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Chapter 1: New Normal

Two weeks after breaking into a corporate facility to steal back an alien bracelet fused to my wrist, I was sitting in my home office trying to explain sprint velocity to a project manager who thought “agile” was a personality trait.

“Alex, the burndown chart shows we’re behind on the database migration,” Phil said through my monitor, his face filling the webcam like a disappointed moon.

“We’re not behind. The scope changed three times this sprint.” I kept my voice level while Mika padded past my office doorway on bare feet, tail swishing behind her. She paused, spotted something on the hallway floor, and crouched.

Phil droned on about stakeholder alignment. I watched Mika’s ears flatten as she focused on whatever had caught her attention. Her pupils dilated. Her tail went rigid.

She pounced.

A tremendous crash echoed through the house, followed by Sasha’s voice from the kitchen: “The small furry one knocked over the recycling again!”

“Alex? What was that?” Phil leaned closer to his webcam.

“Roommate issues,” I said. “Where were we? The migration timeline?”

Phil launched into a monologue about cross-functional synergy that I was pretty sure he’d copied from a LinkedIn post. In the background, I heard Mika arguing with Sasha about whose fault the recycling incident was. The word “cans” featured prominently.

“And I think we need to circle back on the retrospective action items from last sprint,” Phil was saying. “The stakeholders are asking about our deployment cadence.”

“Our deployment cadence is fine. The problem is that QA keeps finding edge cases in the data migration script because the schema changed after the code freeze.”

“Right, right. But from a velocity standpoint…”

A thud from the kitchen. Then Mika’s voice: “The orange invader is watching me through the window! He saw me fall!”

I muted my mic. “You didn’t fall. You pounced on a can.”

“I ATTACKED the can. Very different. Very strategic.” Her voice was indignant. “The fall was a tactical repositioning.”

I unmuted. “Sorry, Phil. Roommate situation. You were saying?”

“I was saying that we should probably schedule a sync about the sync we missed about the original sync.”

“Absolutely. Let’s put something on the calendar.” The universal code for “this conversation is over.”

Phil signed off with his usual passive-aggressive reminder about “team commitment.” I closed my laptop and headed to the kitchen to assess the damage.

This was my life now. Code reviews by day, catgirl chaos by night, and the constant low hum of the Creation System’s interface hovering at the edges of my vision like a screensaver I couldn’t dismiss. Two weeks since the heist at Nexus Biotech’s regional facility. Two weeks since I’d strapped the device back onto my wrist and felt it burrow its needles into my veins like coming home.

Two weeks of trying to pretend everything was normal.

It wasn’t. Nothing about my life was normal anymore.

Mika sat on the counter, legs dangling, surrounded by scattered cans and bottles. She held a crushed aluminum can in one hand, examining it with the intensity of a forensic analyst.

“It moved,” she said.

“Cans don’t move, Mika.”

Her ears flattened. “This one did.”

“Was it near the edge of the counter?”

“Yes.”

“And you were sitting on the counter.”

“Yes.”

“And your tail might have been swishing.”

She looked down at her tail, which was currently swishing. Her ears pressed flatter. “That proves nothing.”

Behind her, through the kitchen window, Chairman Meow sat on the fence, orange tail flicking. The neighbor’s tabby had returned after the heist, apparently deciding that whatever terrifying blue lights had driven him away were less important than his territorial claim on my back yard. He’d been showing up daily for the past week, sitting on the fence like a furry gargoyle, radiating the supreme indifference that only cats and middle management can achieve.

Mika noticed him. Her ears shot forward. Her tail puffed to twice its normal size.

“He’s back,” she hissed.

“He lives next door. He was always going to come back.”

“He sits there. Judging.” Mika’s amber eyes narrowed. “I need to establish dominance.”

“You’re not stalking the neighbor’s cat.”

“I’m not stalking. I’m conducting a strategic territorial assessment.”

“You said that yesterday. And the day before.”

“Consistency is the hallmark of sound military strategy.”

I started picking up cans. This was the third recycling incident this week. Mika had developed a theory that the cans were “collaborating” with Chairman Meow in some kind of feline intelligence network. I’d tried explaining that aluminum cans were inanimate objects. She’d looked at me with those huge amber eyes and said, very seriously, “That’s exactly what they’d want you to think.”

I’d tried a different angle: explaining that Chairman Meow was a twelve-pound tabby with a brain the size of a walnut, not a criminal mastermind. Mika had countered that his apparent simplicity was “obviously a cover” and that any creature who could maintain eye contact for forty consecutive minutes without blinking clearly had “enhanced surveillance capabilities.”

I loved her. I was also beginning to question my own sanity.

“I’m going to catch him one day,” Mika announced, hopping down from the counter. Her tail swished with predatory intent. “I’ve been studying his patterns. He arrives at 7:15 AM, patrols the fence line, stops at the corner post for exactly twelve minutes, then relocates to the garden wall.”

“That’s called being a cat.”

“That’s called a reconnaissance schedule.” She crouched slightly, eyes locked on the window. “He has weaknesses. He’s slow on the turns. And he’s overconfident about the gap between the fence and the hedge.”

“You’ve been timing his turns?”

“I’ve been timing everything. His blink rate, his tail oscillation frequency, his territorial marking schedule.” She straightened, satisfied. “I’m going to be ready.”

“For what, exactly?”

She considered this. “Victory,” she said, as if that explained everything.

Before I could respond, Sasha appeared from the hallway wearing one of my t-shirts. Just the t-shirt. It barely reached mid-thigh, and her massive chest stretched the fabric so tight I could see her nipples pressing through the cotton like they were trying to escape. The shirt read “HELLO WORLD” in faded letters, and the “O” was being pulled into an oval shape that bordered on obscene.

“I’m ordering the pizza,” she announced, already holding the phone. She’d punched in the number from the magnet on the fridge, which was progress. Last week she’d called the fire department to ask about their breadstick selection.

“Sasha, let me–”

Too late. She’d already dialed.

“Hello? Yes. I would like one large pizza.” She paused, listening. “Toppings. What toppings would you recommend for a woman whose body runs at elevated temperatures and who requires sustained caloric intake for optimal… no, I’m not reading from a script. This is how I talk.”

Mika’s ears perked from the counter. She mouthed “here we go” at me.

“Sausage?” Sasha repeated into the phone. “No thank you. I already have the best sausage at home. He’s standing right here. Would you like me to describe it? It’s very–” She blinked at the phone. “They put me on hold.”

“They didn’t put you on hold. They transferred you to someone else.”

“Why?”

“Because you propositioned a pizza restaurant, Sasha.”

A new voice on the line. Sasha brightened. “Hello! Yes, I was speaking with your colleague about sausage. My sausage, specifically. He seemed flustered, but I want to assure you that my intentions are purely nutritional. And also sexual. But separately. The pizza is nutritional. The sausage commentary was sexual. I realize now that the overlap was confusing.”

I reached for the phone. She leaned away, ice-blue eyes wide with the earnest determination of someone who believed she was solving a communication problem.

“I would also like pepperoni. And extra cheese. And your phone number, if you’re interested. I’m told I should expand my social circle. That was Diane’s suggestion. Diane is another woman who lives here. There are several of us. We all share one man. It’s a very efficient arrangement.”

Mika fell off the counter laughing. The crash echoed through the kitchen. She lay on the tile, ears flat, tail rigid, absolutely howling.

The phone emitted a dial tone. Sasha stared at it.

“They hung up.”

“They did.”

“Was it the social circle part?”

“It was everything, Sasha. It was every part of that conversation.”

“Diane says I’m supposed to frame personal questions as academic inquiries. I thought I was being academic.”

“You told them you share one man with several women and then asked for their phone number.”

She considered this with honest puzzlement. “But those were separate requests. The pizza was item one. The phone number was item two. I was organized.”

This was progress, technically. Two weeks ago, Sasha would have answered the door naked when the delivery arrived. Diane had spent three patient days explaining the concept of “minimum required clothing for human interactions.” The result was that Sasha now wore a shirt. Just a shirt. But it was a shirt.

She’d also learned, through a painful trial-and-error process, that complimenting the delivery person’s “reproductive fitness” was not an appropriate tip substitute. That lesson had cost us access to our favorite Thai restaurant.

“I’ll order the pizza,” I said.

“But I already gave them our address. I remembered it this time. Last time I gave them the GPS coordinates and the delivery person went to a parking lot.”

“That was three miles away.”

“The coordinates were approximate. I was multitasking.” She did not elaborate on what she’d been multitasking with, and I did not ask.

Sasha moved closer, and I felt her body heat before she touched me. She always ran warm, her skin a few degrees above normal, but over the past few days something had shifted. The warmth rolling off her skin felt more intense. More insistent. Like standing beside an open oven.

She pressed against my back, wrapping her arms around my waist, and her tits flattened against my shoulder blades through the thin cotton. The heat transferred through the fabric instantly.

“You feel warmer than usual,” I said, turning to face her. I pressed the back of my hand to her forehead. Her skin was almost uncomfortably hot against my knuckles.

She caught my hand and pressed it against her cheek, leaning into the touch. “I always run hot. You designed me that way.” She kissed my palm. “Right now it just means I want to be close to you.”

“This is hotter than your usual hot, Sasha. Your core temperature shouldn’t fluctuate like that.”

“Maybe I’m evolving.” She smiled, wide and guileless. “Diane says we all evolve. My evolution is just hotter than everyone else’s.”

I gently extracted myself from her arms before the situation escalated beyond the kitchen. Sasha’s idea of “escalation” had a very short fuse and zero safety protocols.

“Later,” I said.

She pouted. With Sasha, a pout involved her entire body: shoulders dropping, chest heaving on a theatrical sigh, lower lip pushing out in a way that drew attention to how full and pink her mouth was. It was devastatingly effective and she had absolutely no idea she was doing it.

“You always say later.”

“And later always comes.”

Her eyes lit up. “Promise?”

“Promise.”

She beamed, and the extra warmth faded back toward her normal elevated baseline. She wandered back toward the living room. I watched her go, the t-shirt riding up with each step to flash the curve of her ass. She didn’t notice. Or care.

Diane’s heels clicked on the hardwood before she appeared. She wore her usual: charcoal pencil skirt, cream silk blouse with the second button engaged in its daily war against her chest, reading glasses perched on her nose. Her auburn hair was pinned up in a professional twist that exposed the graceful line of her neck.

She carried a tablet and an expression of composed neutrality that I’d learned to distrust.

“I’ve been researching the secondary observer,” she said, setting the tablet on the counter. “Cross-referencing the data we pulled from the heist with public patent filings. There are threads, but nothing I can name yet. I need more data points.”

I nodded, but a sticky note had caught my eye. Partially hidden under a napkin on the counter’s edge. Diane’s handwriting. Neat, precise, with the careful letter formation of someone who’d spent years writing on chalkboards.

I picked it up.

Migration script – camelCase inconsistent with helper functions (snake_case). Pick a convention and commit to it. Variable naming: ‘temp_val’ is unacceptable. Name your variables like adults will read them. Documentation: sparse. A well-commented codebase is a professional courtesy, not optional. GRADE: B-.

I held up the sticky note. “Diane.”

The color drained from her olive cheeks, then rushed back twice as bright. Her mouth opened. Closed. Opened again.

“That was… I didn’t…” She reached for the note. I held it out of range. “I was listening to your work call and I may have pulled up your repository on the tablet. Briefly. For quality assurance purposes.”

“You graded my code.”

“I provided constructive feedback using a familiar rubric.” She removed her glasses and pressed them against her lips, composing herself. The subtle shift in her posture, from upright classroom authority to something softer, always made my throat tighten. Diane spent most of her day in perfect professional composure, and the moments when it cracked, when the teacher persona slipped through and she caught herself, were some of my favorite moments in the house.

