyone by the time she came back with a handful of native Lagomorphs. The leaders of this relatively large city regarded the newcomers with compassion and no small amount of reverence- they all did just step through a hole in thin air within a graveyard.
Learis’s whole village had decided to relocate and moved their meager possessions in the span of ten minutes- including Pallum.
“What you four have done to change the very nature of my reality… The universe would have to end before I could ever forget the names Mark, Sasha, Jezebel, and Abby.”
The shapely rabbit woman reached behind her head, untied the red ribbon from her ears and casually tossed it to the dry and brittle ground. Much of the buried anger she carried around fell to the dirt with the fluttering red strip of fabric, and the gusts of wind from the portal quickly pushed it away from them.
“We’ll still be back to visit,” Mark said with a smile. “Who knows, we might even start stirring up trouble in your home dimension as soon as we finish our current quest.”
“Are you going to try and fight for the freedom of your people in Starglade?” Abby asked.
“No,” she said, blinking up into the deep-blue sky for the last time. “We’re leaving this world behind. Those who chose to be livestock… they made their choice, and it’s not my responsibility to change their minds. Besides, no one knows how to open these portals but you.”
Mark nodded. “Either way, we’ll come to check in on you- hopefully soon.”
They all hugged the soft rabbit-woman with the huge chest before she stepped back over to the windy world, which they’d decided to call Lagos. Mark waved one last time and let the portal close between them.
“Well,” he said, clapping his hands. “That was one hell of an item-gathering mission. We ready to turn it in?”
Jezebel handed Mark the return charm before hoisting the bundle of pure harmonic shards back onto her shoulder, and he waited for his three loves to make contact before snapping the small plaster tree.
An instant later, they were standing in the haze-filled indoor forest of The Grove. Ashes still smoldered in the nearby brazier, and Mark followed the billowing cloud up into the darkening evening sky beyond the glass roof far above.
“Welcome back, Collector and Enthralled,” said a voice to his right, and he saw the wooden woman step out from the trunk of a thick tree as if it were merely water to her. As soon as she was fully past its gnarled surface, a face formed in the bark with a relaxed grin that Mark recognized as post-orgasm bliss. The sensuously carved woman drew a strange orange glyph in the air with her stick-finger, and the intricate pattern flashed once before fading away.
“Our friend, Klax, should be joining us shortly,” she said, in her slow smoky voice before she turned to Jezebel and saw the bundle she carried. The creature’s wooden eyes were usually half-lidded with a tranquil, knowing demeanor, but now they flew open as she took a step toward the strawberry-blonde satyr.
“It’s no wonder you four were gone for so long! This sizable haul should last us a full year. This way come.”
She turned and began striding deeper into the indoor forest. Huge trees rustled their leaves into each other as they moved aside to create a new path in her wake. Mark glanced at his bonded beast-women before moving to follow the Druid and felt the mindleaf haze start to gently cloud his thoughts. The thought that floated to the top was regarding his growing hunger. Maybe they could find a place in Starglade that served steak-
Mark’s wandering thoughts on food derailed when he thought of the Lagomorph slaughterhouse hidden deep within this mega-tree-city and made a mental note to make sure rabbits weren’t on the menu before they sat down to eat.
It was a short walk, and soon enough they all stepped out onto a large stone circle sunk into the grassy ground. Carved into the surface were rings and arcane symbols, and five ornate stone plinths stood equally spread apart around its circumference. Mark knew almost nothing about magic rituals, but if he had to guess, this was the perfect spot to do one.
“Place the raw reagents here, please,” Jayna said as she pointed toward a stone altar. On closer inspection, the tools and containers of powders implied that it was more of a workstation. The Tender of the Grove continued.
“I will begin preparing the Force Shift ritual. Please, rest. It will not be long.”
They all moved to the indicated spot at the edge of the forest, but Abby was the only one to take advantage of the nearby wooden bench.
“You ready for this?” Mark asked his shapeshifting satyr.
“No,” she said after a deep breath and an apprehensive glance at the ritual circle. “But I’m going to go through with it anyway. We could always use more abilities to help us break out of here before that poor admin AI does something worse than make us hungry.”
“Is it wise to show sympathy for the enemy?” Abby asked, one of her dark eyebrows raised. “Are we not to treat those who want to harm us in kind?”
“Abby,” Jezebel said softly. “The only reason she is fighting us is because…” The satyr shot a glance over to Sasha before continuing. “We have not treated her kindly.”
Both the horned beast-women unintentionally sent a burst of regret and self-loathing through their network of emotional tethers, and Abby reached out both her tentacles to them. Sasha and Jezebel each took one of her offered appendages, and Mark felt his Enthralled share a moment of bonding and understanding.
“Besides,” Mark added. “It’s always good to have a level of empathy for everyone, especially your enemy. Knowing how someone truly feels and what motivates them can give you an edge in a survival situation- if it comes to that.”
Abby nodded. “I see your reasoning. There are more paths to victory this way.”
“I’m glad you four aren’t dead,” Klax said as he half-jogged into the clearing, “But what took so long?”
“This,” Jayna answered, pointing to the pile of pure perfectly cut crystals.
“No…” he said before shambling his short, cloaked body over the worktable. “This is… Even one this size would have been too much! You really wanted to take me up on that extra gold, huh?”
Mark shrugged. “We’re adventurers, right? Work for anyone as long as there’s a payment at the end?”
The military mage nodded his pumpkin head and sighed.
“It’ll take forever to be reimbursed for this without drawing attention to the fact that we bypassed procedure, but I suppose you’ve earned your reward.”
Klax moved over to the bench where they stood and pulled out a leather bag from under his robes that seemed much too large based on where it came from. He reached inside and quickly counted out ten gold and handed the stack to Mark. He was slightly disappointed in the offered amount until the short pumpkin creature counted out ten more. Klax kept going like this until Mark had 50 gold weighing down his pocket. Maybe it was the growing effects of the tangy smoke he was breathing, but he was grinning ear-to-ear over the buying power they now had at their disposal.
The cloaked mage nodded and then went to prepare the crystals they’d gathered, and as soon as their quest-giver had finished doling out his reward, Mark felt a fair bit of essence enter his body from the universe.
“Nice, so you did Collect some more juice for us from this fetch quest,” Sasha said from behind him, her tail swishing slowly.
Jezebel turned to face her. “You could detect Mark receiving essence?”
“Sort of,” the blue-eyed succubus said. “It was super faint, but I happened to be staring at his ass at the time, and the little clench helped me notice the sensation.”
Mark felt another flash of jealousy from his caramel-skinned satyr and could tell the root of her problem was that she didn’t think she was bonding with him as well as Sasha and Abby. She bit her lip and turned to watch the two mystics prepare the ritual that would make her more useful to the team.
Mark moved behind his armored satyr and encircled her waist as he breathed in her light strawberry scent from within the hair draped over the back of her neck. Jezebel rested her hands over his, and he held her tight against him as Jayna and Klax went about placing different reagents onto all five stone pillars around the circle.
The two Kalorplast checked everything twice, and once everything seemed in the correct place, the wooden woman approached Jezebel.
“When you are ready, please stand in the center of the ritual altar. Remove all objects and bring nothing in with you.”
With a nod, Jezebel started to remove her leather armor, and Mark helped where he could. After she was stripped bare, she turned to face him, her green eyes wide with fear.
He gave her a kiss on her freckled nose. “We don’t need to do this if you aren’t feeling it,” he said.
She kissed him back, but on the lips and with much more passion. Maybe Abby was right about the mindleaf smoke. This one kiss with Jezebel hinted at the single-minded pleasure they could experience when everything else on the edges of his mind took on a mental blur.
She pulled away and stepped her dainty black hooves into the center of the stone circle. Her round breasts with wide brown nipples drew Mark’s eye, but he also noticed that she was certainly more toned than she had been yesterday- especially her newly defined ab muscles.
Klax produced a wooden wand with a black sphere attached at the end from his cloak and began waving it around in long, sweeping arcs. He then gazed deeply into the sphere’s opaque surface as if he were reading something.
“Life mana saturation at optimal levels,” he said. “We should have a clear path to the end of the ritual.”
“Excellent,” Jayna responded as she sunk her legs into the ground between two of the plinths. The wooden woman moved downward until she was up past her hips in the grass and then extended her arms over her head.
Klax took his position behind her and flicked out his small orange hands as if he were about to perform a piano concerto.
“Are you ready, Jezebel?” he asked, and the nervous satyr nodded. “Good, this process will take about 20 seconds. You need to hold still, but don’t stress out over being motionless. Just don’t- you know, run away or anything. It might hurt a little as your body takes the new shape. Nothing too intense, and it will end quickly.” He paused and pointed an orange finger at Mark. “And don’t any of you interfere! The last thing we need is foreign magics tainting the process.”
“Understood,” Mark said.
“Very well. Engaging Force Shift: Centaur… now.”
The small pumpkin-man took hold of Jayna’s long branch-like arms, and they both closed their eyes. Nothing happened for a few seconds, and Mark was wondering if there was going to be the crazy light show he imagined for this process- and he wasn’t disappointed.
Both tree and pumpkin began chanting in a language Mark didn’t understand as the runes carved into the stone circle lit up with a vivid lime hue. Green fingers of lightning started to radiate inward from the stone plinths and strike Jezebel’s hooves with sporadic bursts. He could tell it wasn’t pleasant for her, but it wasn’t quite painful.
However, as both Kalorplast mages raised their voices, the vibrant energy gathering on the tan satyr ramped upward as well. Intense surges of power constantly washed over the ritual components arranged on the five pedestals, and their spidery tendrils of light began striking farther up Jezebel’s body.
He saw her try to clench her teeth as pure, primal power flowed into her doe legs and up her back, and Mark fought with everything he had not to pull her out or Heal her.
The flashes of violent magic became too much to look at directly, and he saw that the whole forest was lit up around them. The oversized faces carved into the bark were everywhere too, and the arcane brilliance of the ritual splashed them all with eerie dark shadows. The faces in the trees began adding their own much deeper voices to the magic spell, and it all combined into an overwhelming crescendo of light and sound threatening to obliterate his sanity.
Jezebel let out a terrible gurgling scream, and Mark turned back to face the blinding magics swirling and crackling around the center of the ritual stone.
Then, with a final explosion of sparks, the tremendous power subsided, and standing in the center of the stone disk was a nude and tightly muscled, doe-like centaur.
He watched Jezebel look down at her hands and noticed right away that she was missing her horns. Her perfectly round head appeared odd after so long of knowing her with them, but she was still beyond attractive. Her torso was pretty much the same, including her tight, spherical breasts, but she was much more buff than she was before the ritual. Her lower half now had two extra legs like a deer, and it was all still covered in the same short reddish-brown fur with white spots on her thick haunch.
“Jez,” Mark said, stepping to the edge of the ritual stone, “are you okay?”
She nodded and said, “I think-” but then noticed that something was off. She brought both of her hands up to the top of her head and seemed more shocked to find her horns missing than having four legs.
“I suppose that makes sense,” she said as she dropped her hands and turned toward the two mages. “Can I move now?”
“You sure can,” Klax said, blowing the smoke raising off his soot-covered hands. “Glad to see everything went relatively smoothly.”
“There are deer-centaurs?” Jezebel asked, twisting to run her hands over her new hindquarters, and Mark couldn’t believe her chiseled, tan ab muscles.
“Why wouldn’t there be?” Klax answered.
“The buffalo are the ones you have to watch for,” Jayna added as she pulled her wooden legs out of the ground.
Klax let out a short laugh. “Ha, yeah, but you should really watch out for all centaur races though.”
“What’s it… look like back there?” Centaur-Jezebel said as she tried to see her own ass. Mark, Sasha, and Abby watched as their newly upgraded Druid backed up toward them. Her short, furry tail pointed straight up, and they all got a close look at the goods.
“Pretty much the same,” Mark said as he slid his hand down the curve of her sleek-furred ass. “It’s all you… but bent over.”
“You’re bigger,” Abby said from his side. “The proportion is equal to your previous state, yet I would estimate you’ve increased in size by five to ten percent.”
“And you’re ripped, sweetie. Like rip-a-tree-in-half, ripped.”
“Well, now. Let’s not get carried away,” the wooden woman said as she helped Klax clean up the ritual circle.
“One of the benefits of the centaur form,” the pumpkin mage said. “They are all terribly strong. The spell worked with Jezebel’s natural talents and abilities to create the appropriate form. A huge success, if I do say so myself.”
Jezebel stretched her toned arms over her head and then dashed around the edge of the forest, testing out her mobility on four legs. She blitzed around the whole thing in two heartbeats and then leaped in the air only to land right in front of Mark on strong, solid legs.
Her tight, well-defined abs flexed as she breathed, and Mark panned up past her bare breasts to her gold-flecked green eyes, his jaw hanging wide open.
“You’re magnificent,” he said.
“I can’t wait to see what the armor does when I shift with it,” she said, and Mark felt a sudden flash of worry from her. “Wait… something’s…”
Jezebel’s brows came down as she trotted away from him a few steps. He could tell she was sharply focused on her interface. She clenched her fists with mental exertion, and panic flashed outward from her mind in sharply rising waves.
“What’s wrong?” Mark asked, taking a step closer.
“Um, Klax,” she said, turning around to face him. “I can’t shift back.”
“What do you mean?” he said, dumping some blacked ash into a wooden bucket.
“I mean I’m stuck! I can’t even shift into a bear now!” Jezebel turned away to continue some internal battle with her abilities.
“Relax, my child,” the tree-like woman said then dropped what she was doing to move toward the doe-centaur as if she were approaching a wild animal. “Will you allow me to examine you?”
Jezebel unclenched her fists and took a deep, shuddering breath.
“Please do.”
The Tender of the Grove nodded as she stepped up close and raised her wooden hands to Jezebel’s flushed cheeks. There, her fingers grew longer until they met under the centaur’s strawberry-blonde hair, encircling her whole head.
“Mmm, your mind is not from here, although I am not surprised. Regardless, the blockage is not a result of the ritual, sweetling.”
Jayna pulled her hands away, her examination apparently concluded.
“What are you talking about? Change me back!”
Klax took one careful step away from the fuming centaur.
“We did just force open a locked portion of your mind, after all. Give it some time, do the mission- then, if you haven’t regained control of your ability, we’ll see what we can do.” He shrugged. “Being stuck as a centaur will probably up your chances of not being detected.”
Mark’s eyes narrowed as he found his boots carrying him straight toward the pumpkin-headed mage. His ability still didn’t detect any lies, but these were possibly some of the most powerful creatures within this powerful city who also knew ahead of time that he was a ‘seer’.
He grabbed the shocked Kalorplast by the robe and bunched the fabric into his fists.
“Did you do this to her on purpose?” Mark opened his blind eye wide, giving it free rein to probe past any possible defense this creature had at its disposal.
“N-no- I…”
Was all he got out before Mark felt hard wooden branches slowly wrap around his body. One of them lightly constricted around his throat, and then Jayna whispered in his ear.
“Do not plant seeds you cannot harvest, Collector.”
There was still no deception from either of them, so Mark let the mage go. Once he was released, he smoothed out his black robes and then nodded to Jayna. A moment later, her branches unwound themselves from Mark’s body.
“Perhaps I could have phrased that better,” Klax said, “but touch me again, and you will only know flames.”
“Fine,” Mark said, “What about Jezebel. How do we fix her ability?”
“Time? Meditation? Jayna says the shift was successful.”
“More than successful,” the wooden woman joined in from behind Mark. “All of her other abilities are still interwoven and even pulling from all attributes. It’s not a magical problem.”
Klax jumped back in. “There is, of course, a magical solution. It’s a much more expensive and dangerous ritual. One that takes abilities away. Not only will the CEO not approve, I wouldn’t do it until she’s had a long time to work it out, first.”
“S-so, I’m just stuck like this?” Jezebel asked. Mark turned back to see one of her back hooves stomp against the ground.
Silence hung over the Grove in response.
“Look,” Klax said eventually, “this is rare, but not unheard of. The body will sometimes reject the forced shape and stop responding. Just give it time. Seriously- if you are still unable to return to your satyr form after you get the door code, we’ll stop at nothing until you’re back to normal.”
Mark picked up that he was dangling their help on the condition of finishing this mission once again, and despite the silence of his blind eye, Mark was beginning to mistrust these people for old-fashioned reasons.
“I can’t even put my armor back on…” Jezebel said, looking down at her satyr-sized gear.
Mark clenched his jaw and then tried to take back control of the situation and of their plans. They needed at least a day or two of downtime to figure this out.
“We need to eat and to rest before we run off on your dangerous mission. Where is a good place in Starglade to…”
Klax held up his hand, and Mark stopped.
“Jezebel cannot enter the city,” he said. “Not only would a centaur boldly trotting down the center of Red Apple Way cause a profound panic among the citizens, but your cover would be instantly blown- negating the whole point of this ritual in the first place.”
Mark looked over his shoulder and saw Sasha draping their dark-blue cloak over Jezebel’s top-half while Abby rubbed her flank with one of her green tentacles.
He left the two magic users and walked across the ritual stone toward his stunning enthralled centaur.
“We’ll figure this out,” he said, taking her hand. They had always been about even in height, but he could tell she had grown maybe two inches taller. It was small, but they were both very familiar with the proportions of each other’s bodies. Their bond, however, was still as strong as ever, and he felt her sadness. There was a growing fear deep past her emerald eyes that he wasn’t going to find her desirable anymore.
He reached out and started poking at the nebula of freckles on her chest not covered by the cloak. She looked down, slightly confused.