“B minus, Diane?”

“B minus was generous.” The mortification on her face was unmistakable. Her gaze fixed on the floor tiles like she was trying to memorize the grout pattern. “Your error handling is nonexistent. I should have given you a C plus.”

“And she doubles down.”

“I apologize. The teacher thing. It slips out when I’m not paying attention.” A rueful smile fought through her embarrassment. “I heard the technical jargon and my brain just… switched modes. Like muscle memory for a job I never actually had.”

“At least the feedback was accurate.”

Her eyebrow rose. “Of course it was accurate. Inaccurate feedback would be pedagogically irresponsible.”

“You’re still doing it.”

She closed her eyes, took a breath, and smoothed her skirt. When she opened them, the composure had reassembled itself with practiced efficiency. She put her glasses back on and picked up her tablet.

The secondary observer. The thing I checked for every morning and every night. After the heist, the system had pinged an alert: someone, or something, was watching. Not Nexus. Something else. Something embedded deeper in the system architecture than I could access.

Two weeks of checking. Two weeks of nothing.

“The encryption protocols don’t match anything in Nexus’s current architecture,” Diane continued, tapping her tablet. “I’ve found partial matches in older filings, but the divergence suggests someone with deep knowledge of the original technology. Someone who helped build it.”

I pulled up the system interface with a thought. The familiar blue-tinged display materialized at the edges of my vision:

[CREATION SYSTEM v1.0]
Host: Alex Sawyer
Creator Level: 5 | XP: 2,800/3,000

COMPANIONS:
MIKA -- Bond 550 (Devoted) | Stable
SASHA -- Bond 600 (Devoted) | Evolving
DIANE -- Bond 500 (Devoted) | Anomaly: FALSE MEMORIES

External Threat: Nexus Biotech (Ongoing)
ALERT: Secondary Observer Detected -- Source Unknown

XP 2,800 out of 3,000. Two weeks of bond gains from the daily domestic chaos had pushed me tantalizingly close to Level 6. Every conversation, every moment of trust, every shared meal and late-night talk contributed. The system tracked it all.

“Anything new from the system?” Diane asked, watching my face. She could always tell when I was looking at the interface. My eyes unfocused slightly, and she’d learned to read the difference between “checking the system” and “spacing out.”

“Same alerts. Same unknowns. XP is climbing toward Level 6, though. Two hundred points away.”

“New blueprints?”

“Probably. The system’s been teasing something since the heist. ‘New capabilities available at next level.’ Very helpful. Very specific.” I closed the interface. “Someone with deeper system access could help us trace the observer’s patterns much faster.”

Diane looked at me over the tablet. I’d been the one hinting this time, not her. She’d been too polite to push the idea of a new companion for days, but her research had been steering the conclusion in that direction. Someone who could see inside the system’s architecture.

“I’ll think about it,” I said, answering the question she hadn’t asked.

“Of course.” She picked up her tablet, the picture of composed professionalism. Then she paused. “Alex?”

“Yeah?”

“Your documentation really is sparse. Consider inline comments.” She turned and walked away, heels clicking, the pencil skirt hugging every curve of her hips as she moved.

I shook my head. The teacher thing. Every time.

Evening fell across the house with the chaos of a family sitcom directed by someone who’d never met a real family. Mika positioned herself by the window, tail swishing, engaged in a staring contest with Chairman Meow through the glass. The tabby sat on the fence, unblinking.

“He blinked,” Mika whispered. “Weakness.”

“You’ve been doing this for forty minutes.”

“War has no time limit.” She pressed closer to the glass. “Last night he sat on the fence for TWO hours. He’s increasing his patrols. This is an escalation.”

“Or he likes the view.”

“Of MY territory. My house. My human.” Her tail puffed. “He must be dealt with.”

“He’s a cat.”

“So am I. And I have the home advantage.”

Sasha had claimed the couch, lying on her stomach with her feet kicked up, watching a cooking show. She’d become obsessed with cooking shows despite having no cooking ability whatsoever. Last week she’d tried to make pasta and somehow set water on fire. I still didn’t understand the physics. Diane had confiscated the pot and suggested that Sasha’s culinary contributions be limited to “moral support from a safe distance.”

“Alex,” she called without looking away from the screen. “The woman on the television put cream in the pasta. Is cream always that white? My milk is whiter. Is my milk better than cream?”

“I’m not answering that.”

“But it’s a genuine question about comparative dairy quality.”

“Still not answering.”

“Diane says I should frame personal questions as academic inquiries. So, academically speaking, on a scale of one to ten, how would you rate…”

“Sasha.”

“Seven? Eight? I feel like it’s at least an eight.”

Mika glanced up from her window vigil. “The cooking show also used butter. Sasha asked me if butter comes from humans.”

“I asked if all mammals produce butter,” Sasha corrected. “It was a zoological question.”

“You then asked me to taste your milk and compare it to the butter on the show.”

“For SCIENCE, Mika.”

“I licked her arm. It was salty. I don’t think that was milk.”

“That was sweat. You licked the wrong part.”

I poured myself a second glass of water and wondered, not for the first time, whether the Creation System had a customer service department I could contact about returns.

Diane sat in the armchair, legs crossed, reading something on her tablet. Her stocking-clad foot bounced gently, and I caught a flash of the garter clip against her thigh where her skirt had ridden up. She noticed me looking and didn’t pull her skirt down. The corner of her wine-red lips twitched.

The pizza arrived. I answered the door myself. The delivery guy, a teenager with acne and a company polo, glanced past me into the house. Mika was visible in the hallway, beanie pulled over her ears. The beanie had suspicious bumps. Her tail hung behind her like a furry question mark.

“Cool costume,” the kid said, nodding at Mika.

“Halloween prep,” I replied, tipping him generously in the hopes that generosity would override curiosity.

“In April?”

“We’re very committed. Long planning cycle. You know how it is.”

He glanced past me again. Mika chose that moment to scratch behind one of her beanie-covered ears, and the fabric shifted enough to reveal a pointed tip that was decidedly not human-shaped. The kid’s eyebrows climbed.

“Animatronic,” I said quickly, and closed the door.

We ate in the living room. Mika devoured four slices and lay in a food coma on the carpet, tail limp, purring contentedly. Her purring vibrated through the floorboards, a low hum I could feel through my feet.

Sasha ate two slices and spent the rest of dinner trying to figure out why pizza boxes were square when the pizza was round. “The geometry is intentionally inefficient. There must be a reason. Is it a human test of some kind?”

“It’s just a box, Sasha.”

“But circles fit inside squares with twenty-one percent wasted space. I calculated it.” She held up a crust as evidence. “This is the wasted space. They charge you for geometry you can’t eat.”

“That’s actually not wrong,” Diane said from the armchair.

“See? Even Diane agrees. Pizza is a mathematical conspiracy.”

Diane ate with effortless elegance, dabbing her lips with a napkin after every bite, the wine-red lipstick never smudging. She caught me watching her and gave the smallest smile, warm and knowing, before returning to her tablet.

After dinner, the house quieted. Sasha fell asleep on the couch, her body heat turning the cushions into a warm nest. Mika had migrated to a patch of moonlight by the window, curled up in a ball, tail wrapped around her own leg. The sister-bond hummed between them, a connection I could feel faintly through the device. Contentment. Safety. Home.

Diane touched my arm as she passed on her way to bed. “Get some rest. You’ve been checking the system every hour.”

“I’m fine.”

She gave me the look. The one that said she knew I was lying but respected me enough not to push. The slight concern in her deep brown eyes. The way her hand lingered on my forearm just a beat longer than necessary.

“Goodnight, Alex.”

“Night, Diane.”

Her heels clicked down the hallway. I heard her bedroom door close softly.

I sat in the living room, in the dark, with two sleeping companions and a cat on the fence and a system panel glowing at the edge of my vision.

[XP threshold approaching. New blueprints available at Level 6.]

I stared at the ceiling.

I’d been thinking about Tessa. My ex. She’d left a year ago, and the wound had scabbed over, but scabs itch. She’d said I was too focused on my projects, not enough on her. Called me selfish. Said I’d rather build things than build a relationship.

She wasn’t entirely wrong. I’d spent three years with Tessa, and for three years I’d come home from work, retreated to the workshop, and lost myself in whatever project had my attention that week. The drone. The 3D printer modifications. The custom PCB I’d been designing for a home automation system that would have been brilliant if I’d ever finished it.

Tessa would sit on the couch, waiting for me to emerge. She’d wait for an hour, then two, then give up and go to bed. She’d leave notes on the workshop door: “Dinner’s in the fridge.” Then later: “I made dinner. You didn’t notice.” Then finally, near the end: “I’m going out. Don’t wait up.”

I hadn’t waited up. I’d been soldering.

Three women slept under my roof. Three women I’d created, designed, brought into existence with technology I barely understood. They adored me. They’d fought for me. They’d broken into a corporate facility to get the device back when Nexus stole it.

And I still couldn’t shake the feeling that Tessa had been right about something fundamental.

The system pinged again, soft and insistent.

[XP: 2,800/3,000. New capabilities pending.]

I closed my eyes.

What would I do differently, if I could build the perfect partner? Not a fantasy. Not a bombshell without a filter or a catgirl with heat cycles or a teacher who graded my code. A partner. The relationship that had failed, rebuilt from scratch.

What would I fix?

The question sat in my stomach like a stone.

I opened the design interface.

Not to build. Not yet. Just to look.

The sliders materialized in my vision. Physical attributes. Personality traits. Devotion parameters. Social awareness. Emotional intelligence.

I stared at them for a long time. All the things Tessa hadn’t had. Or hadn’t had for me.

The system hummed on my wrist, blue light pulsing in the dark. On the fence outside, Chairman Meow had finally surrendered his post for the night. From down the hall, I could hear Mika’s purring through her bedroom door, a steady vibration that traveled through the walls.

I closed the interface and went to bed.

The sliders followed me into my dreams.


Chapter 2: What He’d Fix

I spent the next morning doing something I hadn’t done in months.

Looking at old photos.

My phone’s gallery was a graveyard of a dead relationship. Tessa at a brewery, laughing at something I’d said, her dark hair pulled back in a loose ponytail. Tessa at the park, running ahead of me on a trail, her runner’s legs eating up the distance. Tessa in my kitchen, arms crossed, jaw set, telling me I cared more about my half-built drone than I cared about her.

That last one wasn’t a photo. That was a memory. But it played on the same screen.

She’d been wrong about the drone. She’d been right about the pattern. I’d spent more time in my workshop than I’d spent with her, and when she’d confronted me about it, I’d told her I was “working on something important.” She’d asked what was more important than her. I hadn’t had an answer.

Six months later, she packed a bag. Told me I was a good person but a terrible boyfriend. Said she hoped the drone was worth it.

It hadn’t been. The drone still sat on my workbench, half-built, collecting dust.

I sat in the workshop, scrolling through the photos, the garage door closed against the morning light. My workbench was covered in parts: the drone project I still hadn’t finished, scattered tools, a soldering iron I’d left plugged in for three days straight during Diane’s fabrication. The Creation System’s bracelet hummed softly on my wrist, threads of blue light pulsing in their endless circuit pattern.

Tessa Callan. Twenty-seven. Athletic, sharp-tongued, gorgeous in a way that had nothing to do with fantasy proportions. She was real-world attractive, the kind of woman who turned heads at the gym but didn’t look like she’d been designed by a horny committee. Brown hair, green eyes that narrowed when she was thinking, which was always. Runner’s build: toned legs, firm ass, compact frame. Natural B-cups that she’d never been self-conscious about because she had the confidence to know exactly what she brought to the table.