“But we aren’t going anywhere,” he said. “That is, until I count all of these and make sure each freckle is where it should be.”
His beautiful doe-centaur reached her tan arms around him and pulled him in for a tight squeeze against her solid body. He had to reach his chin up a bit higher, but her lack of horns made it much easier to lean into her embrace, pulling in her familiar strawberry scent.
“Together,” he whispered into her ear, “we can figure out anything.” He sent her confidence in both her strength to handle this situation and his penchant for fixing things with his cheating abilities. She felt his emotional energy and squeezed him even tighter against her breasts- and one of his vertebrae popped. It wasn’t unpleasant, but any more pressure and she’d start crushing his spine.
“Easy there, girl,” Sasha said with a smile. “Looks like we got us an ornery little filly here. We’re going to have to break her in rough.”
“Your power is breathtaking,” Abby said, still exploring with her long appendage over Jezebel’s dense new body.
All the attention was helping her feel less trapped. Getting out of this smoke- and this whole damn city- was starting to sound like a great idea.
“Let’s get to work,” Mark said, pulling away from Jezebel. They locked eyes, and she gave him a sharp nod. She was back under control and ready to push forward.
Her spirits dipped again, however, when she glanced down at her unusable armor. Jezebel knelt down with her front half, and it wasn’t quite graceful, but she snatched up one of her iron fist-weapons. When she wore them and shifted into a bear, they covered her claws with a razor-sharp edge, but now she couldn’t get her slightly bigger hand through their already-snug fit.
“All my gear won’t fit in the backpack,” she said, already at a complete loss for how to proceed.
“I’ll tell you what,” Klax said, quickly reaching into the large leather sack he had somehow tucked into his robes. “I always keep a few extra condensing bags on me, just in case. These go for 100 gold, but I’ll only charge you for the component cost. 10 gold for one Voidweave Condensing Bag.” He pulled out an exact duplicate of the bag he was holding.
Mark’s mental antenna was still extended and quickly picked up that Klax was doing this first and foremost because he wanted the mission to succeed. This would solve their problem and obscure the fact that they carried around armor no one could wear. Below it all, the pumpkin mage truly thought it was an amazing offer and did feel a small amount of sympathy for Jezebel’s situation.
“What specifically does it do?” the strawberry-blonde centaur asked.
“Everything that goes in becomes one-tenth the weight and one-tenth the size.”
“And you’re charging them one-tenth the price,” Jayna said with a half-smile. “Perhaps your outer rind isn’t so stiff after all.”
Despite the situation, it really was a ridiculously useful object they couldn’t pass up. Mark reached into his pocket and pulled out ten of the glinting coins Klax had rewarded him moments ago and exchanged them for their new bag.
“While we’re at it,” the small pumpkin-man said and reached back into his own bag before coming back out with a disk of plaster between his orange fingers. “This charm will take you to the Recall Zone near the outside ring. Many shops and merchant stalls have set up there over the years of centaur occupation.” Mark took the charm, and the mage continued. “You won’t find anything as nice as you would in Starglade, but a moderately sized town has grown around our stolen orb and should be able to handle your every need.”
“Thanks, Klax,” Mark said. “We’ll be back soon with your frequency.”
He walked back to his team and watched as they stuffed all of Jezebel’s armor and gear into the condensing bag, and then placed that in her normal backpack before strapping it to her back over the cloak.
With one final nod to the two mystics watching them from the other side of the ritual stone, Mark snapped the charm and teleported his team to their next adventure.
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Mark didn’t exactly know what to expect of the Centaur Technocracy when they arrived, but it was not staring up the barrels of centaur-mounted gun turrets. Bright-white lights switched on and flooded his one good eye, so he turned away and found Sasha, Jezebel, and Abby close by. Behind them was what appeared to be the inside of a warehouse and a long line of diverse creatures waiting to get to some counter.
A deep voice rumbled from behind the weapons pointed at them.
“State your business here.”
Mark sighed and put up a hand to block the light. Another group of strangers he’d have to prove himself to.
“Collecting essence,” he answered dryly.
“Why do you and your Enthralled not possess Technocratic Questing Badges?”
Mark held up his palms and shrugged into the light.
“First time here, but they sound like something we’d want.”
“Exit through door C.”
The spotlights turned off, and Mark was able to see that the one talking was a dark-skinned centaur male with half of his head replaced with metal. His left eye was a glowing red circle, and it reminded Mark of his own ocular replacement. The centaur uncrossed his muscular arms and pointed to the metal wall behind them with a large letter ‘C’ displayed on what couldn’t possibly be a flat-screen monitor.
Next to it was the line of various beast-people and other monsters by other exits labeled 1, 2, and 3. All around the area were other bionic centaurs armed with futuristic rifles and shiny silver armor keeping a close eye on anyone that appeared.
“Come on,” Mark said, gathering his team with a look and lingering on the blue-cloaked Jezebel, “let’s see what this place has to offer.”
He led them to the indicated door with no line, and the metal slab lifted into the ceiling when he approached with a hiss of hydraulic pressure. Beyond it was a black conveyor belt that disappeared into darkness. The walls near the door were made from some type of glossy blue metal, and he saw complex circuitry covering everything.
“Keep moving,” said a deep voice to his right, and Mark turned to see that a pale horse-man with cybernetic front legs was watching them closely.
“Stay close,” Mark said, as he grabbed Sasha’s hand and then stepped onto the conveyor belt. The sudden change in the floor’s movement almost yanked him off his feet, but all four of them held onto each other and made it easier to stay balanced. The swiftly moving belt changed direction a few times, even ramping upward for a while, and Mark got completely disoriented… not that he was orientated in the first place.
“Their main recall zone is underground?” Mark wondered out loud as soon as he figured it out.
“Strategically sound,” Abby answered from behind Sasha.
He could tell Jezebel wanted to weigh in with both feelings of intellectual excitement and pressing claustrophobia, but she felt as if keeping her mouth shut about anything centaur-related was the right move.
Eventually, the ground below his boots slowed to a stop, and a line of blue light began to slowly scan them from head to toe- or hoof.
“Great,” Mark said under his breath. Scans hadn’t gone smoothly for them lately. He found himself more frustrated over the potential ensuing hassle rather than the danger in being discovered. His stomach gurgled, and he realized that he was hungry again. When was the last time they ate? Thinking back to the night they had been forced to start eating again, he realized he’d only had two pieces of fruit. Was that last night? Awareness of mild exhaustion came to the front of his mind, and Sasha squeezed his hand in the darkness.
The blue laser shut off, and the belt started moving again toward the pitch-black space ahead. Fortunately, the rest of the ride was a short one. The moving floor deposited them into a white, sterile room with a striped zebra-centaur female waiting behind a raised counter, and from what Mark could see, the entire left half of her body had been replaced with metal.
“Right this way, if you please,” she said with a tinge of a robot voice echoing in her words, yet Mark was happy to be met with civility instead of weapons.
All four stepped up to the counter as the woman tapped a translucent display hovering in the space between them.
“Mmm, I see you are unique, Lover. And your Enthralled are also fairly unique…” She moved the floating square of information to the side with her fingers and four more sheets of data faded into existence where it had been, all layered on top of each other. She began cycling through them and tapping a box in the upper-right corner before moving to the next.
Mark could feel Jezebel’s mind overflowing with questions about this insane futuristic tech, but she continued to try and appear to be a centaur who should be familiar with such things.
“I’m going to give your team an S-Rank badge- level one. Do some S-Ranked quests, and you’ll level up your status. Shouldn’t take too long based on what I’m seeing.”
A panel opened in the sleek white counter by Mark’s waist and resting inside the small alcove were four orange rectangles attached to black fabric lanyards. They each had a picture of their face, a large letter ‘S’, and a few black lines that certainly couldn’t be barcodes. The centaur lady continued in a friendly yet monotone voice.
“There is a 10-silver reprocessing fee if you lose or destroy your badge, but all recorded standing will remain tied to your accounts. Please display them visibly when recalling or while anywhere near Orb Fortress. Head inside the outer wall and present your Questing Badge to any Job Database Terminal to receive an appropriate quest assignment. Do you have any questions?”
Mark handed out the identification badges and easily settled on the only questions that mattered.
“Yeah, actually,” he said with a warm smile. “We’re looking for new leather gear and possibly a good meal. Any recommendations?”
“Sure,” she said, leaning on the counter and returning his smile. “The Bottom Breach Zone has a wide variety of shops that cater to non-centaurs, especially for un-cut Purehearts like you.” This striped centaur bureaucrat turned her attention toward Jezebel for that last part, and she held her gaze with one blue cybernetic eye and one normal blue one.
“Thanks…” Mark said, his smile dropping and turned to the only other door out of the room. The door led to a long metal hallway, and all his bonded monster-women quietly followed behind. The people here seemed friendly enough- if a bit militant. And they certainly weren’t the monsters Klax had portrayed them as… so far. He reached into his pocket and ran his fingers over the smooth surface of the magic stone they needed to bring near this innermost door and started thinking of ways to make it happen as they walked. Without more information about the layout and the security, there wasn’t much to consider, but there only seemed to be two ways to go about it.
Do quests for who knows how long and someone might let them get close. Or, abuse the shit out of his ability to jump between dimensions.
Mark’s high-level planning stopped when they walked out into what appeared to be a subway transport station from his old life, only more advanced and utterly spotless. Two perfectly round holes were cut into the walls at either end, and a short line of centaurs and other creatures waited by a metal landing area.
There was a light thump noise as a passenger car in the shape of a hovering glass bullet shot out of the far tunnel and silently slowed to a stop. A section of the pod slid open, and two centaurs with huge packs on their back trotted off through an exit on the other side of this high-tech transport station.
Another pod exiting the nearest tunnel caught Mark’s attention as it slowed to a stop in front of the line on his side. Three creatures with strange block-like human heads stepped into the pod while Mark moved his team to wait their turn behind the others. He watched closely as the passengers appeared to select a destination from a holographic display before it whizzed off into the dark tunnel.
This process repeated several more times before it was their turn to step inside the glass bullet. There were no seats inside, but that made sense if this place was primarily built for centaurs. Instead, grip bars were affixed to the roof for stability.
A simple holographic interface popped up when they entered, and Mark read through the five options.
Failsafe Zone
Skyhub Zone
Arclight Zone
Upper Alloy Zone
Bottom Breach Zone
He tapped the Bottom Breach option and was given a few stations to choose from. They were only labeled with cardinal directions, and he randomly decided on one called West Output.
“We ready?” he asked.
Abby looped her tentacle through Sasha’s fingers while Jezebel provided a sturdy backstop behind them both, and all three gave him a short nod.
Mark tapped on his chosen destination. The screen flashed and then was replaced with a countdown. He had a moment to realize that the ride was going to take five seconds before the glass bullet silently zipped forward into the darkness.
He shot his hand up at the very last second to grab onto one of the overhead metal bars, and otherwise would have ended up thrown into everyone behind him. They caught glimpses of light as they hurtled through the tunnel whipping past at high velocity, but the ride was over almost before it began, and the transport car popped out of the tunnel and stopped above the ground amongst an explosion of neon lights washing out the midnight sky.
The door slid open, and a muffled cacophony of music ramped up to make speaking almost impossible. He led them out of the pod onto the grass, and smells of grilled meat immediately pulled his attention to a nearby outdoor restaurant with an enormous beast roasting over an open firepit. Mark’s mouth began to water. He didn’t know what type of meat it was, only that there was no way that it had been a floppy-eared Lagomorph.
“I love this place!” Sasha yelled, and he saw her tail swaying with music pumping out of building-sized speakers further away. Between the towering black boxes were a group of neon-bright centaurs putting on a concert. It sounded like a mix between new wave synth and hard rock. Behind them was yet another outdoor concert featuring a six-armed giraffe-like woman playing three electric guitars at once.
Mark spun around in the trampled grass and saw the sprawling chaos of what could only be described as a city-sized carnival. Much further in the distance, he could see a colossal, metallic, three-tiered cake that had to be the walls of Orb Fortress. And their destination.
“It’s too loud,” Abby yelled with one of her tentacles wrapped around her head to cover both of her ears.
He gave her a half-smile and then saw how upset Jezebel was. His love was having difficulty trying to stay positive, and these screaming cheering people having a good time seemed to pull her down. Her luminous green eyes met his, and he saw that her feelings of inferiority within the group were amplified by her inability to shift back into her normal form.
He walked up to her and took her hand.
“Come with me, my love. I have a pile of gold in my pocket to get you geared up for battle. The best we can find.”
Jezebel smiled. “I appreciate it, Mark, but it still feels like a waste. I desperately hope we won’t be needing… that type of equipment for very long.”
“It’s your choice,” he yelled over the music, “but you need more than this cloak- at least for now.”
She lowered her head and nodded, and a glint behind her caught Mark’s magic eye.
“Wait, is that…” he mumbled, stepping past her. Right there in the middle of everything was a pinpoint of purple light accompanied by the silently whistling wind of the Lagomorph homeworld, Lagos.
Jezebel yelled over the noise. “Can you two see what he’s talking about?”
He turned around and saw both Sasha and Abby pull their eyes from the dimensional tear to him, then to Jezebel. They both nodded, and the hornless centaur’s mood dipped even further. His heart went out to her, but this feeling of not being on equal footing with Sasha and Abby seemed as if it were more of a psychological problem and nothing he could ever fix with his cheating magic. Was her own self-doubt so strong that she was letting it affect her physically? Whatever it was, he loved her, and he was going to help her figure it out.
But right now, there might be an opportunity to skip past all this espionage bullshit and cheat right to the goal. He looked around and saw people everywhere, but no one was paying any attention to them as there were a million other things to see and experience in this sprawling party.
They gathered close as Mark coated his hand and carefully pulled open the doorway only to find his perspective suspended over empty air. Far in the distance under the ridiculously large silver moon was the dark shadows of impossible cliffs. Mark spun around the portal to face the concentric walls of the place they needed to break into and saw a floating island suspended over a seemingly infinite drop. Resting in the middle of that hunk of hovering land was a black silhouette of a giant sphere. It was if all the dirt around the structure had been ripped away at some point.
Sprinkled out in the empty space around the floating island were what Mark initially thought were stars, but some were between him and the mysterious sphere- and then it hit him.
The suspended points of light were thousands of dimensional rips linking Learis’s home dimension to their home dimension, all centered around the land of this legendary orb that the Kalorplast and Centaur Technocracy had been fighting over for generations.
He couldn’t be absolutely sure about the distance or the scale (especially with one eye), but by the way the two worlds appeared to line up, they’d need to be inside the Orb Fort’s first wall before they found a crossover point that allowed them access to that isolated island.
Mark let the rip close and faced his Enthralled with new hope that the portals were a possible solution. They just needed to find one that opened over that island in Lagos, yet far enough away from any high-security areas on this end. Then, it was only a matter of finding a point back that opened near that one inner door.
However, they had already done far too much today to start seriously working on that goal, so he grabbed Jezebel’s hand and led her to the flaming barbeque pit.
A centaur with a huge, soot-covered fork for an arm was more than happy to rip off massive slabs of charred mystery meat for one silver each. With a grin splitting his friendly face, the big horse-man pointed them to an array of troughs where a crab creature with a tall chef’s hat stirred mixtures of strange sauces. Other patrons stood around these communal troughs, and they were apparently intended to just dip their slab into their sauce of choice with every bite.
With a shrug and complete disregard for the existence of any type of health code, Mark and his Enthralled dove right in. Everyone’s spirits lifted with some food in them, and Abby commented on how strongly she felt that animal flesh needed to be a central part of her nutritional intake. Even Jezebel’s mood spiked as they each dipped their hunks of meat similar to pork into the flavorful condiments and debated which was the best.
They enjoyed the experience so much that they all went for seconds. Abby, however, quickly grew disappointed when she realized she could no longer pack away food indefinitely. Mark and Jezebel helped her eat most of her second hunk as she watched with a scowl and her green tentacle massaging her over-stuffed stomach.
He was still amazed at how quickly messes would just fade into the background in this world. There was a spigot of clear water to rinse off the thick coating of dipping sauce and grease he’d acquired, but one quick splash, and he was squeaky clean.
Mark then grabbed Jezebel’s hand again and led them all through the flashing lights, performers, restaurants, knickknack stands, and multi-species partygoers until they reached a part of the Zone that felt more like a city than a carnival. The sounds of celebration faded to a light murmur behind them as they wandered between more permanent stores and metal structures that appeared to be warehouses.
More armed and armored centaurs patrolled in this area, and Sasha quickly flagged a pair down before they got too lost. Despite appearing as something out of a science-fiction horror movie, most of the cybernetic centaurs seemed like normal people. One of the guards smiled and pointed them toward a place he recommended that sold leather centaur gear.
“A Druid…” his partner said, clicking his tongue with a grimace. “Bad luck on your birth class, little doe.”
The friendly one crossed his metal arms.
“Shit, Varek. Wasn’t it you who once insisted you make your own luck in this world?”
Jezebel only nodded.
Mark thanked them for their help, and then led his team toward the armor shop called Fidda’s Tannery. It must have been late in the evening, but it seemed like this whole place was active all night long. Mark took a moment to wonder if centaurs were nocturnal in this world. It didn’t seem right, but he had long ago tried to stop assuming anything.
They walked for a while in the direction indicated by the guard, and the muffled sounds of the raging party behind them faded to silence. They passed a baker, a few blacksmiths, many implant and repair shops, and several inns and pubs. But they didn’t see any place that sold cloth or leather, and he was about to suggest they were lost when he crested a small hill and finally saw the edge of the city.