She’d brought a lot. Intelligence. Ambition. A wit that could cut glass.

She’d also brought expectations I couldn’t meet. Or wouldn’t. The distinction mattered, and I still wasn’t sure which one it was.

“You’re brooding.”

I looked up. Sasha stood in the workshop doorway, wearing one of my flannel shirts. Unbuttoned. Because Sasha’s relationship with buttons was adversarial at best. The flannel hung open, revealing the valley between her massive tits and the flat plane of her stomach. She’d pulled on a pair of cotton shorts that rode low on her hips, and her platinum blonde hair was mussed from sleep.

“I’m not brooding. I’m reflecting.”

“You’re sitting alone in the dark looking at pictures of a woman who isn’t here. That’s brooding.”

“The garage door is closed. It’s not dark.”

“There are zero lights on, Alex.”

She had a point. I’d been sitting in the workshop with only the phone screen for light, the blue glow of the bracelet pulsing softly on my wrist. I hadn’t noticed the darkness accumulating.

“Diane says those are the same thing when men do them.” She walked toward me, and her body moved the way it always moved: hips swaying, completely unaware that modesty was even a concept. Her tits swayed with each step, heavy and natural, nipples visible beneath the open flannel.

She reached me and plucked the phone from my hand. Looked at the screen. Tessa’s photo stared back at her: the brewery shot, Tessa mid-laugh, head thrown back, dark hair catching the sunlight.

Sasha studied the photo with the directness she brought to everything. No polite deflection. No pretending she hadn’t noticed. She examined Tessa’s face openly, thoroughly, and without judgment.

“Who is this?”

“Someone from before.”

“Before me.” It wasn’t a question. Sasha set the phone face-down on the workbench. “You’re looking at someone who left while I’m right here.”

There was no accusation in her voice. No jealousy. Sasha didn’t do jealousy because jealousy requires a framework of insecurity, and I hadn’t designed her with any. She was simply stating a fact: someone left, and she hadn’t.

She climbed into my lap. The workshop couch creaked under our combined weight. This was the same couch I’d salvaged from a curb three years ago, and it had endured fabrication light shows, post-heist celebrations, and more of Sasha’s spontaneous affection than any piece of furniture should reasonably tolerate.

Her body heat enveloped me instantly. Like climbing into a hot bath. The flannel fell completely open as she straddled me, and her tits hung free, heavy and full, the large puffy areolas already darkening to a dusky rose. Her skin was flushed pink across her chest and neck, and I could feel the elevated temperature radiating from her like she was running a fever.

“You’re hot,” I said.

“Thank you.”

“No, I mean your temperature. You’re burning up.”

She placed her palms flat on my chest. Her hands were almost uncomfortably warm. When she pulled them away, I could see faint pink handprints fading on my skin where the heat had transferred.

“Your hands left marks,” I said, touching the warm patches on my chest. “That’s new.”

“Everything’s new.” She leaned in, and her breath was warm against my mouth. “But right now, you’ve been thinking about someone who left instead of touching the woman who stayed.”

She kissed me. Her lips were soft, full, and heated. The taste of her mouth was warm honey, that sweet particular scent that clung to her skin and intensified when she was aroused. Which was most of the time. Which was right now.

I pulled back. “Sasha.”

“Don’t ‘Sasha’ me.” She took my face in both hands. Her ice-blue eyes locked onto mine, wide and earnest and devastating. “I was designed to love you. And I do. Not because of the design. Because you’re worth loving. And anyone who walked away from this didn’t understand what she had.”

“She wasn’t stupid.”

“She left you.” Sasha said it like that settled the argument. In her framework, it did. She pulled the flannel off her shoulders and let it fall. Her massive tits bounced free, the weight of them settling naturally as she straightened. Nipples already hard, prominent and pink, beading with the first translucent droplets of milk.

The lactation had started three weeks into her existence. I’d designed the capability on a whim, a slider I’d maxed “just for fun.” What I hadn’t anticipated was how sensitive it made her. Her chest was wired directly to her pleasure centers. A brush of fabric could make her gasp. Sustained attention could make her come without anything below the waist being touched.

Right now, milk was beading at her nipples in small white pearls that caught the workshop’s fluorescent light. She noticed me staring and arched her back slightly, pushing her chest toward me.

“You’re allowed to look,” she said. “You’re allowed to do more than look.”

“The workshop door is closed?”

She glanced over her shoulder. “Yes. But I wouldn’t care if it wasn’t.”

That was the problem and the appeal of Sasha in a single sentence. Zero self-consciousness. Zero pretense. She wanted me and she wanted me to know it and she could not fathom why those two facts should ever be moderated by context.

I looked at her. Really looked. The earnest devotion in that unwavering gaze. The way she’d taken my phone and set it face-down, not out of jealousy but out of a simple conviction that the past was a waste of time when the present was sitting in your lap.

She was right. She was usually right about the simple things, because she hadn’t been designed with enough complexity to overthink them.

I cupped her left breast. It filled my hand and overflowed, warm and heavy, the nipple pressing into my palm. She sighed, eyes fluttering shut. My thumb circled her areola, and a bead of milk rolled down the curve of her breast, leaving a glistening trail on her skin.

“More,” she breathed.

I brought my mouth to her breast. The first taste of her milk was sweet and warm, richer than I expected, coating my tongue. She gasped as my lips sealed around her nipple, and the let-down reflex triggered immediately. Milk flowed in rhythmic pulses that matched my sucking, each draw sending a visible tremor through her body.

“Yes.” Her voice dropped low, throaty. “Just like that. Don’t stop.”

She started grinding against my lap. The friction through the thin cotton of her shorts and my jeans sent heat crawling up my spine. I could feel the furnace of her through three layers of fabric, the damp heat of her pussy soaking through the cotton where she pressed against my thigh. My free hand found her waist, fingers digging into the curve where her narrow waist met her wide hips.

“I was designed to make you feel this,” she said, rolling her hips harder, dragging herself along the ridge of my cock through our clothes. “And I love every second of it. Not because the design tells me to. Because the feeling is real. Every part of it.”

She leaned down and kissed me, deep and warm, her mouth tasting like honey and sleep. The kiss was slower than her usual urgency. More intentional. As if she wanted me to feel the difference between this and whatever I’d had before. Her heavy tits pressed against my chest, warm and soft, the milk-damp nipples leaving wet prints on my skin through the open flannel.

Her hands found the hem of my shirt and pulled it over my head. She paused to run her palms across my chest, my shoulders, down my arms. Her fingers traced the definition of my forearms, the muscle built from years of tinkering, and her eyes darkened with something possessive.

“These hands made me,” she said, squeezing my forearms. “I think about that. Every time you touch me. Every time these fingers are inside me.”

Something about the raw earnestness broke through the last of my hesitation. I gripped her shorts and yanked them down. She lifted her hips to help, and I pulled them past her knees, past her ankles. She settled back onto my lap wearing nothing at all. Her bare pussy left a slick, hot stripe across my thigh as she repositioned, wet enough that I could feel her arousal pooling against my skin.

My jeans followed. She helped, eager hands fumbling with my belt, pulling the denim down with the impatience of someone who had never understood the concept of “waiting.” My cock sprang free, hard and thick against my stomach, and she wrapped both hands around the shaft immediately. Her grip was warm. Impossibly warm. Like being held by heated silk. She stroked me once, twice, smearing the bead of precum that had gathered at the tip down the length with her thumb, and the heat of her palm made my hips buck.

The moment our skin met fully, the heat was overwhelming. Her body against mine felt like sinking into sun-warmed water. Every point of contact burned, and my skin was slick with sweat within seconds. Her massive tits flattened against my chest, the hard nipples dragging across my skin, leaving warm trails of milk that trickled between our bodies.

She reached between us and guided me to her entrance. I felt the swollen lips of her pussy part around the head of my cock, slick and burning, and she paused there for one excruciating second, just the tip nestled against her opening, before she sank down in one slow, controlled motion that took every inch.

We both groaned.

She was tight and wet and burning hot inside. The temperature difference was staggering. Like pushing into liquid heat that gripped and pulsed around every inch of me with every beat of her heart. Her walls stretched around my cock, clenching in rhythmic waves, the elevated temperature making every ridge and flutter of her inner muscles feel amplified against my skin. She bottomed out with a gasp, adjusting to the fullness, and I felt the head of my cock press against something deep inside her that made her whole body shudder. Her massive tits pressed against my chest, heavy and slick with sweat and milk.

“Move,” I told her.

She moved.

Sasha had learned rhythm since our first time. In the early days, she’d been all enthusiasm and zero technique, eager and overwhelming, like being loved by a beautiful earthquake. Diane had apparently given her coaching. I’d walked into the kitchen one afternoon to find them at the table with diagrams. Actual diagrams. Diane had been using a pencil and notepad, her teacher-mode fully engaged, explaining concepts like “pacing” and “responsive rhythm” with the clinical precision of an anatomy lecture. Sasha had been taking notes in large, careful handwriting, nodding earnestly.

I’d turned around and walked directly back out. Some things a man doesn’t need to witness.

But the result was undeniable. She rode me now with a rolling, deliberate motion, rising until just the swollen head remained inside her, stretched around the thickest part, then sinking back down with agonizing control that let me feel every inch of her tight, scorching channel swallowing me. Her body was designed for this, every proportion optimized, and the visual of her on top was staggering. Those wide hips rolling, her narrow waist flexing, the flat stomach rippling with each motion.

Her tits bounced with each stroke. Heavy, pendulous movements that drew my eyes like gravity, the sheer mass of them following her body a half-beat behind, slapping together on the downstroke, jiggling apart on the rise. The milk had started flowing freely now, white droplets beading at each swollen nipple and rolling down the curves of her breasts with each bounce, tracing glistening paths along the underside of each heavy globe. They splashed against my chest, warm and sweet, running in rivulets down my skin and pooling in the hollows of my abs.

I gripped her hips and guided her pace. Harder. Faster. She responded eagerly, slamming down onto me with wet, obscene impacts, her soaked pussy making slick sounds every time she bottomed out, the couch springs protesting beneath us. Her platinum hair cascaded over her shoulders, catching the fluorescent light. Her eyes locked onto mine, wide and hungry, her full lips parted and glossy with spit.

“Harder,” she gasped. “I can take it. I was built to take it.”

I planted my feet on the floor and thrust up to meet her downstroke. The impact made her cry out, drove the air from her lungs, her tits jolting violently, a spray of milk arcing from one nipple across the workshop air. The wet slap of our bodies echoed off the concrete walls. Her body temperature spiked. I could feel it, a sudden surge of heat radiating from her skin that made sweat pour down my back, her pussy clenching hotter around my cock, the walls fluttering in a way that told me she was close.

“Your mouth,” she panted, guiding my head to her breast. “Please.”

I latched onto her right nipple and sucked hard. The milk let down in a rush, flooding my mouth with sweet warmth. She screamed. Her walls clamped around me like a fist, pulsing in rhythmic contractions as the orgasm ripped through her. The combination of breast stimulation and penetration was too much. She came from both at once, and her body went rigid on top of me, trembling, milk flowing faster as the orgasm intensified.

I drank from her while she shook, each pull of my mouth triggering another aftershock. Her skin was so hot it was like pressing against a heated blanket. Heat rolled off her in visible waves, distorting the air above her shoulders.

She collapsed forward, breathing ragged, pressing her forehead against mine.

“I’m not done with you,” she said.

Before I could respond, she slid off my lap and dropped to her knees on the workshop floor. Her massive tits hung heavy, slick with milk and sweat. She wrapped them around my cock.