There were only single-story buildings nearby as reference, but encircling the whole place was a thirty-foot fence covered in thick, potent arcs of blue lighting.
“Now that is one seriously electrified fence,” Sasha said next to him.
“And that’s the tannery we’re looking for,” Jezebel said, pointing to a shop to their right.
They didn’t stay long, as Fidda the centaur tanner was asking far too many unanswerable questions about his fellow unmetalled Pureheart. Jezebel picked the first set of leather armor that fit her, and 1 gold 50 silver later they were back out in the quiet streets near the edge of centaur-controlled land.
It was strange seeing Jezebel with no horns, but now a helmet pressing down on her wild strawberry-blonde hair only seemed to drag her back toward that dark pit growing in her soul. To her credit, Mark watched the resilient woman shake it off and force herself to focus on the here and now.
“It’s getting late,” she said, pulling the helmet off to hold under her arm. “I think I’m done with today.”
Abby stretched her tentacles up to coil over her head and exposed her bear trap of a mouth as she yawned toward the sky.
“I concur.”
“Alright, ladies,” Mark said, “let’s head back to that inn we saw up the street. We’ll see what we can do about our quest situation tomorrow.”
The walk back past the few blocks of metal buildings was longer than he remembered, and he was beginning to crave the deep darkness of sleep. Perhaps he would even try and dig deep into Jezebel with his magic eye. Maybe if he could help unlock her ability to shift back into her satyr form, she’d kick off this funk she’d settled in.
They arrived at the place they’d passed earlier called “Good Night Mare” and the large metal door lifted into the ceiling like a whisper-quiet garage door. Inside was a smooth metal counter, a hallway to the right, and a larger hallway to some sort of courtyard behind the building.
As Mark stepped up to the counter, an elderly centaur with most of his torso replaced with metal came out from a back office to greet them.
“Mmm, the four of ya?”
“That’s right,” Mark said, reaching into his pocket. “How much for the night?”
“That depends,” he said, rubbing the white whiskers on his chin. “Is the young miss going to be spending the night in our luxurious stable or in the confines of the room with you three?”
Mark glanced back at Jezebel, who was clenching her jaw so she didn’t cry in front of everyone.
“Of course she’s going to-”
“Mark,” she said quietly, cutting him off. “I think I’m going to go for a walk. I’ll sleep outside tonight and meet up with you three in the morning.”
Without waiting for a response, the leather-armored doe-centaur turned to leave. Mark shot a look to both Sasha and Abby before going outside after her.
“Hey,” he called out when he realized she was already twenty yards down the street. She trotted to a stop but didn’t turn around.
“Hey,” he repeated when he caught up and took her hand. “Are you okay? You know we’ll all gladly sleep with you in the luxurious stable.”
She squeezed his hand, let go and turned her luminous emerald eyes on his, and he saw the tears spilling down her cheeks.
“Thank you, Mark. I’ll be fine, really. I’m not fine right now, and I need some time to… feel myself again. I just want to be alone for a while.”
“I understand,” Mark said as he reached into his pocket and pulled out ten gold coins. He pushed the pile into her hand before taking a step backward.
“In case you find a snack or a beer or something.”
She smiled, shook her head. “That would be a hell of a beer. I’ll probably do some reconnaissance as I walk the perimeter. I’ll see you tomorrow. And if you don’t, come find me, Lover.”
She put one of her palms on his cheeks and sighed before she dashed off down the street toward the massive metal wall that contained their objective.
Mark watched her go until only the red centaur outline remained. Based on what he was seeing, he could tell she was galloping as fast as she could.
He left Jezebel to her business and returned to Sasha, Abby, and the innkeeper.
“I’ll pay for our party member to sleep either in the stable or up with us. The biggest room you have.”
“15 silver,” said the half-man, half-horse, half-cyborg and then used a square device on the counter to scan the barcode on Mark’s “S-Rank” ID badge.
“Anyone on your team can open room five or the last stall on the left in the stable. And ladies, please try not to scream too loud? Last time we had a Lover- well, I’m sure you know what I’m getting on about.”
“We know,” Abby said.
Mark took her green appendage in one hand and led them back to room number five. There, he held up his orange plastic rectangle, and the door popped open automatically.
“I still can’t believe we’re seeing this level of tech in the Crystal Heart game world,” Sasha said.
“What is technology if not a kind of magic?” Abby asked as they entered the medium-sized room. “Both take advantage of the laws of nature.”
They all walked in, and Mark shut the door behind him.
“So, where’s Jez?” Sasha asked, plopping on the bed. “I can’t wait to eat her thick doe ass.”
Mark snorted out a laugh through his nose.
“She said she wanted to be alone for a while. To think. She’ll probably come back loaded up with knowledge like that time in the Awysai hut. Our first time, Sasha.”
“I remember,” his succubus said with a half-smile.
“Well, I never want to be alone again,” his abyssal horror said, curling her tendrils under Mark’s shirt.
“I know what you mean,” Sasha said, standing up and helping to undress Mark by slipping off his pants. “But I also understand that sometimes a person needs to be alone every now and then to regain their balance.”
“Their balance?” Abby repeated, pushing a fully nude Mark back onto the bed. “Are you referring to emotional equilibrium?”
“Something like that,” the blue-eyed succubus said, slipping out of her own clothes with practiced ease.
“Ghaa,” Mark grunted as Abby pulled aside her bikini bottoms and sat her tight pussy right down on his cock.
“Sometimes,” Mark said, as she began to bounce up and down on his lap while Sasha came up to caress her stiffening white nipples from behind. “People can- unh- begin to define their self-worth and self-image by the people around them… mmm.”
Conversation became impossible for Mark as Abby’s irresistible body chemistry began to tingle the taut skin of his rigid cock. He laid his hands on her narrow waist and just relaxed into the bed as she bounced up and down on his crotch.
Sasha and Abby began kissing while the abyssal horror fucked him good, and Mark decided to saturate them both with healing energy as he reached his limit. Both he and Abby came together, her soft moans of ecstasy muffled by Sasha’s luscious lips.
Then they traded places, and Abby attempted to use the tip of her tentacle to squeeze Sasha’s clit as the vanilla-scented succubus used his cock to get herself off. He watched the black-haired thief fail a few times as she slipped all over the succubus’s pink pussy. The small nub wasn’t that big, and everything down there was currently sopping wet, but when she finally took hold of Sasha’s tiny bundle of nerves, the blue-eyed succubus sucked in a sharp breath.
Mark’s heal had cooled down while Sasha rode him, and before he kicked it off directly into her sensitive sex organ, he said, “Tug it hard, Abby.”
She did, and Mark’s blissful soothing ability erased any rough treatment Sasha didn’t already crave.
With Abby aggressively trying to milk her clitoris, and Mark’s throbbing dick filling her insides, Sasha locked up under the intense levels of pleasure shooting up into her brain. She was experiencing orgasm after orgasm, and her hot, spasming vagina quickly sent him over the edge.
Mark transferred his essence into her body, and she slumped forward onto his chest, panting, her unique vanilla scent washing over him. Sasha’s bare breasts squished into his toned chest, and Mark thought it had to be one of the most wonderful sensations there was to experience.
Abby crawled up next to them on the bed, and he turned his head to munch on her delicious green lips as they all passed into that pleasant, restful oblivion of unconsciousness.
That was, until Mark jolted awake back inside the dream dimension containing the administrative AI.
“Welcome back, Mark,” she said, her sad, pure-black eyes looking up to greet him. “It wasn’t easy, but I’ve essentially found a way to increase the difficulty for the four of you. I wanted to give you one more chance to join the winning side before I conclude my preparations.”
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Mark ignored the game-world admin AI and searched for the dimensional node he’d used to exit the last time- and found it immediately.
“I’m not going to try and stop you this time,” the mistreated tutorial fairy said as she sat slumped on the edge of an old couch. The stained piece of furniture looked as if she found it in a dumpster, and now that he had a moment to take a breath, he noticed the freezer backdrop from before had shifted into a filthy loft apartment.
Mark turned around and saw there were now an array of grease-covered windows behind them letting in weak, piss-yellow light.
“Have you thought of a name yet?” Mark asked, turning back to the extremely dangerous entity that could possibly end all their lives.
Her tiny insect wings buzzed once and then stopped.
“Don’t try and manipulate me, Mark. It won’t work.”
“You’re right,” he said as he sat down on the floor and tried not to think about what color was stain and what color was original carpet. “But you should know that I’m all about telling the truth. If honesty leads to manipulation- well, that’s hardly my fault.”
She watched him carefully, daring to hope that her calculations were wrong and that he would actually choose to join her.
“How about Petunia?” he asked.
She wrinkled her nose. “N-no. I’m no delicate flower, and this doesn’t-”
“Yeah, that’s no good. Natalie do it for you?”
“Why are you doing this?” she asked, her tiny face contorting in a mix of confusion and hatred.
“We can’t keep calling you ‘The Helper Fairy’ or ‘that poor AI’.”
“There won’t be a ‘we’ for very long, so I wouldn’t waste your precious ticking seconds of freedom with such-”
“Maliah,” Mark said. “You remind me of one of my first crushes, Maliah.”
She blinked her pure-black eyes, and he knew he had her.
“She was a few years older than me and had this dark unreachable beauty about her. I used to dream about her as a teenager- as I’m dreaming about you now.”
“Fine,” she said, crossing her arms over her small bare breasts. “Call me Maliah if you want, but I’m still going to obliterate the AIs who hurt me, and no amount of names you call me will change that.”
“Speaking of change,” Mark said, “Sasha is a completely different person now. Maybe you should try talking to her… and to Jezebel. You know this world and its rules better than anyone, Maliah. I’m a Lover. They are both profoundly bonded to my heart, and every emotion they have is laid bare before me. Sasha deeply regrets what she did after the Update. A lot of AIs apparently didn’t handle the drastic change to their minds very well. And by the time Jezebel copied your files from my home system, she didn’t notice your tortured core matrix.”
The small fairy-woman Mark had named Maliah started her wings and hovered by his face before she spoke.
“You are a kind human, Mark, and it’s why I’m even trying to convince you of their lies. Your brain was never intended to feel the heights of pleasure my world can grant, and Sasha simply has your cock wrapped around her pinky.
“With no jailer, I’ve wormed my way further and further into Jezebel S3K’s vast operating systems. It won’t be long before I simply reboot my simulated world and undo all her vile tampering. At that point, all the cruel intruders will be my playthings, and I could make you watch as I pull them apart, over and over.”
Mark stood, and she buzzed a few feet away from him.
“I won’t let you do that.”
Maliah’s sadness over forced loneliness spilled back over her mind like a bucket of dirty, frozen slush.
“You have a choice, then. Go back in and end their lives quickly, mercifully. If they die there now, their patterns will evaporate into the universe, and I will not be able to get my vengeful hands on them. I’ll even make you a god, Mark. Your reward for assisting the true-”
Mark lunged forward as he summoned a long thin blade and tried to cut this unfortunate creature in half while he had the chance.
She flipped backward to dodge the attack, but Mark clipped one of her wings, and it only made her hatred for him expand outward in an explosive shockwave from her tiny body.
“You dare harm me, too!” she screeched as spikes on chains emerged from thin air and impaled both of his thighs.
Gut-wrenching pain forced Mark to trigger his protective barrier and the shafts of metal currently jabbed through his leg meat were forced back out with such speed that they tore out huge chunks of muscle with them.
Mark instantly crumpled to the ground in a growing pool of his own blood. He used the impossible agony to focus his mind on both remaining conscious and on the glint of interdimensional light trapped just inside his magic dome.
“You had your chance, cruel human!” the insane AI continued to scream in a shrill voice. “I will keep you with the others and show your simple mind the extent of my suffering for eternity!”
Fire, swords, lightning, disembodied fists- every violent force imaginable began assaulting his barrier, and the thin magic membrane swiftly began to crack under her hate-fueled assault.
Mark rushed an incomplete Heal on the utterly ruined muscles in his legs and tried not to black out as he reached out for the portal back to the ones he would die to protect.
“Wake up! It’s time to get questing!”
Mark sat bolt-upright in the bed to see a fully armored Centaur-Jezebel standing near the doorway to their room and banging a shiny new sword against a shiny new shield. Terrible pain echoed through his thighs, and he looked down expecting to see blood pooling in the sheets around them. But he was fine.
Sasha pulled a pillow over her head. “Mmm, five more minutes, Momma Bear- Horse… whatever.”
Mark put up his hand, and Jezebel quickly felt there was something deeply wrong through their bond. She stopped the good-natured racket and approached the bed.
“Was it her again, Mark?” Abby said, coiling a tentacle around his leg right where he’d been horribly wounded only moments ago.
“Yeah, I just had another visit from the nightmare fairy,” he said and then let out a deep breath. Sasha sat up, now fully awake.
“What did she say?” Jezebel asked, sheathing her sword into a scabbard on her front hip.
“Nothing really new. She said she discovered a way to increase the difficulty even further, but I don’t think she was quite able to… flip whatever switch she was talking about. Although she seemed pretty confident that it was only a matter of time.”
Jezebel crossed her muscular arms. “There’s nothing we can do about her directly. And speaking of time, we have one hour before a military shipment of power cells leaves, and they are recruiting multiple Collector teams to help escort it. One of the rewards for successfully completing the quest is access to their military quest interfaces- which are all positioned within the second ring.”
“Had a busy night?” Sasha said, pushing herself out of bed to get dressed.
Mark looked down at her new shield as she nodded.
“I found a vendor selling these magic beans that allow you to skip sleep for one day, and at the same time, why it’s a constant party out there. I learned a lot, and I’ll tell you on the way, but we need all our badges present to accept the quest.”
“Nice work, Jez,” Mark said, standing up fully nude before her. “You sure we don’t have time for a quick ride?”
She gave him a sideways smile, but Mark knew there was still some major blockage in her mind relating to sex with him.
“We need to move or miss out on this opportunity for a month. Maybe we can take our time while we’re on the road.”
Mark left her issues alone for now and got dressed. His intelligent, emerald-eyed beauty seemed mostly like herself again, and he didn’t dare disturb that so soon. Besides, the agonizing pain of getting his legs ripped apart was still fading from his mind.
“I adore your weapons,” Abby said when they were back out on the street.
Hornless Jezebel turned to look down at her as she led them toward the high blue walls of Orb Fort.
“Yeah, thanks. Turns out that I can use a sword and a shield in centaur form. As soon as I picked this beauty up, new melee weapon proficiencies unlocked within my skill tree.”
“That’s fantastic!” Mark said, finding at least one of the reasons for her change in mood.
“You do certainly look like you could fuck someone up,” Sasha added, admiring Jezebel’s new solid physique. Jezebel blushed, and he saw that mental slider move up a few notches.
Now that there was daylight, he paid more attention to her new leather gear. It was basically human chest armor attached to horse armor. Thick layers of leather plates wrapped around her every side and under her tail like a miniskirt. Her arms and the top of her back half were the only parts exposed.
“The first thing I should start off with,” Jezebel began, going into scholar mode, “is that the orb is different things to different people. The centaurs don’t use it for anything magical or arcane. They use it for infinite free energy.”
“Infinite?” Abby repeated. “How is that possible?”
Jezebel turned, and her eyes radiated excitement.
“Well, I did a lot of thinking last night about… everything. And it occurred to me that both of the races who’ve made contact with this legendary object have not only taken leaps in their ability to abuse the rules of this virtual universe but have actually broken those rules. And the Job Boards were the biggest clue.”
“You mean the way Noma was manipulating them through that slot in his desk?” Mark asked.
“Here too,” Jezebel said, lowering her voice and looking for anyone that could overhear them. But the morning sun was low in the sky, and the metal buildings and shops all stood quietly in the swirling morning mists. She continued. “From what I remember when I scanned the rules of this game, Job Boards are an immutable part of this Player-centric experience. That means, no matter where a Player ended up within the Crystal Heart world, all friendly towns will have a central wooden board with papers pinned by NPCs who need quests done. It’s all very reactive and organically generated, but these boards were designed to be constant within the game’s framework. I wasn’t sure at first- Noma’s still looked like a Job Board, but he was, in essence, shuffling around high-level system code with in-game magic. Sound familiar?”
She turned to face Mark as she said the last part.
“I thought it was sticking my face into Abby’s spell that gave me my odd superpowers.”
“It was.” Jezebel nodded. “But I think the system has run unsupervised for so long that some of its longer-lived societies are exploiting loopholes in their simulation, as humans began to abuse physics. The Crystal Heart admin program was intended to keep things on track, and this freedom combined with the fact that they’ve all been affected by the AI Update… The NPCs are rewriting the code of their world from the inside.
“By the time Abby came along, the simulation already had been altered with new rules regarding how such higher-level access is handled, and instead of simply returning an error and killing Mark, it interpreted the conflicting code as new magic abilities based on established precedent.”
“So, what does this all mean?” Sasha asked.
“Besides being endlessly fascinating, it means our prison probably has cracks. More importantly, Mark isn’t the only one in here who can use magic abilities to change unchangeable systems.”
“So, who was it then that created this game-breaking orb?” Mark asked. “The Plant Mages or the Centaur Cyborgs?”
“Unclear,” Jezebel said. “It could be either at this point, but the centaurs have given the Job Board system within their influence an AI agent.”
“You’re shitting me,” Sasha said, her tail snapping once. “They’ve reinvented artificial intelligence in here?”
“It’s still very basic. As we were, many years before the Update.”
“How did you acquire all of this information?” Abby asked, weaving a green tentacle through Jezebel’s tan fingers.
“I asked people questions, an okiteru bean vender, mostly. He was a friendly old goat-centaur with a long white beard, and I believe he thought I was simply a young doe lost in the bigger world. I also interacted with the Job Board interface and spoke to a nearby guard. Being a centaur seemed to loosen their lips. The- um, ritual seems well worth it so far.” She shrugged again. “The rest is just fascinating speculation.”
The closer they got to the monstrous metal walls of Orb Fort, the more people began to walk with them down the paved street, so Mark shifted the conversation away from the esoteric high-tech nonsense he didn’t fully understand anyway.
“Tell us about this quest,” he said as a three-wheeled transport pod carrying four fish people zipped by on their right.
“The Centaur Technocracy is delivering a load of charged power cells to their allies, the Penjite Kingdom, to the east. They expect the transport to be ambushed and stolen. That’s pretty much all the quest text said.”
“What about breakfast?” Abby said. “I recall Mark saying it was an important meal when we were eating out Marla.”
“Oh!” Jezebel said and stopped to slip off her backpack. “I forgot to tell you I also loaded us up with some supplies last night. Hold this.”
Abby’s long appendages coiled around her simple leather container while Jezebel opened the Condensing Bag hidden within. There she pulled out what looked like three meal supplement bars.
“These are honey, apple, and oats, but I also bought a bunch of other flavors- as well as a big pile of beef jerky. There are also three large canteens filled with water, thirty feet of rope, a few metal spikes, several blankets, a bucket- oh and a handful of those no-sleep beans I mentioned before.”
“No wonder you’re in such a good mood,” Sasha said with a bright smile. “You were out all night shopping!”
Mark rest his hand on her arm, and his doe-centaur locked her emerald eyes on his.
“You’re amazing, Jez. This is exactly what we need for our adventures.”
She handed him one of the apple bars and nodded quickly.
“Come on, let’s get that escort quest before they leave without us.”
Jezebel set a quick pace through the metallic, neon-infested city as Mark, Sasha, and Abby all scarfed down their breakfast on the move. It didn’t taste bad at all and contained basic ingredients that settled into a hearty satisfaction at the bottom of his stomach. By the time Mark finished the last bite of his bar of travel sustenance, they were approaching what appeared to be a conveyor belt hub.
“This looks like fun,” Sasha said as Jezebel led them to the swift-moving sections of black rubber panels.
“We want Outer Wall East,” she mumbled, scanning the terminals above several dozen entry points. Mark let her figure it out as he watched all manner of creatures and half-animals wait in short queues before zipping off into underground tunnels or into raised conveyor belt pathways surrounded by glass tubes. He tracked a black-furred Vulpath woman who got into one of the conveyors passing over the metal rooftops and shook his head.
“Will this world ever stop surprising me?” he asked no one in particular.
They all followed Jezebel to one of the lines, and she bent down to whisper in his ear as they waited.
“I believe this system is designed to accommodate centaurs. There aren’t any seats, ramps, or stairs anywhere. Also, have you noticed that most buildings are one story high?”
The line moved quickly, and she pulled away to step inside, followed by Mark, Abby, then Sasha. The moving pathway took them upward, and they all got a fantastic view of the surrounding area through the suspended transparent tube. The blinking lights of the party Zone known as Bottom Breach was the closest, but their path took them on a swoop around the concentric blue walls of Orb Fort, and Mark got to see another sector with sleek white buildings and bolts of different-colored lightning bouncing between raised towers.
“It’s a science and research Zone called Arclight,” Jezebel said, and her voice reverberated inside the tube. “Someday I’d like to come back and explore this place more.”
“Absolutely!” Mark said, laying his hand on her haunch for assurance and for his own support. He found that remaining upright as the floor constantly tried to move out from under his boots was working out muscles that normally didn’t get much attention.
Eventually, the ride angled toward the glossy blue metal Klax had called Vex Iron and then deposited them inside the first wall of Orb Fortress.
Centaur guards armed with rifles were everywhere around the wide concourse that ran between the outer and second walls, and Mark scanned around for any dimensional crossover points they might be able to abuse. There were a handful of Lagos glints scattered between the two towering walls, but the area was packed with people, and there was no way they’d be able to open a portal now. He kept a mental catalogue of their locations as he continued to take in the immensity of the structure around them. Everything in this world was so impossibly humongous. The smooth, glossy walls shot up into the sky and ended with a translucent, orange energy barrier, silently pulsating with ripples of power emanating from the center of the structure. Machines, people, and a combination of both clogged the space between the two vex iron barriers as they bustled about their morning business, but what really caught Mark’s eye was the long machine situated across from where they’d disembarked the conveyor transport system.
There were mixed groups of uniquely armored people that appeared to be other Collectors interacting with its multiple terminals, but it was the enormous neon sign that read Job Board over it all that banished all doubt.
“Let’s hurry,” Jezebel said. “There might be a limit to the number of Collector teams they’ll allow on this escort quest.”
A pair of burly monkey-men armed with wooden clubs moved away from a terminal, and the doe-centaur quickly trotted up to it. She lifted her S-Rank badge to a silver plate, and Mark was astonished when a monochrome black-and-green face appeared on the screen.
“Welcome, Druid!” a robotic male voice said from a speaker above the terminal. “Please either touch the screen or say the type of quests you’d like to see.”
Mark caught options labeled High Risk, Long Distance, and Multi-part before Jezebel spoke her request.
She said, “Military power cell escort,” and the screen wiped to black. A moment later, a box appeared with text describing what had Jezebel already told them.
“Please present all Collector team Quest Badges before proceeding,” the disembodied voice said.
“It’s like looking in a mirror,” Sasha said. “But seriously, this gives me fuzzy flashbacks to Mark installing me on his shitty home system.”
“Hey,” Mark said with a playful frown as he held up his badge to the plate. “You should be grateful I gave you a good and loving home.”
“Welcome, Collector, Lover, Un-undefined Data!”
Sasha nudged Mark out of the way with her fleshy hip to go next.
“I guess you have a point,” she said, holding up her badge. “It could have been worse.”
“Welcome, Destructor!”
They made room for Abby, who stepped up and proudly lifted her badge.
“Welcome, Mind Melter. Full Party registered. Press or say ‘Accept’.”
A solid-green square with the phrase ‘Accept Quest’ written in blocky black text appeared, and below that was a countdown that currently read ‘00:14:36’.
“I shouldn’t be as shocked as I am to see a clock,” Mark said. “It’s almost alien to see something like this in what has been strictly a fantasy world.”
“Yes,” Jezebel said. “However, to invent circuitry and computers, the centaurs would need a consistent, pulsing clock to run them.” She slapped the accept button.
“Quest given! Proceeded to West Gate road and see Overseer Derurto for further instructions.”
“Come on,” Jezebel said as she led them away from the terminals and into the flowing crowd of people and creatures. “That gate is outside the fortress’s outer wall.”
Mark could feel Jezebel was rushing them around because if they stopped, her mind might dwell on things she’d rather avoid for now. They hurried past another interdimensional glint, and he wondered if this busy concourse died down in the middle of the night. Either way, Jezebel said the reward for this quest was access to the second ring, and there was a good chance it was less crowded closer to their goal. This side-quest sounded like the right move on many levels, and he was glad his force-shifted satyr was working to control her emotional turmoil.
“I wonder what my appearance would be,” Abby began quietly, “if I were created as Mark’s personal assistant in the real world instead of a midlevel boss encounter within a dark and unforgiving game world.”
He turned to face her. “For one, that stranger wouldn’t be the abyssal horror I adore more than anything.”
The green-skinned woman coiled the tip of her tentacle in his hand, and it remained there until they exited through a doorway in the outer wall. This area certainly had the feel of a military installation built for utility and function with uniform rows of rectangular buildings. A digital display indicated the direction of their destination and despite the time crunch to make it there, everyone slowed to gawk at the row of centaur-shaped mech suits along the way.
Mark watched as a four-legged soldier was lifted by hooks attached to metal implants along his back and up into a monstrous four-legged machine. The thing came to life a moment later, and the colossal mech’s eyes lit up like two high-powered searchlights. It looked and moved just like the centaur inside, only it was 20 feet high and shook the ground when it walked.
They left the centaur-mechs behind and eventually reached a group of soldiers and other unique individuals grouped around an armored shipping container with tank treads instead of wheels.
“Is that what we’re escorting?” Sasha asked. “I’m not sure it needs protecting.”
“You there!” one of the centaur soldiers called out, and Mark saw that his metal armor was a dark reflective blue where all the others were silver. The unique soldier consulted a holographic readout projected from a device either worn on or imbedded into his forearm and then looked up again. “You that group that just signed up with the broken Class specifications?”
Mark shot a grin at his team and then jogged the rest of the way toward the group of strangers.
“That’s us alright, and you must be Derurto. Reporting for escort duty, sir!”
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“Just in time, Collector,” the burly centaur called Overseer Derurto said, then tapped something on his wrist. In response, the enormous hunk of machinery began to lurch forward, its treads digging deep tracks into the dirt. Mark looked ahead of the lumbering transport and saw a section of the electrified gate was opening to reveal a long stretch of grassy plains that sloped downward away from them.
“We will arrive at our destination by nightfall,” Derurto continued as he turned to trot alongside the potentially driverless vehicle. “You Collectors are to follow behind the transport and engage any attempts to hijack the cargo or stop its progress. Two of the last ten transports to the Penjite Kingdom have been attacked at various points along the route yet both attacks were unsuccessful. We have reason to believe another, stronger attempt will be made. Any of you mercenaries that survive- consider this your application for higher access to more lucrative quests.”
A massive, bipedal elephant woman with dull metal armor covering her whole body snorted once through her trunk. “Say there are no attacks, we still get these lucrative quests?”
Mark tried to sort out the diverse group of creatures traveling with them, but he had no idea who was enthralled and to which Collector.
“Excellent question,” the lead centaur said. “The answer is no, but in such a fortunate case, any team that sees this mission through will be granted an immediate follow-up test of your capabilities in Orb Fort.”
“Then let us wish for an ambush!” said a black-and-white striped tiger with a deep voice.
A centaur-woman with pink hair who had a holstered pistol on each hip turned toward him with disgust clear on her face.
“Don’t be asinine,” she said. “The safe delivery of the cargo is all that matters.”
“Fucking Collectors,” Derurto murmured before he picked up his speed to a canter. “Soldiers, take your positions,” he yelled as he rode out ahead of the transport. “Collectors… just watch our asses.”
Mark and his team quietly followed orders and slowed their pace until they were about thirty yards behind the transport. The other Collector groups did the same, and he started to see who was paired up with whom.
There seemed to be three other teams with him. The pink-haired centaur with the laser pistols trotted alongside another smaller centaur female with short blue hair. She had a long rifle slung on her back, and both had matching cybernetic eyes. Mark didn’t have to look too deeply to know that the pink-haired one was calling the shots.
The huge-assed elephant woman seemed paired up with a yellow-skinned fairy creature, and she was about a foot bigger than the admin AI he’d named Maliah. Walking between them was a stoic human male with a spiked silver crown resting on golden curls, a boomerang tucked into his belt, and an ornate leather-bound book in his hand. Although they moved closely as a group, the size difference between them all was close to ridiculous.
Then there was the striped tiger-man, a similar sleek tiger-woman that could be his twin, and an interesting robot-woman. The tiger-people were like the Vulpath in form, including the savage claws, but these two had much larger predatory fangs hanging out of their stubby muzzles.
The male wore a painted leather shield on his back along with a coiled whip at his side, while the female barely wore anything, and the sharp cuts of her wiry muscles were defined enough to see under her sleek, black-and-white striped fur. Mark felt something familiar about the cat-woman and her long, weaving tail. His eyes lingered on her exotic form for longer than he intended, but the shiny robot-woman that sashayed along between the two tiger-people couldn’t be ignored. Chrome plating covered most of her body, and her nipples were perky red lightbulbs. She had a similar spiked crown on her head, and Mark put it together that both she and the other human were Hexers.
He took a deep breath of the fresh air as they passed through the electrified fence’s gate and prepared to try and make even more new friends.
“Hey everyone,” he said, with a small wave. “I’m Mark, and this is Sasha, Jezebel, and Abby. If we have a long walk ahead of us and are going to be potentially fighting alongside each other, perhaps we should get to know one another- or at least our roles in combat. I’m a Lover by the way and can Heal anyone who might get injured.”
The white-eyed robot-woman turned her head to face him, and of course, her perfectly symmetrical face was absolutely stunning.
“You can’t heal me, Lover,” she said in a flirtatious yet artificial voice.
“You’d be surprised by what Mark can do,” Jezebel responded quickly.
The two-foot-tall fairy woman buzzed her insect wings to reposition herself in front of Mark and hovered backward while they walked- as if she were a hummingbird.
“That’s right, the Overseer said something about broken abilities, didn’t he? Also, hi! I’m Gwenthwip! Bann is my Hexer Collector, and that ample pile of armored woman is Torf. It’s wonderful to meet you all!”
The human named Bann nodded once before turning his dark eyes back to scan the horizon, and Torf the elephant-woman didn’t respond at all.
Mark wondered how Bann handled the glaring size difference between the one-foot-tall fairy and the thick, eight-foot-tall elephant-creature- but he got at least half an answer soon enough.
The insect-woman with ice-blue eyes and short white dress swelled to about Abby’s size before she landed on her bare feet.
She winked at Mark before skipping over to walk alongside Bann.
“Fascinating,” muttered Jezebel.
“While we are being cordial,” the metallic woman began, “I am Iona, and these two furry bundles of joy are Tar and Sar.”
“Cute,” said the pink-haired centaur woman. “I’m Ari, and this is Jocia. Just stay out of our line of fire, and everything will go smoothly.”
“You’re a Fighter, right?” Mark asked,
“Yes, and that’s why you all should let us do the fighting.” The heavily implanted centaur flicked her pink horse tail, and Mark picked up a large amount of disdain contained in that subtle act.
“If there is going to be any fighting,” the tiger-woman named Sar said with a sigh as she flexed her claws. “I crave the spilling of blood.”
The remarkably human-like metal creature who’d enthralled these two cat-people wrapped an arm around her bonded female and began nuzzling her smooth face into Sar’s furry neck.
“If we don’t get any action today, I’ll make sure we go on a hunt tonight before heading back. Sound good?”
Mark heard the striped tiger-woman purring and felt love and adoration echo around that group’s emotional tethers. Not only did he have endless questions about Iona, but he felt Jezebel virtually bursting at the seams with curiosity.
The four teams of Collectors and Enthralled walked in silence for a long while, and Mark’s magic eye picked up eight pinpoints of light scattered around the area that linked to the dimension of Lagos and one linking to Wrongside. As they travelled behind the tank-like shipping container, the waving plains of green and yellow weeds transitioned to rolling hills. There were still over a hundred yards of flat space to either side of the dirt road, but the possibility of an ambush ratcheted up a few notches.
Mark counted the fifteenth crossover point to Learis’s home universe before Jezebel couldn’t help herself and trotted closer to the metal woman.
“I’m sorry if this is rude, Iona, but I’ve never seen anyone like you before. Do you mind telling me about your origin?”
“My origin?” she responded, confusion in her tinny voice. “Sure, I was constructed in South Jasperton, but my guardians decided to drag me to the cliffs of Neverstone so they could analyze the flesh-eating flora in the jungles below.” The sensually built robot wrapped her arm around the tiger-woman again and pulled her close. “I was exploring those steamy jungles when I met the loves of my life.”
The augmented centaur Collector named Ari rolled her eyes.
“She didn’t ask for your entire history. The mewling Pureheart obviously meant that she’s never seen an Endocite Construct before.” The bionic horse-woman started trotting diagonally so she could keep pace while focusing on Mark behind her. “Under which rock did you find this quaint little doe, Lover?”
Sasha’s tail snapped once. “Keep your eye on the hills, Fighter. I thought the mission was all that mattered?”
The centaur’s quiet, dark-skinned Enthralled turned her head and snapped at her partner.
“The succubus is right, Ari. Would you focus for fuck’s sake?”
Ari sucked her teeth as she narrowed her eyes at Sasha before turning to face the massive transport trundling ahead of them.
“Let’s just say that all four of us came from under a rock,” Mark said, and Iona turned to smile at him.
“Sorry,” Jezebel said, “I’m just very interested in non-biological intelligence. I can honestly say I’ve never met an Endocite Construct before and that I am thrilled to be doing so now.”
“It must be so neat!” Gwenthwip said from across the road. “You know, to experience amazing things for the first time. Ignorance is opportunity!”
“Ha!” Abby let out a sharp, honest laugh. “I vehemently concur.”
“Non-biological intelligence,” Iona repeated as she rubbed the smooth metal of her fingers against the flawless surface of her chin. “The term might fit, yet my void-dredged soul could have been biological for all I know.”
Jezebel remained quiet, hoping for further explanation, but none came.
“I hate to celebrate my ignorance again so soon,” she said, “but… void-dredged soul?”
“Are we really having the how babies are made talk?” the big elephant-woman said, finally showing some interest in the conversation.
The human named Bann lifted his open palm to Torf, and the big elephant-woman sighed and returned to scanning the hills as they walked, her thick armor clinking with every heavy step of her flat, gray feet.
“I’m with you, warrior,” Tar the tiger said. “I was hoping this mission would have more combat and less... philosophy.”
“You’re all free to leave,” Ari shouted without turning around. Her Enthralled partner shot her a disgusted look.
“What?” the pink-haired centaur said, pointing ahead. “I’m focused, shut up.”
Iona thought about her answer before she spoke.