The sensation was indescribable.

Hot. Wet. Suffocating. The milk had made everything slick, and the heat of her body turned the channel between her breasts into something that felt alive, impossibly soft flesh closing around me with a warmth that throbbed against every vein. She pressed them together from the sides with both hands, her fingers sinking into the heavy flesh, creating a tight valley that swallowed my cock completely with each downstroke, the deep shadow of her cleavage engulfing me to the root. Only the swollen head emerged at the top, flushed and glistening with milk and precum, before she slid back down and it disappeared again between those massive, slippery globes.

“Look at me,” she said, those ice-blue eyes locking onto mine from between her breasts. A strand of platinum hair clung to her flushed cheek. A droplet of milk trembled on her lower lip. “I want you to see how much I love this.”

The visual alone was enough to push me close. Sasha on her knees, massive tits wrapped around my cock, milk making everything wet and warm and obscenely slick, white rivulets running down the inner curves of her breasts and dripping from the underside where the heavy flesh met, looking up at me with devotion that had no filter, no restraint, no hesitation.

She added her tongue. On the upstroke, when the head of my cock emerged from her cleavage, she licked the slit. Slow, flat-tongued swipes that gathered the bead of precum and mixed it with the milk on her lips. She swirled her tongue around the glans, then sealed her lips over just the tip and sucked while her tits kept working the shaft, a combined assault of warm pressure and wet suction that sent sparks detonating up my spine. The combination of her enormous tits squeezing me and her tongue laving the head and the wet warmth of her milk coating everything pushed me to the edge.

“Inside me,” she said suddenly, pulling back. “Please. I need you inside me. I need to feel you fill me.”

She turned around on the couch, knees on the cushions, gripping the backrest. Her round ass pushed toward me, and I could see how wet she was. Glistening. Dripping. Her body temperature had turned her arousal slick and hot.

I gripped her hips and pushed inside her from behind in one long stroke. She moaned, long and low, her back arching as the angle let me reach deeper than before, the head of my cock pressing into territory that made her fingers claw the couch fabric. I could feel her walls stretching around me, clenching in rhythmic waves, the heat even more intense from this angle, her body gripping me like a fist wrapped in wet silk.

I set a punishing pace. Skin slapping against skin, the wet percussion of my hips meeting her round ass with every thrust, the sound filling the workshop. My fingers dug into the meat of her hips hard enough to leave red prints on her flushed, overheated skin. She braced against the couch and took every stroke, her heavy tits swinging beneath her with each impact, dripping milk that pattered onto the cushion below. Moaning without shame, without restraint, each sound punched from her lungs by the force of my cock driving home.

“Don’t stop,” she gasped. “Never stop. I’m right here. I’m always right here.”

“Always,” I growled, and the word felt right in my mouth. A promise. True.

Her temperature spiked again. Higher than before. The couch cushion beneath her knees was warm to the touch. Her skin turned from flushed pink to deep rose, and the air shimmered around her body like pavement in August. I could feel the heat building inside her, her pussy clenching tighter, hotter, wetter with every thrust, her arousal dripping down her inner thighs.

I reached around and palmed her right breast, squeezing the heavy flesh. Milk spurted between my fingers in warm jets, running down her stomach in white streams that dripped from the curve of her belly. She screamed, the dual stimulation of my hand on her hypersensitive breast and my cock buried to the hilt hitting something inside her that made her whole body lock up. Her pussy clenched around me so hard I saw stars, the contractions milking my shaft in desperate, rhythmic pulses.

I came. Hard. The release poured out of me in long, thick ropes, flooding her burning core while her body squeezed every drop from me. She pushed back against me, grinding her ass into my hips, taking me as deep as I could go, a guttural moan escaping her as she felt the warmth spread inside her. I kept pumping, each pulse drawing another clench from her walls, cum mixing with her slick heat until it spilled around the base of my cock and dripped down her thighs. Her temperature peaked so high that the sheets of sweat on my skin actually steamed where they touched her. The air between our bodies shimmered with heat distortion, and I could feel the elevated temperature pulsing through the bond: not just physical heat but something deeper, something the system was tracking.

We collapsed onto the couch. She turned and pressed herself against me, still burning hot, still leaking milk from both nipples. The couch cushions were damp. My skin was flushed from the heat transfer. She curled into me like a furnace with a heartbeat.

“Whoever she was,” Sasha murmured against my chest, “she was stupid.”

I didn’t argue.

She kissed the hollow of my throat. Then she pulled back and looked at me with those clear, focused eyes and without a trace of the usual playful hunger. The post-sex softness was there, but underneath it was a gravity she rarely showed. A steadiness.

“Whoever she was, she gave up something worth keeping.” She traced a finger down my chest. “I would never. Not in a million years. Not if you ignored me for a decade and only talked to your code.”

“Sasha…”

“I’m not finished.” She propped herself up on one elbow, her massive tits shifting with the movement. “You’ve been sad about this woman for a year. I can feel it through the bond. This ache that never goes away, even when you’re happy. Even when you’re with us.”

I hadn’t realized the bond transmitted that much.

“You can’t fix the past,” she said, “but you CAN build something new. You know how. It’s what you do.”

Then, earnestly, with the directness that was her defining trait: “Make someone better.”

I lay there for a while, staring at the ceiling of the workshop, feeling the system interface pulse at the edge of my vision. Sasha’s breath evened out against my chest, but she didn’t sleep. She never slept after sex. She just basked. Like a lizard on a warm rock, if the lizard was a platinum blonde bombshell who didn’t understand why pants existed.

Eventually, I extracted myself from her embrace. She made a small sound of protest, then settled back onto the couch, watching me with half-lidded eyes.

I opened the design interface.

The familiar sliders materialized. Physical attributes, personality parameters, special features. But there was a notification pulsing gold at the top of the display: Creator Level 6. Two weeks of accumulated domestic bonding XP had pushed me to the edge of the threshold, and Sasha’s scene had tipped me over. The two hundred points I’d needed last night, erased by the combination of daily bond gains the system had been quietly banking and the surge from what we’d just done. A new blueprint unlocked. Enhanced Frame Mk II.

I scrolled through the new blueprint’s options. Enhanced Frame Mk II. More sophisticated than any previous design. The interface had expanded: new categories, new sliders, new warning labels I’d never seen before. The social architecture section alone had twelve adjustable parameters where previous blueprints had offered three.

Restraint. Awareness. Emotional intelligence. Impulse management. Social context reading. Conversational dynamics. Each one granular, each one adjustable from zero to maximum.

I thought about Sasha’s zero restraint. Her zero shame. Her zero social filters. Three sliders I’d left blank in a moment of hormone-fueled design, and the result had been a woman who’d propositioned a pizza delivery person over the phone and couldn’t understand why the phone person had hung up.

These new sliders were an opportunity to get it right. To design with nuance instead of maxing every category and hoping for the best.

My fingers hovered over the template sourcing option. The system allowed me to base a companion’s appearance on an existing person. I’d done it with Diane, using the memory of my high school English teacher Mrs. Hartwell. Same face, different name, different person.

I could do it again.

I thought about Tessa. What I’d change. What I’d keep.

Her face filled my mind. Sharp green eyes. That one eyebrow she raised when she thought I was being an idiot. The way she pulled her dark hair back loose, like she couldn’t be bothered with anything elaborate. Her runner’s body. Her confidence.

I’d keep all of that.

What I’d fix: the impatience. The dismissiveness toward my passions. The way she’d roll her eyes when I talked about a project. The way she’d check my phone when she thought I wasn’t looking. The constant, grinding criticism disguised as “wanting better for us.”

I’d make her loyal. Patient. Interested in who I was, not who she wanted me to be.

The irony wasn’t lost on me. I was sitting in the exact workshop Tessa had resented, using the exact kind of obsessive project focus she’d criticized, to build a version of her that wouldn’t mind.

But Sasha’s words kept echoing: “Make someone better. You know how.”

Not better than Tessa. Better than the relationship. Better than what we’d been together.

I started designing.

Athletic build, 5’6”. Dark brown hair, shoulder-length. Sharp green eyes. Lightly tanned skin. Runner’s legs. Natural proportions, nothing exaggerated. She’d look like the girl next door who could outrun you, not a fantasy pinup. Real-world attractive.

Personality parameters: this was where I took my time. I cranked devotion and love to high settings, but not Sasha’s maxed levels. I’d learned that lesson. Maxing everything without nuance gave you a companion who loved you with the force of a tidal wave and the subtlety of a marching band.

Restraint: present. Not maxed, just there. Enough to understand “not right now” without the confusion that plagued Sasha.

Social awareness: included. Definitely included. I’d left this at zero for Sasha and the result had been the mailman incident, the delivery person incidents (plural), and the time she’d asked our neighbor through the fence whether he was “interested in observing human mating behavior, because she had availability.”

Emotional intelligence: high. Patience: high. Interest in partner’s passions: high.

I paused over the template sourcing field.

[TEMPLATE SOURCE: EXTERNAL REFERENCE -- Human Subject]
[WARNING: Template integration may produce emergent personality variance. Previous template-sourced creation (DIANE) exhibited anomalous memory patterns.]

I read the warning twice. Diane’s false memories. Echoes of Mrs. Hartwell’s life bleeding through the template. Faculty meetings, parent conferences, moments that belonged to someone else. Last week, Diane had walked three blocks toward the school district office before realizing she didn’t work there. The week before, she’d woken from a deep sleep reciting a lecture on Shakespeare’s tragedies, word-perfect, to an empty room.

The same thing could happen with Tessa’s template. Lily might carry Tessa’s memories, her habits, her reflexive responses. She might pick up a phone and answer in Tessa’s voice. She might know the WiFi password to an apartment she’d never visited.

Was I willing to risk that? To create someone who might be haunted by a life she’d never lived?

I looked at the design summary. The athletic build, the sharp green eyes, the personality parameters carefully calibrated to avoid the failures that had ended my real relationship.

I saved the design anyway. Some risks are worth taking. Some things need to be built to be understood.

[Design Saved: LILY]
[Enhanced Frame Mk II]
[Template Source: EXTERNAL REFERENCE -- Human Subject]
[Estimated Fabrication Time: 7 hours]
[NOTE: Enhanced Frame Mk II requires elevated energy consumption during fabrication. Recommend initiating during low-activity period.]

Lily. Not Tessa. A new person. Her own name, her own identity. I’d chosen it carefully. Not a diminutive of Tessa. Not a reference or a callback. Something clean and distinct. Lily grew from different soil. That was the point.

I looked at the design summary one more time. Checked the personality parameters. Checked the social architecture settings. Checked the template source warning. Then I initiated fabrication.

The workshop filled with light. Blue-white, crackling, more intense than any previous creation. The Enhanced Frame Mk II drew more energy than the earlier blueprints, and I could feel the difference immediately. The bracelet hummed hot against my wrist, the blue threads pulsing faster. The fabrication field expanded from my bracelet in a sphere of shimmering energy, larger than Sasha’s had been, and the air hummed with a frequency I could feel in my teeth. The tools on the workbench vibrated. The fluorescent lights flickered.

Sasha sat up on the couch, watching with wide eyes. “Another sister?”

“Another sister.”

She smiled. That huge, guileless, beautiful smile. “I hope she likes hugs.”

“Everyone likes your hugs, Sasha.”

“The mailman didn’t.”

“The mailman didn’t like that you were naked.”

“I was wearing socks.”

“Socks don’t count.”

She considered this with the gravity of a woman pondering a philosophical dilemma. “They should count. Socks involve effort.”

The light intensified. Inside the sphere, I could see the beginning stages of fabrication: bones forming first, a skeletal framework appearing in the center of the energy field like a ghost materializing. Then muscles, layering over the bone in sheets of tissue that looked impossibly delicate. Then organs, pulsing into existence with a complexity that made my engineering brain reel. The scaffold of a person, being built atom by atom from the air itself. Ambient matter conversion. The system’s clinical name for what was essentially a miracle.

Seven hours. I set an alarm on my phone and tried to settle onto the couch. Sasha had already claimed her side, stretching out with boneless comfort, limbs sprawling into my half, personal space a concept she’d heard about but never internalized. Her body heat turned the couch into a sauna within minutes.

“You’re thinking about her again,” Sasha murmured, eyes closed. “The woman from the photos.”

“I’m thinking about Lily.”

“Same woman. Different version.” She rolled toward me and pressed her face against my shoulder. “She’s going to be lucky. Being made by you is the best thing that ever happened to me.”

“You say that about breakfast.”

“Breakfast is also very good.” She yawned. “But you’re better. You’re the best sausage.”

“We talked about the sausage thing.”

“And I stand by my assessment.”

[CREATOR LEVEL: 6 ACHIEVED]
[XP: 0/4,000]
[Blueprint: Enhanced Frame Mk II -- UNLOCKED / ACTIVE]
[Bond +75: Sasha -- 675 (Devoted)]
[Fabrication in Progress: LILY | Estimated Completion: 07:23 AM]

I watched the light pulse until morning.


Chapter 3: Not Quite Fixed

The fabrication field died at 7:18 AM, five minutes ahead of schedule.

I’d been watching for the last hour, sitting on the workshop floor with my back against the workbench, coffee going cold in my hand. Diane sat beside me in a silk robe, her auburn hair still sleep-tousled, watching the process with the analytical fascination she brought to everything. Mika was curled up on the workshop couch, half asleep, one ear twitching toward the fading hum. Sasha stood behind us, hands on my shoulders, radiating warmth like a human furnace.

The light contracted. The crackling energy smoothed into a soft glow, then dimmed, then vanished.

She lay on the fabrication platform. Naked, still, perfect.

5’6”, athletic build. Dark brown hair, shoulder-length, slightly tousled against the platform’s surface. Lightly tanned skin with the subtle definition of someone designed for movement. Runner’s legs, toned and long relative to her frame. Natural B-cups, firm without exaggeration. A face that was achingly, painfully familiar.

Tessa’s face. The sharp jawline. The slight upturn of her nose. The dark eyebrows that could convey more skepticism in a single arch than most people could with a full paragraph.

But not Tessa. Lily.

I set the coffee down and moved to the platform. The system notification pinged:

[FABRICATION COMPLETE: LILY]
[Enhanced Frame Mk II]
[Consciousness Crystallization: In Progress]
[Estimated Time to Awakening: 6 minutes]

Six minutes. I’d learned to be patient with these. Mika had taken seven. Sasha, four. Diane, twelve. Each creation had its own timeline for that final step, the one the system called “consciousness crystallization,” when raw potential became a person. The waiting was always the hardest part. Everything before this was engineering: sliders and parameters and design choices. This was the moment where engineering ended and something else began.

“Is she going to be okay?” Mika whispered from the couch, her tail wrapped tightly around her own leg. A nervous habit. “She’s not moving.”

“None of us moved during crystallization,” Diane said. “The consciousness forms internally before external awareness manifests.”

“I moved,” Sasha said. “My fingers twitched. Alex told me.”

“Your fingers twitched because you reached maximum body temperature four minutes before your consciousness crystallized,” Diane corrected gently. “The thermal expansion caused involuntary muscular response.”

“I prefer my version. It was my first act of reaching for Alex.”

Diane’s lips twitched but she didn’t argue.

I watched the platform. Lily’s form lay still, breathing now, her chest rising and falling in shallow, unconscious rhythm. The Enhanced Frame Mk II had produced someone beautiful in the most understated way possible. Not Sasha’s impossible curves or Mika’s exotic features. Just a woman who looked like she could outrun you and outsmart you and then sit down across the table and make you fall in love with her over a single cup of coffee.

Diane joined me beside the platform. She studied Lily’s face with the quiet intensity of someone who recognized the situation from the inside.

“She looks like someone,” Diane said.

“She does.”

“Your ex-girlfriend.”

I’d told Diane about Tessa during long late-night conversations. About the relationship. About why it ended. Diane had listened, asked careful questions, and offered comfort without judgment. She understood template sourcing better than anyone. She was template-sourced herself.

“I designed the appearance. The personality is… adjusted.”

Diane’s gaze softened behind her glasses. “Like me.”

“Similar. Yeah.”

She reached out and touched my hand. “You know the risks. The template bleed. The false memories.”

“I know.”

“And you did it anyway.”

“I did.”

She squeezed my hand once, then let go. Professional distance reasserted. She straightened her robe and stepped back to give me space.

Four minutes passed. Then five. The system ticked over to the final phase.

[Consciousness Crystallization: COMPLETE]
[LILY -- Status: Active]

Her eyes opened.

Green. Sharp. Clear. They focused on the ceiling, then tracked sideways until they found me.

One eyebrow raised.

That exact eyebrow raise. The one that said she was already three steps ahead and mildly unimpressed with where you were standing. My breath caught so hard I forgot to exhale.

“So,” she said. Her voice was smoky and amused. “You built a better version of your ex-girlfriend.”

It wasn’t a question. She knew. The template integration had given her awareness of her own origin, the same way Diane had known about Mrs. Hartwell. She knew she was based on someone real, and she found it funny.

“That’s not weird at all,” she added.

She sat up slowly, stretching her neck, rolling her shoulders. Completely comfortable in her nudity. Not in Sasha’s way, the guileless lack of shame, but with a body-confidence that belonged to no one but her. She swung her legs off the platform and planted her feet on the concrete floor.

She looked around the workshop. The cluttered workbench. The half-built drone. The coffee cups. The couch where Mika was sitting upright now, ears perked to maximum height, tail whipping side to side with excitement.

“Nice setup,” Lily said. “Messy, though.”

I blinked. Tessa’s patterns surfacing. She’d always complained about my workspace.

“That was her talking,” I said.

Lily considered this. She looked down at her own hands, flexing her fingers, studying them. Then she looked back at me. “Maybe. Maybe I just have standards.” That half-smile. Confident. A little sharp. “You going to introduce me, or do I need to guess?”

I grabbed a flannel from the workbench and offered it to her. She took it, shrugged it on, and buttoned it halfway up. The hem hit her mid-thigh. She looked like she’d just rolled out of someone’s bed, which was a disturbingly accurate impression of Tessa after a sleepover.

“Everyone, this is Lily,” I said.

Mika launched off the couch. She crossed the workshop in three bouncing strides, ears forward, tail vibrating with enthusiasm. “Sister! Another sister!” She grabbed Lily’s hands, bouncing on her toes. “I’m Mika! I have ears and a tail, but you probably noticed. Do you like tuna? I love tuna. Alex says I eat too much of it, but he’s wrong. There’s no such thing as too much tuna.”

Lily blinked. She looked at Mika’s ears. Then at her tail. Then at me.

“Are those real?”

“They’re real,” I confirmed.

“Of course they’re real!” Mika’s ears flattened with indignation. “Why does everyone ask that?”

“Because you have cat ears growing out of your head.”

“And they’re beautiful,” Mika said firmly, ears perking back up. “Touch them. They’re soft.”

Lily tentatively touched one of Mika’s ears. Mika purred, eyes closing. The vibration was audible across the room. Lily pulled her hand back, staring at her fingers.

“She vibrates.”

“I purr,” Mika corrected. “It means I’m happy. I’m happy because you’re here. We’re sisters now. That’s how it works.”

Sasha appeared next, because Sasha’s concept of personal space existed only in theory. She walked up to Lily with direct confidence, no hesitation in her stride, already radiating warmth.

Sasha was wearing a tank top that was losing a war against her chest. The fabric strained across her DD-plus breasts, the outline of her nipples clearly visible. Her platinum hair was pulled into a messy ponytail, and her ice-blue eyes scanned Lily with open, earnest curiosity.

“What are your parameters?” Sasha asked.

“My what?”

“Your parameters. Your design specifications. Are you compatible with group activities?”

Lily’s jaw dropped. She looked at me. Back at Sasha. Back at me.

“She just asked me that.”

“She asks everyone that.”

“With zero lead-up.”

“Sasha doesn’t have lead-up. Or a filter.”

Sasha tilted her head, visibly confused by Lily’s reaction. “Was that inappropriate? Diane says I’m supposed to assess social context before asking about mating compatibility, but you live here, so we’re already past the context barrier.”

“Wow,” Lily said. “You just… say things.”

“I say everything. Alex forgot to add restraint when he designed me.” Sasha said this without a trace of resentment, the way someone might mention they were left-handed. Just a fact about herself. “He also forgot shame and social filters. Diane’s been teaching me when to wear clothes.”

“With mixed results,” Diane noted from across the room, not looking up from her tablet.

“I wore pants yesterday for FOUR HOURS, Diane.”

“You wore them on your arms.”

“I was confused about the entry points.”

Lily looked at me. Horror, amusement, disbelief, and reluctant fascination fought for control of her expression. “You designed a woman with no restraint, no shame, and no social filters.”

“I was in a hurry.”

“You were horny.”

“I was in a horny hurry.”

“Points for honesty.” She ran a hand through her dark hair, a gesture so achingly like Tessa’s that my chest twinged. “This is the most insane household I’ve ever been conscious in. Which granted has only been about twenty minutes, but the bar was already high.”

She turned back to Sasha. “I’m going to need a minute before we discuss… group activities.”

“Take as many minutes as you need,” Sasha said warmly. “I’ll wait. I’m very patient.”

“She’s not patient at all,” Mika stage-whispered from across the room.

“I heard that.”

“You were meant to.”

Then Sasha hugged Lily.

Sasha’s hugs were an experience. She was taller, broader, and radiated heat like a small sun. Her massive tits compressed against Lily’s chest, and I watched Lily’s eyes go wide as the temperature differential registered.

“You’re really warm,” Lily said, muffled against Sasha’s shoulder.

“I run hot.”

“Yeah. You really do.”

Diane approached last. Where Mika was chaotic energy and Sasha was uninhibited enthusiasm, Diane was composed grace. She’d put on her glasses and smoothed her hair during the introductions, reassembling her professional exterior. The silk robe hung elegantly on her frame, and her wine-red lipstick was freshly applied. Even first thing in the morning, Diane looked ready to chair a department meeting.

She extended her hand. “Welcome to the family. I’m Diane. I coordinate household logistics and serve as Alex’s second-in-command.”

Lily shook her hand. “You have a job title?”

“Someone has to maintain order.” Diane studied Lily with that steady, warm gaze. “You’re template-sourced. Like me.”

“I gathered.” Lily shook Diane’s hand firmly. Confident, direct. “Template-sourced on a real woman. Alex’s ex-girlfriend, if I’m reading the data correctly.”

“The awareness at creation is always disorienting,” Diane said. “I knew about Mrs. Hartwell the moment I opened my eyes. The question is what you choose to do with that knowledge.”

“So far I’ve chosen to judge his workspace and mock his design choices. It feels right.”

Diane’s guard cracked into a warm smile. “You’ll fit in well. The adjustment period is significant. The template integration produces emergent behaviors that can be disorienting. I’m available if you need support.”

“The false memories,” Lily said.

Diane’s expression flickered. Just a flash, a tightening around her eyes, before the professional mask resettled. “Among other things. We’ll get you settled.”