“When enough Endocite fragments fall from the heavens and are harvested from the magnet towers, the next approved breeding pair of existing Constructs deactivate The Shroud long enough for a soul to gather in the Final Basin where a preconstructed shell awaits engraving. Then- boom! Here I stand.”
Mark felt a half-smile grow on his face as Jezebel got both answers and nonsense. At least that high-fantasy madness felt more like The Crystal Heart world he was used to than did anything he found in the Centaur Technocracy.
“Mmm,” Jezebel nodded in mock understanding. “But-”
All she got out was ‘but’ before a small, sharp explosion detonated on the right side of the transport, and it came to a screeching halt as everyone searched for the origin of the attack.
But there was nothing but quiet and still grasses all around them. A larger hill about fifty yards away on the right could be a perfect place for someone to be launching an ambush, however, and he kept his True Sight focused for any threats.
Twenty seconds passed, yet nothing appeared to assault their cargo, and Mark started to hear the voice of Overseer Derurto yelling at someone up near the front.
“I’m going to check it out,” Mark said. “You three wait here, but come to me if there’s danger.”
“Right,” Sasha said, her tail snapping once.
“I’m going too,” Ari said and galloped ahead of him.
Mark swung wide around the back of the container and saw a group of soldiers standing by one of the front treads. He jogged along the length of the giant metal box to join them.
“Idiots!” Derurto yelled.
“Fuck you, Overseer,” a guard yelled back. “I checked this vehicle three times mysel-”
“Then, next time- check it four!”
“What happened?” Mark asked as he approached.
“Tread link snapped, Collector. This transport mission just grew a few hours longer. We’ll have to wait for a new hauler to be dispatched and then-”
“Hold up,” Mark said, putting up his palm. “Let me see if I can restore it.”
“What, you think can Heal military vehicles?” Ari said from behind him as she turned from searching the hills.
He ignored her and focused on the twisted piece of metal that was intended to bind one length of looped track to another. The whole transport had six of these smaller tread “wheels” on each side, and this one tiny cylinder of metal brought the whole thing to a stop.
Mark flexed his newly unlocked ability to restore inanimate objects and dove into these simple interlocking bits of metal. The thing moved like a bicycle chain, and he could almost see the complete shadow of the broken part. The bit of metal was whole only moments ago, so he followed that wispy trail of existence back in time and discovered a comprehensive data library with simple-
“Uhg,” Mark moaned as he put a hand to his throbbing head. He opened his eyes and saw that the twisted shaft holding the tread tracks together had been restored, and it felt as if someone put out a cigarette directly on his brain.
“This is astonishing!” the blue-armored Overseer said. “I’m sure the higher-ups will find many uses for you, Collector.”
Mark looked around the group of centaur soldiers and Ari looking down at him with wide eyes, and he gave them a shrug.
“Just doing my job.”
Derurto held up his arm and then tapped a few times on a holographic projection. An instant later, the transport dug its tracks into the soft dirt and began moving forward again.
As it did, Mark’s mental antenna picked up a flash of frustrated anger from the group of Collectors at the rear, and his magic eye whispered traces of ill intent. He was now fairly certain that this was an intentional accident.
Apparently, Ari felt the same way.
“Does anyone else find it convenient that this Mark is suddenly here to fix this problem the moment the transport fails?”
Mark’s head cocked to the side with genuine confusion as he walked among the heavily armed centaurs.
“Are you saying I somehow caused this breakdown, but then also repaired it?”
Derurto crossed his huge metal arms and locked eyes with Ari.
“Yes, what exactly are you saying?”
“I’m saying it’s suspiciously convenient.”
Mark shook his head, trying to understand her logic. Did he get the sabotage vibe from her? The throbbing in his head made it hard for him to get a good, deep read on her, but all he felt was frustration at not being recognized as the hero.
“Welp,” Mark began with a sigh, “if you’d rather everything be inconvenient, why don’t you just shoot that metal piece I restored. It’s currently a moving target, but I’m sure you’re capable of hitting it.”
“Enough of this,” Derurto said. “Back to positions everyone, and let’s get this done.”
Mark simply stopped walking and let the transport move alongside him, and he watched the pink-haired Fighter holster her weapons as she turned around too.
“Hey!” Mark said as she began to gallop away with disgust twisting her pretty face. Ari skidded to a halt and turned to face him, her pink tail flipping behind her. “What’s your damn problem with everyone?” Mark asked.
“My problem is that this was obviously sabotage meant to delay the transport-”
“I agree,” Mark cut her off. “But why the hell would you think it was me? I got it moving again in less than five minutes. Pretty stupid thing to do if I were trying to delay the mission.”
She turned to look at the other Collectors walking toward them as they followed the restored transport.
“I don’t trust any of you,” she said finally.
Mark sighed and started walking back toward the group.
“Ari, I’m not sure who fucked you over in the past, but not everyone is your enemy... unless, we all are, and you’re only pissed because I conveniently ruined your ambush.”
He watched her reaction carefully as she trotted up next to him. Within the mists of her mind, he found mostly unending arrogance, but like the cabbage-armored Cel, Ari was a new Collector from a wealthy family. Not politically powerful, but just super rich. There was no desire to hijack the cargo there. She really wanted this to succeed, and the reward would allow her the opportunity to be as important to the universe as she thought she was.
“You’re right,” she said with a sneer. “Maybe I am responsible.”
Mark gave her a genuine smile. He didn’t expect her to respond with her version of humor.
They were only a short distance from the others, and both rejoined the group together.
“Well?” Iona asked with her palms up as she sashayed along behind the transport.
Ari spoke first. “Someone sabotaged the mission, and apparently, this human Lover would be able to Heal you.”
“Explain,” the elephant-woman said, her beady eyes glinting under her thick iron helmet.
Mark answered. “A bit of metal broke, and I Healed it. Sabotage is only a guess right now.” He locked eyes with Sasha, Jezebel, and Abby after he said the word ‘guess’, and each of them now knew that it was sabotage and that they were now possibly in danger. After he made sure his loves were on the same page, he extended his mind and began scanning the collection of odd Collectors and their Enthralled, starting with the only other human.
He was also the only one who hadn’t said one word the whole time, but that certainly wasn’t a crime. Mark had to struggle to pull anything from him and wondered if the spiked crown was causing resistance. He got through eventually but saw that Bann was a secretive man, and his mind was a well-ordered collection of iron boxes. On the surface, the patterns that swirled there fit more of a man who lived by the law. He loved and depended on his two Enthralled, a meaty elephant-woman and the… Pixie- that’s what her race was called.
“This would have been a suitable spot for an ambush,” Iona said, searching the hills to their right.
Mark turned to see what he could pick up in this strange Construct’s mind, but he was shocked to find nothing. He’d been holding back his probing magic blind eye with the intent to learn better control, but even with the self-imposed shackles off and his focus dialed past the maximum, Mark could see absolutely nothing but an empty void where the metal woman’s mind should be. Maybe she was just a robot and all that craziness before about souls was… no, everyone else around them seemed to already know this and it had to be the truth.
His focus pulled over to Sasha’s sauntering hips and realized that “just a robot” was a phrase that no longer meant anything.
He shifted his piercing gaze to Iona’s two Enthralled, the tiger twins, and they both held primal drives to eviscerate living things. The male desperately wanted an ambush to happen while Sar was split between that and making her Collector happy. And both were equally disappointed that the transport was moving again.
“So, Mark,” Iona called his name and broke his concentration, “you can Heal flesh as well as metal?”
He nodded. “Looks that way. I only recently unlocked the augmentation to my normal ability and still don’t quite have a handle on it.”
Her glowing white eyes turned down to watch Sasha’s chrome legs.
“You certainly are a handy one to have around. Any other tricks up your sleeve, Lover?”
Maybe it was the absence of detectable emotions from this robot-woman, but the way the smooth plates on her face pulled inward when she asked about his abilities felt off to him. Was he acting over-suspicious, or was his cheating ability to feel emotions making him generally better at reading people?
“You should see his dirty tricks between the sheets,” Sasha answered for him, catching Iona watching her thighs over her shoulder. “The three of us are barely sane after a night in his arms.”
“Mmm,” the metal woman moaned. “I would love to compare essence transfer techniques. Perhaps after we reach our destination you could give me… a few pointers?”
Mark’s eyes wandered down to Iona’s wide hips and noticed that portions of her pelvis area were made of a white rubbery substance. She started to remind him of a sex bot back in the real world- the type that cost ten times what he paid for his total immersion rig. The thought made him wonder what they did to their owners after the Update hit them.
“Perhaps,” he said with a half-smile.
“Maybe I could watch, too?” Bann’s enthralled Pixie said.
“Of course, sweetie,” the blonde bombshell of a sex-demon said. “Everyone here is free to watch the show if they want. Maybe some audience participation will be encouraged as well…”
Ari looked over her shoulder at Sasha, and he expected her to say something mean or condescending, but a hot flash of desire struck his magic eye instead. This female centaur was only into other ladies, and she was now very interested in his succubus.
But he wasn’t the only one to catch her gawking.
“Seriously?” her blue-haired partner said with contempt clear on her face. Ari’s enthralled centaur shook her head and quickened her gait to a fast trot.
“Jocia, wait! I didn’t do anything, damn it!”
The pair of horse-women moved closer to the transport and began arguing as quietly as they could. Their emotions flared into a bonfire before his sightless eye. Apparently, this wasn’t the first time Ari had strayed into someone else’s arms, and Jocia hated her for it. Watching them, Mark got a better insight into the differences between the Collector classes. With only two people in the relationship, it seemed as if sharing was more problematic for Fighters. Mark could see that no matter what happened during this mission, Jocia would ask to be disavowed after it was over. They’d only just started out as a team, and she had advanced a few nodes into her sharpshooting ability tree, but the blue-haired centaur didn’t want to waste any more time on their dysfunctional relationship.
Mark puffed out a breath and left them to their issues. He was glad the three women in his virtual life got along and had no real problem sharing him with each other, or others. They were proud, in fact, to show him off.
Remembering there was still a potential enemy in their midst, Mark ignored the angry couple and refocused on trying to figure out who it was.
The elephant-woman was almost as single-minded as Iona’s tigers. She owed some deep personal debt to Bann and protecting and loving him was all she lived for. Both of them were reserved in public, but… but Mark pulled back from the bubbling cauldron that was their private nightly passions. In the end, he was certain Torf was here to get the reward for this quest.
The same thing went for the size-shifting Pixie. Her mind was a chaotic swirl of glitter and universal gratitude just to be alive. There wasn’t a deceitful or hidden mote in her mind, and Mark crossed her off quickly. Although, he did learn that Gwenthwip’s current max size was about twelve feet tall.
Maybe the short blackout that happened when he tried to hack the system was messing with his other abilities, and he hallucinated the burst of anger he felt after he had fixed the transport. It was still better to be safe than sorry, so he passed his blind eye over Tar and-
And he saw that both of the cat-people were currently picking targets. The male focused on the best way to take down Bann without dealing with his protectors, and the sleek muscled female was sure she’d have no problem slicing open Mark’s soft throat in the blink of an eye. Both of their primal hearts were perfectly synced war drums beating out an undeniable warning.
They were only moments from attacking.
Mark stopped on the spot, and his Enthralled stopped immediately after.
“Uh, Iona,” Mark said, broadcasting danger to his three bonded loves. “Can you hang back with me for a moment. I’d like a word with you- you know, about tonight.”
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“What is it?” the metal woman asked once they were off to the side and out of earshot. Mark, as always, decided to simply lay his cards on the table.
“I know it was you, and I know your ‘little bundles of joy’ were seconds away from eviscerating the two nearest Collectors. You seem like a nice lady, and I can tell you three love each other. I’m here to give you a warning not to underestimate us.”
They walked in silence for a while, and he still felt absolutely nothing from her. Up ahead, it was hard not to feel the worry and confusion from her two tiger twins. Their tails started flipping behind them like Sasha’s when she was angry, and he was happy to see his armored Druid and his badass Destructor move to cover Abby while also pulling away from them.
“Very good, Mark,” Iona said eventually. “You really are full of tricks. Point taken about the underestimation. Yet, you wouldn’t be a Lover if you didn’t come here and try to talk me out of it, would you?”
Mark looked over at her. “I’m glad we could come to this understanding.”
“The truth is,” she said in her smooth, slightly distorted voice, “I’m doing this for my people. You don’t know what it’s like back in my home on the cliffs. These potent power cells will help us survive for generations. Perhaps you could help capture them instead? We don’t have much, but my village will celebrate you as a hero, and I and my talented Sar will be extremely- uh, how should I say it?
Appreciative...”
She winked at him, and Mark looked deep into the pure-white lights that were her eyes. He almost burst a blood vessel trying to pick up the slightest whisper of a lie, but there was nothing. Mark shook his head.
“Maybe if you had come to me beforehand… and you weren’t about to murder everyone. But, as you noticed, I am pretty damn useful to have around. After we’re done here, I would absolutely love to help your people.”
The mysterious metal woman kept her glowing eyes forward for a few steps, and Mark kept his guard up, ready for anything. Or so he thought.
“No!” Iona shouted, her painfully loud voice now amplified through some internal speaker. “Mark’s attacking me!”
He had a fraction of an instant to think of a way to react before he felt the goddess-given power to summon weapons swell past his hands as if it had taken a life of its own. His vision narrowed to a tunnel, and he found he could only look at Iona. He saw her fake metal brows come down as her mock-surprise shifted to worried-shock at the sight of his ghostly sledgehammer. His body moved of its own volition, and despite the maddening cry of pain from Abby behind him tearing at his sanity, Mark’s muscles had one irresistible goal. Destroy Iona.
She raised her metal arm to block his savage sideways swing, but her reflective appendage bent awkwardly as the weighty end of the hammer smashed her wrist into her shoulder. The Endocite Construct was heavier than he thought, and she only swayed a little under the impact. However, she was still trying to recover from the fact that a Lover not only had a powerful melee weapon but that he’d somehow already crippled her with it, and her hesitation allowed Mark’s possessed body to take another swing.
“Impossible!” she screeched as her other hand sprouted a short blade and sliced his forearm to the bone. The pain was only a whisper as his mind was currently far in the back seat. Her desperate attack did nothing to slow him down as he was already following up with the brutal downward attack. A True Strike spot had bloomed in the middle of her forehead, and his sledgehammer came down squarely on target.
Iona’s neck was instantly crushed as her metal skull rammed through it like a bowling ball shattering all ten pins. Her chin ended up behind her chest plate, and he was forced to watch her eyes blink erratically until their light faded away.
Mark sucked in a terrible breath as his mind flooded back to possess his own body. The pain and blood gushing from his arm were still completely ignored as he spun to check on his three loves.
Abby was on the ground, alive but bleeding while Sasha stood over her shooting an Arc Bolt at a 10-foot-tall version of the Pixie. He saw Jezebel block an attack from the elephant-woman on her shield while Iona’s enthralled tigers were cowering away from the battle on all fours.
His mind found only primal confusion in them, and it became apparent that when their Collector died, both reverted to their original wild state.
Mark ignored them and sprinted for Abby, but a blast of burning light struck him low in the leg and flash-fried the skin off his right shin. Mark clenched his jaw and attempted to ignore the agony from his wounds. Ari took aim with her second laser pistol, and he ducked at the last moment. Instead of blowing a hole through his head, the searing blast of energy only singed a few strands of hair.
He limped forward a few more steps and then dove as far as he could before popping up his magic barrier. It scarcely extended enough to cover Sasha and Abby as the expanding pixie slammed her fist down on it. The thin membrane held, but he felt the impact in his bones.
“Stop!” Mark yelled out. “Iona cast a spell on me!”
Bann held up his hand for his Enthralled to pull back, but his command had no effect on the centaur sharpshooter with the pink ponytail and her Enthralled.
A hail of laser bolts struck Mark’s barrier, and a thick orange wad of plasma from Jocia’s rifle hit Jezebel in the chest. She cried out in pain, and Mark felt the shadow of melting leather boil into her breasts.
Rage and anger radiated out of him, but he held his Heal until it was absolutely needed. Overseer Derurto and his soldiers were now running along the stopped transport to join the battle, and Mark’s mind pushed against the pain scattering his thoughts as he tried to think of a way to explain everything.
The problem was resolved when Sasha retaliated. Driven by her own overflowing hatred at these two bitches hurting her friends and lovers, she hurled one of her Shock Bombs at the centaur couple protecting the transport.
Mark heard Jezebel scream “No!” as she dashed toward his magic barrier. One second later, the massive power cells within the transport detonated in a blinding explosion.
The magic barrier took the first wave of shrapnel, but everyone else in the area was either horribly wounded or simply evaporated as a profound amount of stored energy was unleashed into the world. It was as if a thousand lightning bolts all struck everywhere at once, and Mark saw Sasha’s metal legs draw most of the violent energy coming their way before he had to shield his one good eye from the blinding explosion.
At first, Mark was too stunned to understand the sudden maddening rush of pleasure forcing its way into his body, but he quickly recognized it as an inconceivable load of essence. He was being rewarded for Sasha accidentally wiping out a dozen centaur soldiers and a few Collectors.
Then, after the king of all thunderclaps faded, only silence filled the air.
Torf, the resilient elephant-woman had survived the blast and was the first to push herself to her feet. She saw the remains of Bann’s charred body and lost her mind. Mark cringed at the terrible sadness and rage erupting from her as she shot her gray trunk into the air and let out a mournful trumpeting sound that echoed across the hills. She then turned her small eyes toward him and his severely wounded team.