I watched them together. Four companions now, each distinct, each filling a different space in the strange ecosystem that had become my life. Mika had already claimed Lily’s left arm and was pulling her toward the kitchen, chattering about breakfast options. Sasha followed, asking whether Lily preferred being the big spoon or the little spoon (“It matters for sleeping arrangements. Also for other arrangements.”). Diane walked beside me, matching my pace.

“First impressions?” I asked quietly.

“She has edge,” Diane said. “Not cruelty. But sharpness. The template is strong in her. Her first words were a critique of your design choices, which tells me the original personality patterns are more intact than mine were.”

“Is that a problem?”

“It’s a feature.” Diane’s wine-red lips curved. “She’s going to push you. She’s going to argue and critique and reorganize your things. And underneath all of that, she’s going to love you with a ferocity that will surprise both of you.”

“You’re projecting.”

“I’m observing. There’s a difference.” She adjusted her glasses. “The devotion is there. I can see it in her eyes when she looks at you. She’s just not broadcasting it the way Sasha does. Sasha wears her heart on her sleeve, assuming she’s wearing sleeves, which is never guaranteed. Lily wears hers under armor.”

“So I need to get through the armor.”

“No. You need to make her want to take it off.” She glanced at me over her glasses. “That’s a different proposition entirely.”

“Good. I like a challenge.”

Diane’s lips twitched. “Most men don’t say that.”

“Most men didn’t build their own harem in a garage.”

“Fair point.”

Breakfast was chaos. Mika insisted on making eggs, which involved cracking six shells and getting fragments in every one. She stood on tiptoes to reach the stove, her tail acting as a counterbalance, ears pressed forward in concentration.

“You’re supposed to crack them on the edge of the bowl,” Diane offered from the doorway, coffee in hand.

“I AM cracking them on the edge.”

“That’s the counter, Mika. The bowl is to your left.”

“I knew that.” Mika cracked the seventh egg on the counter and shell fragments cascaded everywhere. Her ears wilted.

Sasha tried to help by lifting Mika bodily to reach the high shelf for a clean bowl, which Mika absolutely did not appreciate. “I can climb! I have claws! Put me DOWN, I’m not a kitten!”

“You’re the size of a kitten.”

“I am FIVE FOOT THREE, Sasha. That’s average height for a…”

“A kitten.”

Mika hissed. Sasha set her down gently, looking pleased with herself. Diane supervised with the patience of a saint and the expression of someone grading a particularly disappointing exam. She’d given up trying to teach Mika cooking fundamentals after the Great Pasta Fire Incident, and now limited her contributions to damage assessment and cleanup coordination.

Lily sat at the kitchen table, watching the performance with growing incredulity. She’d found a pair of jeans in the guest room closet (Diane had stocked spare clothing in every room, anticipating exactly this situation) and combined them with the flannel from earlier. She looked comfortable, sharp-eyed, and mildly horrified.

“This is every morning?” she asked.

“This is a calm morning,” I said. “Yesterday, Mika tried to catch a fly and knocked over the spice rack. Sasha picked up the entire rack one-handed, which would have been helpful except she was naked and the mailman was at the door.”

“The mailman saw her naked.”

“The mailman has seen her naked three times. He won’t deliver to our door anymore. He leaves packages on the porch and runs.”

“Can you blame him?”

“I can blame Sasha’s relationship with the concept of clothing. But the mailman? No. He’s just trying to survive.”

Lily’s mouth opened. Closed. Opened again. “And you just… live like this.”

“I built this. All of it. These are my creations. My family.” I paused. “It’s the best thing I’ve ever done.”

She studied me for a long moment. The sharp green eyes softened by half a degree. Not fully warm, not yet, but the ice cracked just enough for me to see warmth underneath.

“The real Tessa would have called this insane,” she said.

“Probably.”

“I don’t think it’s insane.” She picked up a coffee mug Diane had placed in front of her. “I think it’s exactly the kind of thing you’d do. Build something no one else could have imagined and then act surprised that it worked.”

“You know me that well already?”

“I know her memories of you.” She sipped the coffee. “She was wrong about most things. But she was right that you’re a builder. It’s the best thing about you.”

A warmth settled in my chest. Not quite affection. Not quite recognition. Something in between.

The day passed in introductions and adjustments. Lily moved through the house with quiet confidence, assessing a new environment without asking permission to explore. She opened closets, inventoried contents, checked the bathroom supplies (noting that we were low on toothpaste and had “an alarming amount of conditioner relative to the hair volume present in this household”), examined the kitchen layout with the critical eye of someone who had opinions about cabinet organization, and then started rearranging things.

She reorganized the coffee mugs by size without asking.

The template echoing through. Tessa had reorganized my kitchen within a week of us starting to date.

Lily paused mid-reorganization, a mug in each hand, and frowned. “Why did I do that?”

“Because Tessa always rearranged my stuff.”

She set the mugs down slowly. Stared at them. “That wasn’t me. That was her.”

“You’ll learn to tell the difference.”

“Will I?” The question had an edge that wasn’t aggressive. Vulnerable. Just a flash, before the armor reassembled. “Show me the rest of the house.”

I showed her the bedrooms, the living room, the backyard where Chairman Meow was engaged in his daily territorial surveillance from the fence. Mika appeared at the back window, pressed her face against the glass, and hissed. The tabby yawned.

“There’s a pecking order,” Lily observed.

“Mika thinks she’s winning.”

“Chairman Meow thinks Mika is entertainment.”

“You read cats.”

“I read everything.” She turned from the window. Her expression shifted, the amusement fading into unease. “The real Tessa had a cat. Ginger tabby. Named him Bourbon. Liked to sleep on the bathroom mat and had a scar on his left ear from a fight with a raccoon.” She paused. “I shouldn’t know that. I should not know the name of my template’s cat, or the specific ear the scar was on, or that he was afraid of the vacuum cleaner but not the blender.”

“Template memory.”

“It’s unsettling. I have details in my head that feel like mine but aren’t. Like someone poured someone else’s home movies into my brain.” She rubbed her arms. “Does it fade?”

“Diane has them too. They come and go. Some days are worse than others.”

“Great. Something to look forward to.”

We ended up in the workshop, where the fabrication platform was still cooling down from her creation. The faint ozone smell of fabrication energy lingered, and the blue residue that coated the platform after every creation had only partially dissipated. Lily touched the platform’s edge, tracing the surface with her fingertips.

“This is where I was born,” she said. Not a question. She could feel the connection. “Seven hours ago, I didn’t exist. Now I have opinions about your coffee mug arrangement and your variable naming conventions.” She shook her head. “How do you process that?”

“Honestly? I still haven’t fully processed Mika, and she’s been here for weeks.”

“The catgirl who’s at war with the neighbor’s tabby.”

“That’s an accurate summary of approximately sixty percent of her daily activities.”

Lily moved along the workbench, examining tools, picking up components. Her fingers moved with practiced familiarity, as if she’d handled tools before. She hadn’t. Tessa had never touched a screwdriver in her life.

“This is where you build them,” she said.

“This is where I build everyone.”

“Including me.” She picked up a pair of needle-nose pliers, turned them over, set them down. “The devotion is already here. I didn’t have to learn it. It just… exists. Like a compass pointing north. I don’t have to think about it.”

“Does that bother you?”

“It should, shouldn’t it?” She leaned against the workbench, arms crossed. The flannel shifted, revealing the smooth line of her collarbone, the subtle swell of her chest. “I should be offended that someone programmed my emotions. But the emotions feel real. So either they ARE real, or the programming is so good that the distinction doesn’t matter.”

“Diane’s theory is that the design creates the inclination. What you do with it is your choice.”

“Smart woman.”

“She was modeled on my high school English teacher.”

Lily’s eyebrow climbed. “You based your harem on your teacher and your ex.”

“When you put it that way…”

“It sounds exactly as weird as it is.” But she was smiling. One corner of her mouth lifted, sharp and knowing, and something about it made my pulse quicken. “I know you, Alex Sawyer. Through her memories. I know you leave your socks on the bathroom floor. I know you talk to your code when it doesn’t work. I know you can go twelve hours on a project without eating.”

“Those are Tessa’s observations.”

“They’re also accurate. I checked.” She tilted her head. “You’re doing it right now, actually. You’ve been so focused on this conversation that you haven’t noticed the soldering iron has been plugged in for the last ten minutes. And there’s a half-eaten granola bar on the workbench from what I’m guessing was yesterday’s lunch.”

I looked at the workbench. The soldering iron was indeed plugged in, its orange indicator light glowing. The granola bar was from two days ago, actually, but the point stood.

“She saw all of that too,” Lily said quietly. “Every time she pointed it out, you heard criticism. She meant concern.” Her eyes softened for the first time. “I can feel both sides of it. The frustration and the love underneath.”

She pushed off the workbench and walked toward me. Not Sasha’s unconscious approach. Not Mika’s bouncing enthusiasm. A deliberate, measured advance. Every step closing distance with intent she wanted me to read.

She stopped a foot away. Her green eyes held mine.

“I know I was designed to love you,” she said. “And I do. I can feel it. Like gravity. It just pulls, whether I want it to or not.” She met my eyes. “But I also have opinions about you. And I’m not going to pretend I don’t. The other companions look at you like you hung the moon. I look at you like you hung the moon crooked and I want to fix the angle.”

A smile broke through before I could stop it. “That might be the most honest thing anyone’s ever said to me.”

“You’d better adjust. Honesty is the one thing the template and the design agree on.”

She leaned in and kissed me.

Her mouth was warm but not hot like Sasha’s. The kiss was confident, practiced, the kiss of someone who’d done this before, except she hadn’t. Template muscle memory, maybe. Or just Lily being Lily.

She tasted like coffee and something clean, something new. She kissed me deeper, her hand coming up to grip the back of my neck, fingers threading into my hair. There was nothing shy about it. No confusion, no hesitation. She kissed me like she had a point to make.

I kissed her back. My hands found her waist, pulled her closer. The flannel rode up, and my fingers met bare skin, warm and smooth. She made a small sound against my mouth and pressed her body against mine.

Her legs wrapped around my waist. She was strong, the runner’s build giving her a grip that locked me in place. I could feel the muscles in her thighs flexing against my sides, the toned strength of a body designed for motion, and my cock pressed hard against her through our clothes as she tightened around me. The sensation of being held by someone who chose to hold on was different from anything I’d experienced with the others.

I lifted her onto the workbench, tools scattering, and she pulled me between her legs. A wrench clattered to the floor. She didn’t flinch. She pulled me tighter, crossing her ankles behind my back, and the pressure of her thighs around my hips ground her center directly against the bulge in my jeans.

The kissing intensified. Her hands on my chest, pushing, pulling, uncertain and demanding at the same time. I could feel the tension in her body, the push-pull between designed devotion and template patterns. She wanted this and she wanted to fight it and she wanted to lose the fight. Her fingers gripped my shirt, bunching the fabric, then smoothing it flat, then bunching it again. The indecision playing out through her hands while her hips told a different, more honest story, rolling against me in small, involuntary circles.

I slid my palms up her thighs, feeling the firm muscle beneath the denim, my thumbs tracing the inner seam where heat radiated through the fabric. She inhaled sharply and pressed closer, her mouth finding my neck, her teeth grazing the tendon along my jaw hard enough to leave a mark she’d pretend she hadn’t meant.

She ground against me, the friction making us both groan. I could feel the heat of her pussy through the denim, a damp warmth that had nothing to do with the workshop temperature. Her breath was ragged, her pupils dilated, her nipples hard points pressing through the flannel. Her control was fracturing at the edges, her hips moving with increasing urgency, chasing the pressure of my cock against her clit through too many layers of clothing.

Then she pulled back.

One hand flat on my chest, holding me at arm’s length. Her chest heaved. Her lips were swollen from the kiss. That eyebrow arched again.

“Not tonight,” she said.

“No?”

“I want to make you earn it.” That challenging smile appeared, the one that said she was already planning her next move. “Tomorrow.”

She hopped off the workbench, smoothed the flannel, and walked past me toward the door. At the threshold she paused and looked back over her shoulder.

“The real Tessa never would have given you a second chance,” she said. “I’m choosing to.” The sharpness softened. “But I’m also choosing to make you work for it. Because the things you work for are the things you keep.”

She disappeared into the hallway. I heard her footsteps, confident and unhurried, moving toward the guest room she’d claimed. The door clicked shut.

From the living room, Mika’s voice: “The bond just spiked. What happened in there?”

Sasha, from the couch: “Something good. I can feel it. Like… warm anticipation. Through the sister-bond.”

Diane, measured: “Give them privacy, please.”

Mika: “I was giving them privacy! I was just noting the data!”

Diane: “You were eavesdropping.”

Mika: “My ears are very sensitive. I can’t help what they detect.”

I stood in the workshop, tools scattered, heart hammering, the taste of coffee and something new on my lips.

The system pinged:

[CREATION COMPLETE: LILY]
[Bond Initialized: 150/1000 (Familiar)]
[NOTE: Template Integration -- Personality Variance Detected]
[Enhanced Frame Mk II performing within expected parameters]
[Creator Level: 6 | XP: 350/4,000]

Personality variance detected. She’d kissed me and then told me to earn it. She was already different from every companion I’d created, in ways I hadn’t designed.

I picked up the scattered tools and set them back on the workbench. The wrench. The needle-nose pliers. A set of wire strippers that had somehow ended up under the couch.

Tomorrow.

I was already planning how to earn it.


Chapter 4: Fire and Surrender

Lily had been in the house for two days, and she was driving me insane in the best possible way.

Not the way Sasha drove me insane, with her complete inability to understand why nudity at the breakfast table was “a conversation we need to keep having.” Not the way Mika drove me insane, with her 3 AM zoomies and her ongoing cold war with Chairman Meow. (The territorial standoff had escalated overnight. Mika had started leaving “warning tokens” on the windowsill: small objects arranged in patterns she claimed were “internationally recognized symbols of dominance.” They looked like scattered bottle caps to me.) Not even the way Diane drove me insane, with her teacher-mode slippage and her tendency to grade my code when she thought I wasn’t looking.

Lily drove me insane because she pushed back.

She reorganized my workshop without asking. Not the mugs in the kitchen, which had been a template echo. The workshop was intentional. She moved my screwdrivers from the wall-mounted rack to a drawer system she’d improvised from old shipping containers. She sorted my circuit boards by size and frequency of use. She relocated my soldering station from the left side of the workbench to the right.

“The workflow is more efficient this way,” she said when I found the changes. “Your tool hand is dominant right. Having the soldering station on the left added unnecessary cross-body motion.”

“You moved my tools.”

“I optimized your tools.”

“Without asking.”

“If I’d asked, you would have said no.”

“That’s the POINT of asking.”

She leaned against the workbench, arms crossed, the fitted t-shirt she’d borrowed from me stretching across her chest. Green eyes sharp and amused. “You designed me to be interested in your passions. This is me being interested. Your workspace was inefficient.”

“It was MY inefficiency.”

“Now it’s your efficiency.” She tilted her head. “You’re welcome.”

I opened my mouth to argue. Closed it. Opened it again.

The layout was better. I couldn’t argue with that. The soldering station on the right side eliminated the reach-across that had been bugging me for months. The drawer system for screwdrivers put every size within arm’s length.

“You’re annoyingly correct,” I said.

She smiled like she’d won a war. “I know.”

She critiqued my cooking. Not aggressively: thoughtfully, which was somehow worse. I made spaghetti for dinner, my one reliable meal, the dish I’d been making since college. The recipe was simple: jarred sauce, ground beef, garlic, and spaghetti that I usually cooked to approximately the correct doneness. It wasn’t gourmet. It was sustenance. It had kept me alive for eight years without complaint.

Lily ate three bites, chewing slowly and thoughtfully, like a wine critic swirling before spitting. She set her fork down.

“The sauce needs acid.”

“The sauce is fine.”

“The sauce is flat. A tablespoon of red wine vinegar would balance the sweetness from the tomato paste.”

Diane looked up from her plate. “She’s not wrong.”

“You too?”

“The sauce IS flat, Alex. I’ve been meaning to say something.” Diane adjusted her glasses. “You rely too heavily on garlic as a flavor base without supporting it with complementary aromatics.”

“I’ve been eating this spaghetti for eight years.”

“Eight years of flat sauce,” Lily said. She got up, found the vinegar in the cabinet (she’d reorganized that too), and added a splash to the pot. Stirred. Tasted.

“Try it.”

I tried it.

My eyebrows went up before I could stop them. The vinegar had transformed the sauce. The flat, one-note sweetness now had depth, a brightness that cut through the heavy tomato and made the garlic actually sing instead of just sitting there. It was objectively, measurably, undeniably better.

Lily watched my expression with the satisfaction of a surgeon observing a successful procedure.

“I hate that you’re right,” I said.

“Get used to it.” One corner of her mouth lifted in a way that was pure challenge.

She debated Diane about household management. Diane had established a comprehensive schedule during the first week of the household’s existence: cleaning rotations, meal prep assignments, activity coordination, supply inventories, and a detailed color-coded chart that mapped each companion’s responsibilities by day and hour. It was laminated. There were footnotes. It worked. It had kept the house running smoothly for two weeks.

Lily looked at the schedule pinned to the refrigerator, read every item, then uncapped a red marker from the kitchen drawer and crossed out three of them.

Diane saw the red marks and went very still. The way a teacher goes still when a student writes the wrong answer on the board in front of the entire class.

“Mika doesn’t need a designated ‘sun spot rotation.’ She finds the sunbeam on her own. You’re scheduling an instinct, which is like scheduling breathing. And Sasha doesn’t need ‘supervised clothing selection.’ She’s an adult who can dress herself.”

“She walked outside naked last Tuesday,” Diane said.

“Then she learned that grass is cold. Natural consequences.”

Diane’s wine-red lips compressed. “The mailman.”

“Has probably seen worse on the internet.”

They stared at each other. Two analytical minds, two different approaches, both absolutely certain they were correct. The air between them practically crackled. Diane stood with classroom posture, chin slightly raised, tablet held like a professor’s podium. Lily leaned against the fridge with her arms crossed, the red marker still dangling from her fingers like a weapon she hadn’t finished using.

“The schedule has been effective for two weeks,” Diane said, her poise immaculate.

“Effective is different from optimal.”

“The difference is marginal.”

“The difference is three unnecessary tasks per day that create busywork instead of actual household improvement.”

“Structure provides psychological stability for…”

“For people who need external validation of their daily activities. Your companions are grown women, not students.”

Diane’s jaw tightened. “I was not aware we were conducting a management audit.”

“Consider it a free consultation.” Lily capped the red marker and set it on the counter. “The core schedule is solid. The unnecessary items are padding. Trust your people to find sunbeams and dress themselves.”

A long silence. Diane smoothed her skirt, adjusted her glasses, and picked up her tablet. “I’ll review your suggestions,” she said with the arctic politeness of someone who planned to review nothing but was too dignified to say so.

I watched from the kitchen doorway, eating the improved spaghetti, saying nothing. Mika sat on the counter beside me, tail curling with amusement, eating a can of tuna with a fork.

“She’s going to be a problem,” Mika whispered.

“She’s going to be interesting,” I said.

“Same thing.” Mika’s ears perked. “I like her, though. She told Chairman Meow he had ‘poor strategic discipline’ through the window. Nobody’s ever given him a performance review before.”

By the second evening, the tension between Lily and me had taken on a specific quality. Not anger. Not irritation. More combustible than either.

Heat.

Every debate ended with her leaning into my space, close enough that I could smell the clean, subtle scent of her skin. Every critique came with eye contact that lasted a beat too long, those sharp green eyes holding mine until one of us looked away. When she walked past me in the hallway, her shoulder brushed mine, and she didn’t apologize or adjust. When she handed me a coffee, her fingers lingered on my wrist, warm and deliberate.

The other companions noticed. Mika’s ears tracked our interactions with the fascination of someone watching a nature documentary about predators. Sasha observed with open curiosity, occasionally asking questions that were inappropriately direct: “Are you going to mate with the new sister tonight? The bond tension is making my skin tingle through the sister-bond.” Diane said nothing but gave me a look over her glasses that communicated volumes.

Push. Pull. Push. Pull. The rhythm of it was addictive. No companion had ever pushed back. Mika was eager. Sasha was willing. Diane was supportive. They challenged me in their own ways, but none of them had ever held my gaze with that sharp, daring look and said, essentially, “prove it.”

The argument about the tools happened after dinner.

She’d moved my wire strippers. The one tool I was particular about, the one I’d had since college, the one that fit my hand perfectly. She’d put them in the new drawer system with everything else.

I found her in the workshop, sitting on the workbench, reading something on a tablet Diane had lent her. Legs crossed at the ankle. The borrowed t-shirt and a pair of shorts that showed off her runner’s legs: toned calves, firm thighs, the subtle definition of someone built for motion.

“You moved my wire strippers,” I said.

“They’re in drawer three. Organized by jaw width.”

“They were on the pegboard. Where I could see them. Where they’ve been for four years. Through two relationships, three apartment changes, and one alien bracelet fusing itself to my wrist.”

“Sentimental attachment to tool placement is not a valid organizational principle.”

“Those wire strippers helped me build a drone.”

“A half-finished drone.”

“That’s not the point.”

“It’s exactly the point. You hang on to things because they’re familiar, not because they’re in the right place. Your workshop, your relationships, your life.” She set the tablet down and looked at me. Her gaze sharpened, and underneath the teasing was honesty. Frustration that wasn’t just about tools. “You designed me to challenge you. Don’t be surprised when I do.”

Something snapped. Not anger: something hotter. The argument wasn’t about wire strippers and we both knew it. Every critique she’d made, every piece of furniture she’d rearranged, every correction about my cooking, all of it was foreplay. She was testing me. Pushing to see where my limits were. Waiting to find out if I’d push back.

I crossed the workshop in three steps, grabbed her wrist, and pulled her off the workbench. She didn’t pull away. Her pupils dilated. Her breath caught.

“You moved my things,” I said, low.

“I improved your things.” Her voice had dropped too. That smoky quality, rougher at the edges. Her body was taut, leaning into my grip instead of pulling back.

“You don’t get to rearrange my life without asking.”

“You literally built me from scratch without asking the template’s permission.” One eyebrow arched. “Glass houses.”

I was still holding her wrist. She was still not pulling away. Her pulse hammered against my thumb, quick and hard. The push-pull that had been building for two days reached critical mass.

She shoved me.

Both hands flat on my chest, hard enough to make me take a step back. Not trying to escape. Not angry. Testing. Applying force to see where the give was.

I didn’t give.

I grabbed her wrists. Both of them. My fingers wrapped around her forearms and I pulled her against me, closing the gap she’d created. She didn’t resist. Her eyes went dark and hungry and she bit her lower lip.

“There he is,” she whispered.

I pulled her against me.

Her tits pressed flat against my chest. Her hips met mine. Her eyes went wide, then dark, pupils swallowing the green. Template bleed and designed devotion collided in real time across her face: she wanted to fight and she wanted to lose and she wanted both at the same time.

“Think you can handle me?” she whispered.