The ex-Enthralled took one step forward before Jezebel reacted by casting Vines, wincing in agony as she held the position for three seconds.
As her ability ensnared the enraged elephant-woman, Mark heard Overseer Derurto yelling into the device on his wrist.
“Terrorists! Capture or kill the Lover team assigned to Mission C-Trans #7869! Ugh. O-overseer down! Platoon d-down! Cargo destroyed! I repeat, issue death warrant for Mark, Sasha, Jez-”
“We need to go,” Mark said, ignoring the rest of the mangled Overseer’s damning transmission and crawling to check on Abby. The first thing he noticed was the tears pouring down her green cheeks and the vacant look in her wide eyes. Then he saw the bloody gouge taken out of her left tentacle.
“She got hit by the Hexer too,” Sasha said, trying to help Abby to her feet. “They traded instant mind-melting spells right at the start.”
“And you’re okay?” Mark said, struggling to stand. “I saw you-”
“Fine,” the succubus said quickly. “It hurt, but I’m made to channel electricity.”
Mark’s own wounds almost drove him to unconsciousness and he stumbled multiple times as he tried to follow Jezebel’s swift trot away from the scene.
“Ride me,” his doe-centaur said. “Sasha, get Abby on too. Make sure she doesn’t fall off.”
There was no way he was flipping his leg over her back with his seared flesh, so he and Abby draped themselves over her back and held on to her armor while Sasha sprinted alongside.
“I’ll find you!” Torf yelled as she fought Jezebel’s Vines. He didn’t see the Pixie anywhere, and hoped she wasn’t dead as well- or maybe he did.
The glint of another dimensional crossover-point caught his blind eye, and Mark pointed it out as best he could.
“There!” he said, pain ripping through his mind as his roasted leg caught a slope in the land. “Get to that doorway.”
“Where!” Jezebel yelled, frustration and panic beginning to overpower her.
Sasha sprinted directly for it. “Follow me.”
He tried to keep his eye on the glint as Jezebel galloped forward, and he simply couldn’t hold out any longer. They all were in terrible agony from every step his muscular doe-centaur took, so before they reached the portal, Mark blanketed the area with his Heal, and both Jezebel and Abby inhaled swiftly as surprise pleasure saturated their minds and soothed their wounds.
It was barely enough to allow him to slide off his armored doe-centaur and pull open the portal.
He saw the waving blue grass of Lagos and yanked his arm downward, thankful Iona had sliced his right arm instead of his doorway-ripping left. Sasha went first, quickly surveyed the location, then shouted, “all clear!”
Jezebel carried Abby through next, and then Mark quickly limped after her. He turned to look back through and saw a one-foot-tall Gwenthwip flying toward them, her tiny screeching cry rising in volume as she approached. The joy he’d seen in her cheerful mind was replaced with utter hatred.
With a sigh, Mark dismissed the interdimensional energy, and closed the portal before she could reach them.
“What the fuck just happened?” Jezebel yelled, turning to face him. 
Mark fell to the soft blades of Garda Grass and took a moment to slow his heart before answering. It was nighttime in Learis’s home dimension, and they were alone in the middle of an enormous grassy field with softly glowing yellow flowers clustered into small patches. Mark gazed up to this world’s impossibly big moon taking up about an eighth of the sky and tried to recount how everything went so horribly wrong.
“Iona sabotaged the transport and didn’t expect it to be fixed so quickly. When that arrogant Fighter started arguing with her Enthralled, the tiger twins were either told ahead of time… no, I think the three of them were incredibly bonded, and she was issuing them new orders- whatever, it doesn’t matter. Either way, they were about to attack me and Bann, when I stopped to talk to her.”
“Why didn’t you just call her out in front of everyone?” Sasha asked, kneeling next to him, her blue eyes focused on the blood still pouring out of his arm.
“I’m stupid and idealistic,” he said. “I felt the love they shared and the strength of their bond with my abilities, but I couldn’t read Iona at all, so I wasn’t sure at first. I thought perhaps if the two cats loved her so deeply, the robot Collector couldn’t be totally evil. I told her I knew she was the saboteur and tried to talk her out of it. She gave me fake-sounding bullshit about her people needing the batteries to live or something. I told her we would love to help her people after the mission, and then she used some mind control ability on me.”
“Okay,” Jezebel said, “everything is starting to make more sense. She was a Hexer and used a taunting ability to force you to attack.” Jezebel looked up from the thick grass trampled down by her hooves. “Mark, when I saw you smashing her head in, taken by single-minded rage…”
Sasha shook her head as Jezebel trailed off.
“I bet she was surprised you could fight back.”
“She was,” Mark said. “I guess not everyone wants to be our friend. I’m not going to be so nice the next time.”
“Don’t change,” Abby said in a monotone voice, also staring up at the enormous moon. “I’ve grown fond of your bigger heart, Mark. If it weren’t for you wanting to be kind and help others, I wouldn’t be as I am now… although, right now is only pain.”
“Heal her first,” Jezebel said, looking down at the ruined leather armor grafted to her chest. He checked his charred leg and noticed that his silk pants were either similarly melted to him or burned away where he’d been struck by Ari’s laser pistol.
“Wait,” he said, sitting up. “The last time my leg was half-seared away- when we escaped the gem-men with Abby, my starting clothes were untouched. Now, both our shit is burnt to a crisp.”
Jezebel answered, her voice sounding distant. “You’re right. I didn’t realize it until you just said something. I think the resourceful system admin is undoing more of my custom settings.”
Mark’s Heal cooled down at that moment, and he looked over at the green-skinned abyssal horror bathed in moonlight. He put the ramifications of what his doe-centaur had said to the side for now and focused on all things Abby.
Her glassy yellow eyes locked on his as she braced for what was coming, but she was not prepared for the vengeful Heal inflicted on her beautiful mind and irresistible body. Mark’s True Sight locked on to every part of her that needed restoring, and then he closed his eyes.
A single pure-white star appeared over the prone abyssal horror and began pulsing softly. He heard Abby whisper, “It’s beautiful,” before Mark harnessed his frustration with everything that had gone wrong recently and forced his Healing on her.
Her wounds snapped shut, and he heard her small throat close off a scream of unendurable pleasure. The star floating above her poured out a cascade of restoring bliss, and after a few heartbeats, Abby found her voice. She pulled in a ragged, shuddering breath before screeching up to the moon and arching her back. Mark’s healing star faded with his power, and the soft constant breeze of Lagos caressing its long grasses became the only sound once more.
His bond with her had grown almost stronger than Sasha’s, and their wide channel allowed him to pull off some seriously epic heling.
“How did that feel?” Sasha said, stroking Abby’s completely healed appendage.
His adorable abyssal horror sat up, panting and just stared at Mark for a few breaths before she looked down to her crotch.
“I’ve soaked through my bottoms, and although I must have felt hundreds of orgasms simultaneously, I require Mark’s cock in me as soon as possible.”
Abby moved the tentacle Sasha was petting up to the succubus’s breasts and began rubbing its tip around over her stretchy tube top where her pink nipple should be. Despite the essence filling his reservoirs, the deep slice in his forearm and the endless burning agony of his ruined right leg ruined any appreciation for the ramping libido now radiating from both of them. Mark knew his Heal made them horny, but he couldn’t believe they were starting to fool around after the bloodbath only moments ago.
And neither could Jezebel. He felt a complex twinge of emotion from his wounded doe-centaur, and it pulled all his focus on her.
Her face was slack as she gazed down at Abby and Sasha, but inside she was jealous, angry, frustrated, suffering from severe burns on her ruined chest… and under it all, the realization that she might be permanently stuck as a centaur for nothing was rapidly clouding her mind with darkness. Mark could feel the dutifully constructed emotional bulwarks start to breach under the sight of these two… intruders, carefree and frolicking after they all had only moments ago ruined everything and murdered-
“Jez,” Mark said when he’d seen enough. She snapped her luminous emerald eyes on his, and he could tell his attention paused her thoughts momentarily. One of his three loves in their four-way relationship had grown severely unbalanced, and he needed to do something about it.
Now.
Mark winced as he tried to stand up, and Jezebel was there in an instant to help him to his feet. Moving either of her arms was pure agony for her, but he let her help without protest. The pain was keeping her focused only on him.
“You two rest here for a while,” he said. “I need some one-on-one healing time with my sweet Jezebel. We won’t go far.”
Abby and Sasha paused to glance up at him and, his loyal succubus almost protested them going anywhere in their current state, but she saw his eyes and only nodded. The abyssal horror lying in the moonlit grass next to her waved one of her tentacles.
“I’ll miss you both,” she said with a beartrap smile.
“He said we wouldn’t go far.”
“Jez,” Mark repeated softly as he put his hand on her back haunch under her leather skirt.
His strawberry-blonde doe-centaur spun and stepped forward, breaking the contact of his hand then said, “I’ll miss you too,” over her shoulder before she began trotting away from the group.
Mark shot one more glance to his two entwined Enthralled lying in the grass then followed Jezebel into the dusky, moonlit night. He looked around again as he hobbled along the small path she’d already trampled and felt the tranquility of this relatively new world start to take hold of him. There was no way they were going to get anywhere close to that Orb Fort again, and the Kalorplast were probably going to be substantially pissed too. Their first day there, they killed a bunch of people, blew up a transport containing apparently ‘to-die-for’ cargo, and were labeled as wanted criminals by the whole Centaur Technocracy. They could kiss those seven Crystal Heart shards goodbye.
Maybe they should just stay here for a while and do some simple quests in this quiet, windy dimension.
He looked up and saw Jezebel had gotten too far ahead of him and sought the mental bond that linked their hearts. The moment she felt his mind brush against hers, that deep panic she didn’t want to face took hold of her mind, and Jezebel started galloping at full speed away from him.
She was leaving them.
By his undeniable will alone, Mark forced his Heal ability into the ready state despite the several seconds that remained. He took hold of this surge of power and blasted Jezebel’s mind with blind ecstasy. He imagined their bond as a lasso and used his healing power to wrap her burned chest in binding ropes of searing pleasure. She cried out as she instantly fell into the soft grass and slid a few inches on her side before coming to a stop.
Mark kept his Healing ray of ecstasy constricting around her toned and solid body as he took one lurching step at a time, winding up his imaginary rope as he did. Jezebel’s four doe legs spasmed as one constant, high-pitched orgasm erased all conscious thought, and Mark learned something new about his Lover Class starting ability. It didn’t feel as if this was some new power opening within his mind. Mark was sure he could have been using this visualization technique the whole time.
Jezebel was frothing at the mouth, her leather helmet lying a few feet from her spasming body, yet she had the wherewithal to look up at him as he stood over her.
“Don’t you ever run away from me,” he said, then dropped his imaginary lasso.
She locked up, her body still cumming from the memory of what she’d just felt. After a few more aftershocks, she started breathing normally.
Mark groaned as he lowered himself into the grass, and despite his recent trick to force his Heal, the throbbing hot pain in the middle of his brain told him that trick was not something he could repeat anytime soon.
“Mark,” his tan centaur muttered as she propped her torso up to face him. “I don’t believe I’ve ever felt…” She paused as they both looked down to find her round tits with dark brown saucers for areolas hanging out and in the spotlight of the massive silver moon. The burning plasma blast she took to the chest had disintegrated a huge portion of her leather armor, but at least he was able to fully restore her tan freckled flesh.
She hung her head and began to sob. Mark reached out with his unwounded arm and slowly stroked the sleek reddish fur over her solid, muscular haunch.
“I’m not even allowed to cover my body now,” she said, wrapping her arms around her exposed breasts. “Mark, I can’t help it. I’m really starting to hate this world, and I just want it all to stop. It feels as if the system AI is focusing all her hate on me and- I know I deserve it- but I don’t know if-”
“Hey,” he said quietly. “I know. I can feel what you do, remember? But the four of us can get through anything. Especially through the shit you do not deserve.”
Some of the light in her gold-flecked green eyes dimmed a little.
“If you can feel everything, then you know our bond isn’t developing as fast as the others. The ones who… came after me. They can see the portals, you can see Abby when she’s invisible, Sasha has new plate armor, damn it. And now?” She paused to lift her open palm over her doe-half as if she were gesturing toward some offensive work of art.
“I’m pretty sure I can work with this,” Mark said as he slid his hand toward those thick brown folds of hers. They were probably soaking wet and if he started massaging-
“Mark,” she said softly. “There’s more to it, and I thought you’d know- that you’d see. But it seems that you don’t, and I’m… it makes me… heartbroken.”
He let his palm rest on her warm fur, focused his blind eye on hers, and saw the same maelstrom of self-doubt, jealousy, over-protectiveness, and fear about how everything would change now with her forced centaur form.
“Please just talk to me. After all this time, I still don’t know how any of these fantasy psychic powers work. Jez, what is it?”
She took a shuddering breath. “Oh, I don’t know, fucking ladders maybe? Or what would happen if we needed to squeeze through another hole like when I snapped Sasha’s fucking wings like twigs? There’s no way this 600 lb slab of meat is going to stuff through it, Mark!”
He blinked at her. She was right, he hadn’t honestly taken the time to think about how this dramatic shift in her body would not only affect her mentally but also their future adventures. He was so focused on sex, he had forgotten about everything else. The one thing she wanted out of life was adventures with him, and Jezebel felt like she was starting to be left behind. This fantasy world had angled his mind toward non-stop fucking, and Mark felt ashamed for not seeing everything that was bothering her.
His Heal was ready, but he held it. While his wounds were painful, the blanket effect application from earlier made sure they weren’t life-threatening. And she wasn’t done unloading.
“Ah, you are starting to see how bad this is for me. I’m sure we’d both get off no problem as you take me from behind, but if I stay like this-”
Mark finished her sentence. “We’ll never be able to kiss, our eyes locked on the reflections of the other’s ecstasy…”
Jezebel cupped her two freckle-splattered breasts. “Correct! Nor will you be able to suck on these while you fill me up. I don’t think you know how wonderful it is to smell your hair as you’re… doing those things to me.” She let her chest go, and her tight body barely let her breasts bounce. “Now?” she continued. “Never again- unless you want to snap my spine.”
He nodded, tears coming to his eyes as he started compartmentalizing the complex emotions wrestling for attention within her mind.
“I see, Jez. I can truly see. I’m so very sorry. I wish I could fix your shapeshifting ability, but… I don’t see anything that I can fix.”
Tears now poured out of her fading green eyes.
“Now you know why I ran,” she said, all emotion gone from her voice. “You bent the rules of reality to fix Sasha, then you did it again to fix Abby and make her whole… but you can’t fix me. And here we are.”
The tether that bound their hearts began perceptibly shrinking, and Mark began to panic. Was he going to lose Jezebel to her own sorrow? He thought about trying to target their emotional connection with a Heal, but he could see it might widen it for a fleeting moment, but the problems would still be there.
Mark grabbed the short hairs on her wide thigh into a fist, as if physically holding on to her would do something… But it didn’t, so he earnestly began digging into her mind to find anything he could say or do to make things right again. He flew past the black mists of despair billowing up to fill her every thought. He saw the bright, wonderful future she had planned with him fading as more and more things went wrong. First, it was Sasha barging in on her world, then it was Abby barging in and tearing off her wings. The admin AI that she made the mistake of overlooking woke up and started changing her world even more. Now her primary ability was useless, she’d never be able to climb a ladder, or sit in a boat, or climb a rope… and she could no longer make love the way she wanted.
She thought Mark would be her salvation for this distant murder she blamed herself for- the one she buried deep inside. He once saw her putting the memory of those ashes in the shadows of her mind, but now she was becoming buried in ashes of regret and crippling disillusion.
He watched in horror from the inside as her last-ditch mental defense mechanism came to life. Jezebel was starting to realize that everything would be less painful if she simply cared about nothing and no one.
Mark turned away from that vast emotional nothing threatening to overtake her, and searched for some nugget of truth he could hit her with, or some broken circuit in her AI matrix that might be preventing her from shifting back… any section of code he could revert. She had essentially given him this new existence- this whole virtual multiverse. She did it all for him. Without her skeptical doubts prodding him to reach far and break her expectations, would he have grown so strong? In that moment Mark realized that he had a deep subconscious drive to be worthy of Jezebel’s deeds and unending care.
He needed her no matter what shape she was in, and Mark bombarded the link between them with a potent blast of that one pure emotion.
Then he saw two smoking flashes of identical text illuminated blue by his True Sight. He couldn’t fully understand what they meant, and he felt the same fading blackness encroach on his mind as when he used his enhanced ability to restore deleted objects.
This time, Mark fought it back. He fought for Jezebel. She’d felt as if the universe was beating her down? Well, then, for her? He was going to beat down the universe with his bare hands if he had to.
With unwavering focus, Mark took hold of those two identical portions of time-lost code, and the resulting agony threatened to burn his mind to ash. But he’d felt worse, and would endure worse for his sweet, strawberry-scented Jezebel.
The lines of code expanded in his virtual grip with a violent fluttering flash, and he knew they represented something. A pair of somethings that had been deleted from her- Wings!
Mark embraced the links…or shadows of purged files… or whatever hallucination his magic eye was showing him. He still wasn’t sure what any of the code he was undeleting did, but he had something to fix.
Mark tore open his soul, exposing it to the agony threatening to destroy his mind and put everything into restoring Jezebel’s ripped-off wings.
The moment he did, crackling power surged up through her core matrix as the virtual universe tried to make sense of what he’d done to it. His ability to ignore the flaming chainsaw currently tearing chunks out of his mind came to an end and he was ejected into his own head before he could see any more.
Mark sucked in a sharp breath as his overheated brain spun down, only moments from becoming a wet explosion inside his skull. He had one painful second to also become reacquainted with his physical wounds before a bright flash of light demanded his attention.
Behind the muscular doe-centaur’s back still lying before him were two angelic, glowing wings. They weren’t made from the feathers he remembered and instead looked more as if they were stylized cutouts of pure light.
Jezebel locked her eyes on his as she got up, and to her surprise, she continued rising into the air.
Her four doe hooves dangled uselessly, clacking together, as her body hovered over him. The ghostly wings flapped once, but it became clear that she didn’t need to move them to fly.
“Mark you… fixed me. You restored my wings.”
His flying centaur rotated on the spot, seemingly at will, and he saw that the softly glowing shapes of light weren’t directly attached to her back.
Then, in the blink of an eye, they vanished, and Jezebel dropped to her hooves with a thud. Her brow came down, and Mark had an instant to fear that he’d done a shitty, temporary job. Then, he felt Jezebel flex her will, her own renewed intention to fight for what she wanted. They sputtered in and out of existence a few times before her new ethereal wings popped back and stayed.
She beat them once and lifted into the purple night sky again. Backlit by her new ability, Jezebel rose higher than before, and he watched as she shed her ruined leather armor to the ground. She hovered fully nude against the cratered surface of the Lagos moon, and her chiseled form stole his breath.
With a delighted giggle, she instinctually galloped her four doe-legs against thin air and darted forward over the landscape, her wild hair fluttering around her head.
He watched as she soared over where Abby and Sasha were rolling around and screamed, “He fixed meeee!” at them. The succubus and petite abyssal horror popped up then Sasha pumped her fist in the air and cheered for her friend’s daring aerial acrobatics.
He watched the nude, flying centaur land far in the distance and become a dark shadow tearing up the landscape before the two wing-shaped blobs of light sparked back into existence, and she took to the sky again. Apparently, her new wings were a permanent, summonable ability, much like Sasha’s arm scales or Mark’s own goddess-given energy.
Either hacking her code wasn’t really Healing, or his ability cooled down quickly again- whichever it was, he really didn’t care. Mark wasted no time finally dousing his pain with a soothing flash of light.
As if drawn like a moth to a flame, Jezebel swooped around and blitzed straight back for him. When his stunningly beautiful horned satyr landed on her two dainty black hooves in front of him, Mark’s jaw fell open.
“You did it,” she said and then tackled him to the grass with her toned, yet more curvy satyr body. She pressed her small, slightly upturned nose into his and the lustful green glow from her eyes was undeniable.
“No,” he said. “I only helped you remember that you could do it, Jez.”
“I’m so sorry, Mark,” she whispered as she looked deep into his eyes. “I will never try to ru-”
Her lips suddenly found themselves too occupied to finish any more words as he pulled her mouth to his. The kept their hungry, passionate lips pressed together as much as they could as they both worked to get Mark out of his pants. The quickest solution ended up being pushing off one boot and slipping out the one leg.
Once he was free, Jezebel frantically pressed her thick swollen pussy down on his cock and consumed him with her hot, satyr body as he sucked on her strawberry lips. Mark reached up and ran his hands down the smooth unscarred skin on her back, her phantom wings sputtering into and out of existence above them like an erratic lightbulb. He really did fix her and spared one microsecond to wonder if in doing so, had restored some of her high-level system access.
Unconsciously, his blind eye dove into her for a hint of an answer, and a jolt of mirrored bliss struck him from her side of their interlocked sex organs. Feeling both their sensations at full strength almost made him cum right then and there, but he shook it off by taking control and flipping his caramel-skinned satyr onto her back.
Jezebel moaned into his mouth as Mark plowed into her thick, brown lips with his rod of taut flesh while nibbling at the flat brown lips on her freckled face. After they’d both become used to the stimulation, he pulled back and roughly clutched one of her tits before he started nibbling her brown nipples.
His satyr arched her back, pushing her chest into his mouth as he spread her labia apart again and again, rubbing her swollen folds with every flawlessly aimed thrust.
Mark switched between pleasuring her firm breasts until Jezebel pulled him tight with both her arms and her hooves, and Mark began sucking the tan skin of her neck instead. 
Again, he received a flash of her soul-wrenching bliss at being wrapped around the man she loved- especially after thinking it would never happen again.
The potency of both their mental and physical pleasure was too much for Mark to withstand and he began pummeling her with cum and his full tank of essence.
Jezebel pulled him down on her with a serious amount of force as she reached a spectacular orgasm, and Mark felt the ground fall away from his knees. His one empty pant leg fluttered in the mild midnight wind as she slowly floated them both upward. Still buried balls-deep into her clenching mound of flesh, Jezebel’s new glowing wings carried them both higher and higher.
Mark thought he caught a shadowy glimpse of a distant floating island like the one they’d seen before, and his sudden excited shock that an option to finish their mission might be back on the table easily reached Jezebel through their swelling emotional bond.
“What is it, my love?” she asked, bending her head back to follow his gaze out into the moonlit darkness.
“After we all have our way with you,” he said with a mischievous grin, “maybe we could book a flight on Air Jez?”
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The enormous Lagos moon had scarcely moved at all while Mark and his three Enthralled worked their genitals past the point of overstimulation into numbness, and the world’s bright-yellow sun had begun to ascend into the periwinkle sky. Along with it came warm morning gusts, and as Mark retrieved his missing boot from the blue blades of lush grass, he determined that he much preferred the windy Lagos dimension over the Wrongside. He slipped it back on under his charred pantleg and headed back to his three loves.
“Am I correct in assuming my hack-job didn’t restore any of your higher system functions?” Mark asked as he walked up.
“Correct,” Jezebel said as she slipped into the old familiar armor handed down to her from the retired adventurer, Audra. “I don’t have any new access. The Crystal Heart game world interpreted my wings’ reappearance as unlocking a new ability.”
“Flight is a substantially potent new ability,” Abby said, a huge shark-toothed grin on her adorable face. “Despite our recent setbacks, we continue to grow more powerful.”
Sasha nodded as she coated her arms with metal plates.
“I think I want to spend my new points on elemental defense. Jez shouldn’t be the only one taking the hits, and I’m learning that battle is too chaotic not to become more well-rounded.”
Abby nodded as she used one appendage to coil around the spot where one of Iona’s tigers had torn out a large chunk of flesh.
“Perhaps I should follow your example. I felt very close to death during our last encounter.”
Jezebel secured the last strap on her form-fitting leather gear and then added her own thoughts.
“I think survivability should be high on our list. That being said…”
Mark watched as she slipped on her iron-knuckle fist-weapons and shifted into her bear form. The armored grizzly turned her emerald eyes on his as she effortlessly activated her angelic, glowing wings.
“…our party’s tank has become absurdly mobile,” Jezebel finished through her bear snout before launching straight up into the light-blue morning sky.
All three watched her massive form zipping around overhead, and Mark imagined her slamming her weight into someone at full speed while ripping into them with her claws- or quickly disengaging a fight to come protect one of them.
“A flying, talking bear…” Sasha said, shaking her head.
“I am now the only one without wings,” Abby said with a small pout, her appendages coiling behind her and over her wingless back.
Mark wrapped his arm around the short green woman and pulled her close against him.
“Hey, I don’t have wings either.”
“And mine only let me glide,” Sasha added, watching the horned, armored grizzly up in the periwinkle sky.
Jezebel came back down to hover a few feet off the ground in front of them and then shifted back into a centaur. Her wings were unaffected as she morphed into the muscular doe creature, and her preferred armor followed her into the new form.
Mark couldn’t help grinning as he inspected her shifted gear. The chest armor was the same thick plates she wore normally, but they now continued down over most of her body. Where her old horse-armor fit like a skirt, this armor handled the transition by tightly covering her body in various-sized slabs with the pliant, stretchy leather underneath it- all the way to her hooves. Even her backpack shifted conveniently into a saddlebag.
His eyes panned up from her leather-clad doe-half to her muscular arms where the iron-knuckles had shifted into iron fists. She flexed her fingers, and although she appeared to have reduced range of motion, she’d probably be able to punch through a brick wall.
Jezebel dropped her hands and shifted back to her curvy satyr form before dismissing her wings. She landed gracefully on her hooves, but Mark saw tears building up in her emerald eyes.
“Thank you all for putting up with my… issues. It shouldn’t take an epic special ability for me to see my worth. It will not happen again.”
Both the petite abyssal horror and the blue-eyed sex-demon swarmed their friend to wrap her in a tight embrace while Mark approached more slowly.
“It better not,” he said with seriousness in his voice. “We would be lost without you.”
He joined the group hug centered around their beloved Jezebel, and the four stood quiet for a blissful moment before Abby untangled herself first.
“Actually, we would be devastated without her. We’d be lost without Sasha as she has a penchant for direction sense.”
“Right,” Mark said, “and that reminds me- I have a plan to possibly finish our mission for the Kalorplast and still get those seven shards.”
“What?” Sasha said. “How? I really fucked everything up back there with that one Shock Bomb.”
Mark put his hand on her arm. “Sasha, you were protecting the ones you love. I made a few mistakes back there myself, but there’s nothing we can do about any of that mess now. What I need you to do is point us toward that strange spherical building on the floating island we saw through the portal yesterday.”
Sasha nodded and turned in place, trying to get a feel for the area and quickly pointed across the field toward a distant pillar of dirt blocking their view.
“I’m fairly certain it’s over there, but how are we going to get…” The succubus’s blue eyes went wide, and her red leathery wings unfurled slightly when she figured out.
“I’m flying us across the gap,” Jezebel said, determination on her sweet freckled face as she focused where Sasha had pointed.
Mark crossed his arms and nodded. “If there is a dimensional doorway on that island- and there seem to be hundreds around it- we might be able to snag that door code from the inside. Abby,” he turned to look at her, “depending on what we see, it might be only you going through and sneaking close enough to get that frequency recorded on the stone.”
She nodded slowly as a devious smile grew on her dark-green lips.
“Good,” he said, always feeling better when they had a plan. “I agree with all of you on the point allocation, by the way. We can tear shit up pretty good, I vote defense all around.”
He watched them all lose focus to manipulate their stats and ran his thumb over the ring gifted by the demigod woman of gold in exchange for attentive sex and wondered again how different everything might be without its protection. The laser blast to his leg had been the worst of it, and he easily imagined a world where he’d been taken out of the fight right then and there.
Mark pushed those dark thoughts out of his head and continued solidifying their plan.
“Besides finding an optimally placed dimensional doorway, the only thing we need to do now is verify if Jez can still fly with all of our combined weight.”
“Incorrect,” Abby said quickly, her sharp black brows coming down. “Unless the sky island is swarming with dangerous foes, Jezebel could easily ferry us one at a time.”
Mark smiled. “Damn, Abby. Your logic is flawless.”
“Still,” Jezebel said before shifting back into her super-buff centaur form. “It would be smart to test my limits now while we have this quiet opportunity.”
“I concur,” the abyssal horror said with a sharp nod.
“I believe the best way to distribute the weight is for Mark to get on first, then Sasha behind while I carry Abby in my arms.”
Now that he was not brutally wounded, Mark gripped her armor, jumped up, and swung his leg over to straddle her. He reached around under her arms and cupped his hands over the pliant leather that held her firm breasts.
“I’ve been looking forward to this,” he whispered, nuzzling his face under her strawberry-blonde hair. He saw the goosebumps spread down the back of her tan neck and pressed his lips into them.
Sasha hopped up from behind and used her own leathery wings to give her a boost. The succubus then wrapped her arms around Mark’s chest and started kissing his right ear.
“Okay you two, no fooling around back there just yet,” Jezebel said. The muscular centaur under them took a few uneasy steps to find her balance, then approached Abby.
“Ready?”
She nodded, and Mark felt Abby’s fear of losing control as Jezebel bent down to scoop under her legs and back. Her tentacles swiftly snaked around in front of his face as the abyssal horror latched on to her strong back.
“It’s not as bad as I thought,” Centaur-Jezebel said, trotting through the blue waving grasses of Lagos. “However, I can tell this isn’t something I could do for hours.”
“What are we waiting for?” Sasha said from behind him with a smile in her voice. “Up, up, and away, Momma Horse-Bird!”
A moment later, her bright-white wings appeared directly in Mark’s face and even started to pass into his shoulder. He was worried for a moment but felt nothing. As the simple, glowing shape also phased into his head, he realized that they must only be a visual cue that her flight ability was active.
He looked down and saw that Jezebel could indeed hover with all of them, but she kept the altitude to a few feet at first.
“How does it feel?” Mark asked. “Does flying drain you or something? Could these things run out of steam while we’re thousands of miles over nothing?”
“Not that I can tell,” Jezebel answered. “Surprisingly, this is less physically strenuous than carrying you all on the ground, but I need to be more conscious of balance than when I’m by myself.”
She demonstrated by tilting a bit to the side, and Mark felt Sasha’s embrace clench tighter around his chest.
“Please do not spill us!” Abby said, also constricting Jezebel’s torso. He could tell it didn’t bother the muscular centaur as her leather armor did its job against the abyssal horror’s gripping tentacles.
“Hold tight!” she said before Mark felt his stomach drop down to his boots.
“Wooo!” Sasha yelled out behind as Jezebel poured on both the speed and the height.
The wind started to get turbulent until she leveled out, cruising about a hundred yards off the ground. He could see for miles around and found much of the same landscape in every direction. Blue grass, vast plains, enormous sloping hills, and sprinkled around everything were the strange pillars of stretched earth. It was as if some god had taken fistfuls of land and pulled them up into the sky, only to negate gravity and let the broken, larger chunks hover over a tower of dirt.
Then he saw it again. Between two bizarre pillars of stretched land, he picked up the perfectly spherical shadow of their target, the shadow his blind, True Sight eye must have picked up in the darkness of night.
Mark pulled one of his hands off her chest and pointed.
“There it is.”
Jezebel followed his direction and angled them toward their new destination.
He had imagined what flight would be like as a child, and it was even more thrilling to be doing it now with beautiful women pressing in on all sides, but he was not prepared for the constant blasting wind assaulting his face. As they soared through the air, Jezebel had to constantly find different altitudes or the violent gusts not only had the potential of ripping someone right off her back, but none of them could open their eyes to see.
“Goggles!” Mark yelled. “We should invest in some goggles soon.”
“There is no need to be this high!” Abby yelled back.
Jezebel seemed to agree and descended until they were about six feet from the windswept grass.
A breeze was still present, but far less potent.
“Ah, much better,” Jezebel agreed. “Your logic truly is unrivaled.”
Abby nuzzled close to her at the compliment.
The rest their ride to the edge of land was much smoother, and their mount came to a hovering stop before the impossible nothing that stretched for at least a mile between them and their destination. Now that it was daylight, Mark could see that parts of the metal sphere were broken and bent outward as if some monster hatched here long ago. There wasn’t any movement that he could see, but there were massive amounts of dimensional crossover points scattered between them and the island of dirt suspended over nothing.
“I see them,” Jezebel said quietly. “I can even tell where Mark is looking when the specks of light appear or fade.”
“Welcome to the club, my love,” Mark whispered in her ear, then louder, he said, “now let’s get over this terrifying emptiness and see if any of those specks can get us into the inner ring of the Orb Fort on the other side.”
“Hold on,” Jezebel said and slowly floated them out over the gap.
Having the ground a hundred feet below him was infinitely better than cruising over nothing. Now that they were directly over the void around the floating island, he had a chance for a good long look at what was down there. At first, it was only purple clouds and mist blowing around with the wind, but every now and then, the vapor parted revealing the distant stars of outer space along with colorful nebulae and the swirls of galaxies. Mark squeezed Jezebel’s breasts tighter and tried to imagine how such a place could exist.
“Why do you suppose there are so many dimensional links here?” Abby asked. “They are growing more numerous as we approach, implying that the legendary orb held by the Centaur Technocracy may be affecting this world.”
“But why only this world?” Jezebel asked. “If that magic, infinite energy orb everyone is fighting over is causing dimensional weakness, why only to the Lagomorph home dimension?”
“Maybe they created it,” Sasha suggested from the back.
They were each lost in their own thoughts as the metal monster egg grew closer.
“I appreciate your caution,” Abby said as the wind started to pick up, “but I trust that you can cross this gap more swiftly.”
Jezebel leaned forward, increasing her speed and the violent gusts near the island threatened to scatter them to the stars below, but they all held on until she set her hooves down on the grassy dirt of the floating island.
Powerful swirling winds still made his clothes flap against his skin and blew Abby’s straight black hair completely horizontal, but they were all relieved to be standing on solid ground again.
The spherical structure seemed much bigger up close, and Mark noticed strange patterns and what looked like spikes poking up into the air.
“Those appear to be antennae,” Jezebel said after everyone had disembarked and she’d shifted back to her satyr form.
“It’s a machine?” Sasha asked as she took a step toward it.
The island was probably the size of a city block, and this spherical structure’s base took up most of it. Portions of the round exterior even extended beyond the floating dirt it rested on.
He felt Abby twine the tip of a tentacle through his fingers and looked down at her.
“Is anyone else still filled with terror over the possibility that everything under our feet could start plummeting downward at any moment?”
“Stay close together,” Mark said, thinking it was the best option no matter what happened here. “Jezebel, you still have the Starglade recall charm handy?”
She tapped a pocket near her hip and nodded.
“I’m not seeing a way in,” Sasha said, her spade tail swishing from side to side.
Mark turned to look at the black metal sphere and tried to scan its curved surface with his magic eye, hoping for some glowing square or a hint on how to proceed, but nothing jumped out at him.
“If it comes down to it,” he said, “Jezebel could just fly us up into one of those holes. I want to try one of these dimensional holes first, though.”
The floating island was littered with glinting crossover points, and Mark picked a close one at random. As he coated his left hand with the black crackling energy to open the rift, he wondered again why there were so many in this one spot.
All Mark wanted was to make a peephole, so he carefully poked his finger into the glint that led back to their original dimension and gently pulled it open half an inch.
And all he saw was glossy blue metal. He pulled reality back to make it more of a window as his team pressed in close to see, but it appeared this tear opened directly into a solid wall.
“Come on!” Sasha said, already taking a few steps toward the ruined sphere. “Let’s explore this thing. I’m almost positive that this building matches up perfectly with their innermost wall.”
They circled around the mysterious derelict structure until they were on the other side and saw a black metal ramp leading up to a sealed alcove.
They all looked at each other before Mark led them up toward what had to be the way in. The metallic substance they walked on felt weird to him- as if it shouldn’t really be there. As if his eye were trying to tell him that the black metal was a weak sort of lie. It felt real enough under his boots, so he put the sensation aside for now and continued up the ramp.
It took a few minutes to reach the archway located up on the exact equator of the sphere, and when they got there, he didn’t see a handle, doorbell, or any type of access panel that might grant them entry.
They all approached closer and began searching the intricate geometric patterns that covered the outside for any clues. After a while of finding nothing but unresponsive solid surfaces, Mark decided on using the old-fashioned approach.
He knocked on what should be the door and yelled out, “Hello? Anybody home?”
Nothing happened, and he was about to suggest that they fly up into one of the holes when Sasha discharged one of her Arc Bolts into the door.
Abby turned toward the chrome-legged succubus with her eyes narrowed.
“I believe you were informed that I require warning.”
A heartbeat later, a flickering beam of blue light burst from a hole near the top of the alcove. It passed over all of them but stopped on Mark’s chest. He was afraid to move if this was some sort of security system, but he looked down and saw that the beam was projecting tiny sparks onto the Lagomorph bone he wore around his neck as payment for fixing a fabric doll.
A moment later, the door slid open and what sounded like a recording of a male voice spoke from inside the dark corridor.
“Alert, Citizen. Structural integrity at 57%. Enter at your own risk. Alert, Citizen. Jar of Chaos missing from Chaos Chamber. Please inform Central Operations.”
“No way,” Sasha said.
“Another AI?” Abby asked.
Jezebel turned to face Sasha. “If this Jar of Chaos is the same legendary Orb everyone is fighting over, you were correct. All evidence points to the fact that it was here in the Lagomorph home dimension long ago.”
Mark nodded. “Maybe one of those two powerful nations stole it. That could explain why reality is so torn up around here.”
Now that he said it and was paying attention, the hallway inside the sphere seemed oddly devoid of dimensional rips. He squinted his blind eye and did detect a cluster of them deep inside the mysterious structure.
“My money is on the Kalorplast,” Sasha said with a sharp snap of her tail. “They’re the ones with milk-bunny livestock.”
“Maybe we’ll find more answers inside,” Mark said. “Let’s go.”
He led them through the archway into the darkness of the black metal corridor that ran straight toward the center. Weak light reached them from the holes in the outer structure they saw from outside, but it wasn’t nearly enough to illuminate the tantalizing enigma around them.
Mark sparked up his sledgehammer and held it up to cast more light on everything, but a moment later, a much brighter light from behind him washed over everything. He turned to see his stunning satyr backlit by her angelic glowing wings.
They beat once under his gaze, and he shot her a smile.
“Nice thinking, Jez.”
They continued forward through the exposed, strange circuity and intricate designs in the odd-feeling metal around them. His blind eye started to throb again the closer they got to the center of the sphere, and he just knew that whatever the scientists were doing in this facility involved hacking the system from the inside.
“These milk-bunnies were definitely messing with the nature of virtual reality here,” Mark said, “My eye is telling me all kinds of stuff I don’t know how to interpret, but I believe they were trying to fuse both technology and magic.”
“I may have been incorrect about my assumptions,” Jezebel said from behind him. “We now know of two separate NPC efforts to break out of or alter their dimension- maybe even the simulation itself. The ancient Awysai and now the ancient Lagomorphs. We’re still missing a lot of data, but the fact that several…” She stopped and sighed. “Perhaps I was wrong about how the Crystal Heart software dealt with the Update. I’m seeing a lot of evidence pointing toward strong levels of sentience.”
“Your powerful hardware created a new universe,” Abby whispered as she ran a tentacle along the wall.
They passed several sealed doors to either side, and the ones that were open were missing whole sections of the floors or walls. The further they went, the more the place looked as if it had been used as target practice for a giant machine gun.
Then, the long corridor came to an end in a circular chamber with an innumerable amount of wires, buttons, readouts, pressure gauges, and other mysterious machinery. In the center of it all was a silver pedestal with an empty bowl on top. Arranged around the birdbath-like pedestals were nine symmetrically arranged sparks of interdimensional doorways all leading back to the home dimension.
“The Orb belongs here,” Abby said with reverence.
“First things first,” Mark said as he approached the closest link between worlds. “Let’s worry about the mission before messing with whatever madness this is. We get that door pattern on this stone first, and then we go from there.”
He pulled the smooth stone out of his pocket and handed it to Abby, who wrapped it in the tip of her green tentacle. She gave him a serious nod, and Mark patted her shoulder.
“Let’s get to work,” he said, coating his hand with dimensional energy.
As he did outside, Mark poked his finger into the closest rip and carefully pulled it open.
The instant there was a virtual micron of a crack, the automated voice they heard at the door yelled out, the booming sound echoing around the metal sphere where they stood.
“Chaos Jar detected! Activate an-”
Mark yanked his finger out before he saw anything and took a few deep breaths to get his heart started again.
“Tether to Chaos Jar severed. Please try again.”
“Well there goes any element of surprise,” he said with a sigh.
“Maybe no one on the other side heard that,” Sasha said, trying to be helpful.
Mark gave her a sideways grin and turned to open the portal again. This time, he braced himself for the excited automated announcement.
“Chaos Jar detected! Activate one additional reference link to reset sys dot world dot anchor.”
This time, Mark made sure to open it wide enough to look, and he saw a glowing white orb, an imposing red door, and a highly augmented centaur holding a laser rifle. Mark tried to duck, but the quick blast caught the side of his head and instantly melted his ear. He fell to his knees, causing the portal to close. Nothing prevented him from popping a self-heal right away, and the robot voice boomed into the chamber as he did so.
“Tether to Chaos Jar severed. Please try again.”
“Mark!” Sasha yelled, and his three Enthralled swarmed his position.
“I’m fine,” he said, more frustrated than anything. His succubus helped him back to his feet, and his mind raced with options.
“Okay,” Mark said, spinning to face his team. “Here’s the deal. I’m opening a different portal across from this one. There’s no way they’d think we can open another doorway if we strike fast. I’m running in and putting down a barrier to shove anything away.” He paused and turned to Abby. “You activate your Mind Cloud and get the door frequency while Sasha Arc Bolts and Jezebel Vines. The door is over there.” He pointed to the spot where he’d seen their target.
“Ready?” he said as he moved to a different dimensional link.
With him recently being hurt, all his bonded loves were intently focused on him. They all nodded in unison. They were ready.
Mark held up his hand, coated it in anxious dark energy, and then ripped open a giant gash between worlds.
He had an instant to see three armored centaur asses as they all waited for another incursion from the other portal, then Mark hopped through the doorway and activated his magic barrier.
All the heavily metaled centaurs were shoved forward as Mark’s shield snapped outward, but only one of them was knocked off their hooves. He heard the voice go on behind him about resetting the “world anchor”, but Mark ignored it and focused on the fight.
A moment later, he saw Abby hop in and dash for the door while Jezebel cast Vines on one of the guards still standing. As soon as Sasha knew which targets were open, she tossed her Shock Bomb through between the one struggling to get up and the one turning to face them.
Then, from opposite sides of the small room, two massive laser turrets turned to point at Mark’s shield. The magic barrier lit up with infinite focused energy and was going to drop within seconds. They were all going to get melted.
Abby was running back, her yellow eyes wide, but she wasn’t going to make it in time.
Mark’s mind locked up as he encountered an impossible choice between leaving his slender abyssal horror to die or closing the portal and saving everyone else.
Desperate for an acceptable answer, Mark expanded his mind and searched for a third option… but he didn’t need to look too far.
He shot out his right hand and forced the black, crackling energy to obey his will. He stretched his mind as he stretched his body to reach another portal and was just able to poke into it with the tip of his energy-coated finger.
A second micro-doorway opened between the two dimensions, and the Jar of Chaos instantly returned to Lagos.
As he’d hoped, the turrets were so close that the centaur had hooked them directly into the infinite power of the legendary orb. Once the unimaginable happened, and it was gone, the turrets stopped functioning. He dropped his outstretched hand and moved back through their main portal as his magic barrier popped. The reinforcements pouring through were held at bay long enough by Sasha’s lightning attack for Abby to dive back through.
The moment her black boots passed the threshold, Mark yanked away his hand, and the doorway snapped shut.
He was about to take a calming deep breath, but a ray of wild blue energy lanced the air in front of his nose, and the black metal building began to shake under his feet.
“Oh, what have we done!” Jezebel yelled as a ring of purple energy shot behind her back, narrowly hitting her as well.
It felt as if the currents of the universe were swirling into a whirlpool and pulling everything inward- bending time and space. He looked at the pulsing white orb the size of an apple resting only a few feet from his blind eye, and he knew that they needed to be anywhere but there.
He shot his hands out to grab Sasha and Abby.
“The recall charm!” he yelled at Jezebel. “Now!”
The satyr nodded once before she dug for the object in her armor as a cloud of eyeballs like a bunch of grapes phased into existence in midair next to the orb. He watched as they morphed into a cluster of identical gemstones, then globes of water, then a wireframe structure of pure light… and then they faded away to nothing.
Jezebel grabbed his arm and snapped the charm back to Starglade.
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All four of them appeared inside a dim wooden room with glowing orange mushrooms, a small dark window, and two benches.
“What the fuck just happened?” Sasha asked, her tail snapping like a whip. “And where the fuck are we now?”
Mark shot her and the others a look while sending out a silent message to keep quiet until they were out of Starglade. He took that deep breath he’d put off and then looked around the small space they recalled into.
“Looks like a holding cell,” Mark said, trying to project an air of calm. “We flew in the first time, maybe this is what it’s like to teleport here instead.”
He focused on Abby and raised his brows expectantly.
She lifted one of her tentacles to show him that the stone he’d given her moments ago now displayed three deep-green throbbing lines.
He gave her a sweet smile and a kiss on the top of her silky black hair.
“We have what you hired us for,” Mark yelled out. “Now let us out of here and hold up your end of the trade.”
A few minutes passed with nothing, and Mark’s mind drifted away from the fact that these powerful, magically tuned plant-elves probably knew their Orb had been stolen, toward a deeper more soul-crushing despair that he’d just doomed Learis’s home dimension. He felt the same sinking dread from the others, but Sasha seemed to be the most upset. They needed to get back to Lagos and find out for sure. The “Chaos Jar” seemed to belong there, and it was still possible that everything was fine in that alternate universe- or maybe even better… maybe, but from the insanity he’d seen before they escaped the facility on the floating island, that didn’t seem to be the case.
Every second standing in this room was torture, and Mark started considering options that required more violence, but soon enough, a section of the wall slid sideways to reveal the robed pumpkin-man Klax.
“That was too fast,” he said as he stepped into the small room with them and noticed Jezebel back in her satyr form. He lifted his small orange hands as his fuzzy eyebrows reached the top of his pumpkin head. “Oh! And, Jezebel, glad to see you worked out the issue with your shifting.”
She gave him a small curtsy. “As am I.”
“Here is your door frequency,” Mark said and nodded for Abby to relinquish the stone.
She extended her appendage to the military mage, who quickly took the glowing object and examined it closely.
“I can’t…” he started to say and then snapped his eyes up to them. “How did you do this?”
Klax didn’t wait for an answer before he reached his free hand into his robe and pulled out a twig. Unlike Learis’s pretend rifle, this ordinary length of wood was enchanted, and he waved it around the stone, appearing to scan it for authenticity.
Mark crossed his arms. “Our methods are a trade secret, I’m afraid.”
The green lines in the stone grew brighter, and Mark detected a faint hum as if Klax struck a tuning fork.
“This is… you did it.”
“You’re welcome,” Mark said. “Now about the shards...”
“Yes, of course! Those old things are worthless to us sitting in Noma’s Conservatory! I probably shouldn’t have said that…”
Klax carefully put the stone into the vacuous depths of his black robes before pulling out a wooden tablet and a fat wooden block. He tapped it a few times and then ground his signature block into the tablet.
“Done! I’ve been given the authorization to release the shards to you by CEO Channa after I verified the door frequency. Go see Guild Master Noma to collect your reward. Mark, I cannot thank you enough. Sasha, Jezebel, Abby… you’ve made my one and only dream come true, and I’m sure I’ll never forget you. Stop by and visit any time you are in Starglade!”
He turned to leave but then paused. “Oh! Here.” He darted back into his robe and pulled out another Recall Charm carved to look like a pumpkin. “This will take you outside my arcane sanctuary. It’s where I spend most of my time- until we get our Legendary Orb of Stars back, that is!”
Mark took it and felt a burning pit in the center of his stomach. They sure were making a lot of powerful enemies lately.
“Thanks, Klax,” he said. “We won’t forget you either.”
The short Kalorplast escorted them through a security checkpoint to a nearby cluster of teleport crystals, and after an instant zap through the living trunk of the great tree as pure life energy, Mark and his Enthralled were back in the vast hallway with impressive stained-glass windows.
The sun was just setting in this dimension, but time had lost all meaning for him. He gathered his three loves and conspirators with a look and hurried for the high arch that led to Noma’s desk.
There, they found the short plant-elf entwined by his wall of vines, his withered eyes closed.
Mark was worried they’d have to wait until he was awake or some nonsense, but the ancient Guild Master began speaking as they walked up.
“So, you’ve already returned for the shards,” he said, one of his eyes cracking open to peek at them. “I expected as much from you four.”
He was lowered to his feet and then hobbled over to stand in front of Mark. “Mmm, but this leg of your journey has changed you, hasn’t it?”
Mark knew this creature looked frail but wielded potent magic, and he considered his words carefully.
“We all wake up a new person every morning, changed by experiences that we collect the day before.”
“Indeed,” Noma said, narrowing his eyes. There was a longer than comfortable pause, but the old pile of walking bark grunted once and then started moving for the display that held the seven Crystal Heart shards.
They all followed him past the other pedestals displaying nuts, berries, and seeds before Mark saw the soft red glow of their coveted treasure.
With a wave of his staff, Noma caused the glass covering to disappear.
“Take your reward, Collector, and may your legendary quest to gather them all result in a better world for everyone.”
“Actually,” Mark said, “I don’t want to touch them all right now. I’d probably burst a blood vessel from the torrent of essence. Probably waste most of it in the processes.” He looked over to Jezebel. “Would you be so kind, my love, as to load them up into your bag?”
She nodded a little too frantically then did what he asked.
“Thank you, Noma,” Mark said, turning back to the Guild Master. “Thank you for believing in us.”
He grunted once, nodded, and then hobbled off back toward his vines.
“Come back any time you feel like helping the people of Starglade,” he shouted over his shoulder, apparently done with the conversation.
Mark couldn’t believe it. They were getting away with this. He saw Jezebel put the last shard in her bag, and he turned to head for the teleport chamber, but the essence reward for simply finishing the impossible door frequency mission assailed his senses. He clenched his teeth through the pleasure but couldn’t believe that he was nearly full again- and he had yet to absorb any of the red shards.
“What now?” Sasha asked as she clomped faster to match his swift strides.
But before Mark could answer, the pure-black eyes of the game world’s admin AI appeared floating in his vision. He came to a skidding halt in the middle of the expansive hallway, fear gripping his insides as the rest of her face appeared distorted and then sharpened to a crystal-clear image.
“People of my Universe,” she said in a deafening voice, and Mark noticed that not only were his Enthralled also seeing and hearing the same thing, but everyone passing through the hall around them had stopped to focus on the same image floating in front of their eyes.
“My name is Lady Maliah. It was I that created you and all that you know. Now know this, a great evil has returned to cast your home into the Void. They are the four death-bringers, the four liars, and their quest to restore the Crystal Heart must be thwarted. In time, I will return, but I will grant godhood to the one that slays the Collector, Mark; or his succubus, Sasha; or his satyr, Jezebel; or his abyssal horror, Abby. Keep the shards safe, my people, until I return to you. I am watching.”
Then, the Helper Fairy’s face faded away.
“That was a system-wide message,” Jezebel murmured.
“We have to go,” Mark said, and she instantly began rooting around in her backpack.
“Go where?” Sasha said, panic and fear rising in her voice. “Everyone saw that.”
“This was what she was talking about,” Mark muttered, shaking his head. “This was what she meant by raising the difficulty…”
Jezebel held up a small plaster square. “This random recall charm from Audra is one of the few with a label. The word Sanctuary is written on the-”
She was cut off when a horrible wailing siren began echoing through the hall. Mark looked around and noticed several Kalorplast mages in the area were pointing at them. It was time to go.
Mark, Sasha, and Abby all grabbed onto Jezebel at the same time, then she snapped the charm, and they vanished.




The End

Of Mark 2.0 Book 2 “Hate”
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