“I built you. I can handle anything.”

She kissed me. Hard. Not the confident, measured kiss from yesterday. This was aggressive, teeth catching my lower lip, tongue pushing past mine. Her hands twisted free of my grip and fisted in my hair, pulling me closer.

I grabbed her ass and lifted. The muscle was firm under my palms, the runner’s build that I’d designed and that somehow felt entirely hers. She wrapped her legs around my waist with athletic strength, locking herself in place with a grip that said she had no intention of letting go.

I carried her to the workbench. She was light, solid, her body compact and efficient where Sasha’s was voluptuous abundance and Diane’s was elegant softness. I swept tools aside with one arm: screwdrivers, a spool of wire, the wire strippers that had started this whole argument. I sat her on the edge. She grabbed the hem of her t-shirt and pulled it over her head in one motion.

No bra. Her breasts were natural, firm B-cups with dark pink nipples already hard. Her body was lean and toned, the abs visible, the waist narrow. Real-world attractive. No fantasy exaggeration. Just a beautiful, athletic woman looking at me like she wanted to devour me.

“Is this what you wanted?” She reached for my belt. “Someone who fights back?”

“Yes.”

She undid my belt with hands that moved fast and sure, yanked it free, tossed it behind her without looking. My jeans followed, shoved down with the impatience of someone who’d been waiting too long already. Her shorts came off next, kicked free with a dancer’s efficiency, and she wasn’t wearing anything underneath. She was already wet, glistening in the workshop light, the scent of her arousal sharp and warm in the close air.

Her body was primed. Had been primed for two days. Every argument and debate and sharp glance, every time she’d leaned into my space and held my gaze a beat too long, all of it had been building toward this moment. The tension between us had been a loaded spring, and we’d just pulled the pin.

She grabbed my cock and stroked it, her grip firm, confident. Template muscle memory or pure instinct, I didn’t know and didn’t care. Her eyes locked on mine as she guided me to her entrance.

I pushed inside her. One long, unrelenting stroke that split her open inch by inch.

She gasped. Her head fell back. Her hands gripped the edge of the workbench, knuckles white, tendons standing out in her forearms.

“God.” Her voice broke. “That’s…”

I didn’t let her finish the thought. I pulled back until just the head stretched her entrance, then drove home again, and whatever she was going to say dissolved into a moan that she tried to bite back and failed. She was tight. Tighter than I expected, her athletic body clenching around every inch of my cock with a grip that felt deliberate, her slick inner walls gripping like she was trying to pull me deeper through sheer force of will. The wet heat of her wrapped around me in waves of pressure, each flutter of her muscles telling me exactly how much she’d been denying herself for two days.

Her legs locked around my waist. Her heels dug into my lower back, pulling me into each thrust. Her fingers found my shoulders and her nails raked down my arms, leaving stinging trails of heat that matched the fire in her eyes. I could feel her arousal dripping between us, coating my cock, slicking the junction where our bodies met.

She pushed back. Literally pushed back, her hips meeting every thrust with force, turning penetration into collision. The slap of her ass against my hips punctuated each stroke. She was competitive even in this. Especially in this.

“Is this what you built into me?” She panted, green eyes blazing, her dark hair sticking to her flushed face. “To take everything you’ve got?”

“You tell me.”

“Harder.”

I grabbed her hips and gave her harder. The workbench rocked, one leg scraping across the concrete. Tools rattled in their drawers. Her body jolted with each impact, her firm tits bouncing in tight arcs, dark pink nipples tracing circles in the air, her mouth open, sounds pouring out halfway between moans and growls. Each thrust drove her arousal from her in a slick rush I could feel running down my shaft.

She shoved me again. Both hands on my chest. I stumbled back and she came with me, sliding off the workbench, pushing me until my back hit the wall. She dropped to her knees.

Her mouth found my cock without hesitation. Hot, wet, her lips stretching around the girth as she took me deep, tongue working the sensitive underside with flat, firm strokes that came from somewhere outside her two days of existence. She hollowed her cheeks and sucked, drawing me toward the back of her throat, and the tight pressure made my knees buckle. Her eyes looked up through her dark lashes, that competitive fire still burning, watching my reaction like she was keeping score.

I let her set the pace for thirty seconds. Her head bobbed steadily, lips glistening, saliva coating my shaft and dripping from her chin. Then I gripped her hair.

She moaned around me. The vibration traveled through my cock, up my spine, into my skull. I held her head and thrust, controlling the depth, and her eyes rolled back. Not with discomfort. With something she didn’t want to admit she loved. Her throat opened for me, and the tight, wet heat of her mouth worked me with a hunger that made her competitive edge look like foreplay. She gripped the base of my cock with one hand, twisting as her mouth worked the head, and her other hand clutched my thigh for balance.

I pulled her up by her hair, gentle enough not to hurt, firm enough to make the point. She came off my cock with a wet gasp, a string of saliva connecting her swollen lips to the head, and stood. Face flushed, lips swollen and slick, chin wet. She wiped her mouth with the back of her hand and the gesture was so casually filthy it made my cock throb.

“Bed,” I said.

“Not here?”

“Bed.”

She grinned. That sharp, challenging grin. “Make me.”

I picked her up. She yelped, wrapping her arms around my neck. “This is very caveman of you.”

“Complaining?”

“Observing. Carry on.” She bit my earlobe. “Literally.”

I carried her through the workshop door, down the hallway, past the living room where Mika was watching TV with her ears perked in our direction, tail twitching with vicarious excitement. Sasha was asleep on the couch, blissfully unaware, her body heat having turned the surrounding cushions into a warm zone.

My bedroom door. I kicked it open, crossed the room, and dropped her on the bed.

She bounced, dark hair fanning across the pillow. Athletic body stretched out, toned legs spreading. Her chest heaved with every breath. She looked up at me with an expression that was half challenge and half surrender.

“Come here,” she said.

I climbed onto the bed and kissed her. She responded with force, her tongue pushing against mine, her nails raking down my back. We rolled, fighting for position. She ended up on top, knees planted on either side of my hips.

She sank onto me. Took every inch in one smooth downstroke that bottomed out with a wet sound and a grunt from both of us. Her tight pussy swallowed my cock completely, the athletic grip of her inner walls clenching as she settled onto my hips, her ass flush against my thighs.

She started riding me. Her athletic body moved with precision: every muscle firing in sequence, abs flexing with each roll of her hips, toned legs driving the motion with tireless efficiency. She rode me in a figure-eight that ground her swollen clit against my pelvis on every rotation, her slick folds sliding against my skin, and the maddening control of it was calculated. Competitive. She was trying to make me come first. Trying to win.

Her toned legs flexed with each stroke, the muscles in her thighs visibly working, the runner’s build that made her endurance feel like a challenge and a threat. Green eyes blazing, staring down at me, her dark hair falling around her face like a curtain. Sweat glistened on her collarbone and between her firm breasts, the hard nipples flushed dark pink, bouncing with each roll of her hips. Her pussy made wet, rhythmic sounds as she rose and fell, the obscene evidence of how aroused she’d been beneath all that sarcasm.

“Is this what you wanted?” she breathed. “Someone who fights back? Someone who makes you earn it?”

“Yes.”

“Then earn it.”

I grabbed her hips, sat up, and flipped her. She landed on her back with a startled exhale, and before she could regroup I was between her legs, pinning her wrists above her head with one hand. She tested the grip. It held. Her eyes went wide.

Then dark.

Then desperate.

“Yes,” she whispered. “God. THIS is what I wanted.”

I pushed inside her and she arched off the bed, her body bowing, her toned stomach flexing as I sank into her in one deep thrust that pressed her into the mattress. Her pussy gripped me differently in this position, tighter at the entrance, the angle letting me reach places the riding hadn’t touched. I held her wrists pinned and fucked her deep, driving her hips into the bed with each stroke, and her competitive edge dissolved like sugar in hot water. The transformation played out across her face in real time: the tension in her jaw releasing, the defiance in her eyes softening into something raw and open and desperate. The fight drained out of her, replaced by something hungry that she’d been holding back since the first moment she’d opened her eyes in my workshop.

“Don’t stop.” Her voice cracked. “Don’t you dare stop.”

I didn’t stop. I shifted angles, searching, reading her reactions the way I read system data. Finding the depth that made her gasp, the pace that made her eyes glaze. When I hit the right combination, deep, angled upward, grinding the head of my cock against the swollen spot inside her with steady rhythm, her mouth fell open and her back arched off the mattress. Her pussy clenched so hard I felt it pulse around my shaft, her body recognizing what was coming before her mind did. Her legs came up, wrapping around my back, heels digging into my ass, pulling me harder, deeper, her wet slit grinding against the base of my cock on every downstroke.

“I was made for this,” she panted. “And I hate that I love it.”

I released her wrists and flipped her onto her stomach. She went willingly, eagerly, pressing her face into the pillow, her firm ass rising in the air with an arch that begged to be taken. I gripped her hair with one hand and her hip with the other and entered her from behind, burying myself to the root in one stroke that made her scream into the cotton.

The sound she made was not words. It was the sound of a woman who’d spent two days building walls and had them demolished in a single thrust.

I set a rhythm that was controlled and relentless. Deep strokes that bottomed out against her cervix, that made the bed creak and the headboard knock against the wall in a steady percussion. The wet sounds of my cock splitting her open filled the room alongside the slap of my hips meeting the firm curve of her ass. Her fists clenched in the sheets, knuckles white, the toned muscles of her back flexing with each impact. My hand in her hair held her head turned so I could see her face, and what I saw there made everything else disappear.

Every wall she’d built was down. Eyes unfocused, mouth open, drool dampening the pillow, every breath a moan dragged from the deepest part of her. This was not the sharp-tongued woman who’d reorganized my workshop and critiqued my cooking. This was someone who’d been waiting for permission to stop fighting, and the relief of surrender was written across her features like sunlight through broken clouds.

“Mine,” I said.

“Yours.” No fight left. No edge. Just raw, desperate need. “I’m yours. You built me and I’m yours and I need you to make me come. Please.”

I drove into her harder. Gripped her hip with bruising force and pulled her back onto each thrust, using her body’s weight against her. She pushed back against me, demanding, her tight ass pressing into my hips with each stroke, the firm cheeks rippling with each impact. The workbench debates, the kitchen critiques, the reorganized tools, all of it condensed into this: the moment she gave up the fight and wanted me to win.

She came hard. Two days of push and pull and argument and tension releasing in a single cataclysmic moment.

Her whole body went rigid. Her face pressed into the pillow, muffling a scream that I felt through the mattress like a vibration. Her pussy clamped around me in waves, rhythmic contractions so tight and wet they milked my cock in desperate pulses, pulling me deep and holding me there with a grip that refused to let go. Her legs shook violently. Her back arched, the lean muscles standing out in sharp relief, her runner’s body locked in the most beautiful tension I’d ever seen. Her toes curled. Her hands ripped at the sheets. A dark wet spot spread on the pillow from her open mouth.

The sight of her, this sharp, challenging woman completely undone, reduced to trembling, moaning surrender beneath me, pushed me over the edge. I buried myself as deep as her body would allow and came, the release flooding through me in long, heavy ropes that pumped into her clenching walls. She moaned into the pillow as she felt each hot pulse filling her, pushing back to take every drop, her pussy squeezing around me in aftershock contractions that wrung me dry. The cum spilled around the base of my cock, mixing with her arousal, dripping onto the sheets beneath us.

I collapsed beside her, both of us breathing hard, the mattress damp with sweat. The room smelled like exertion and skin and the lingering ozone of whatever energy the bond system generated during intense physical connection. My heart hammered. Hers hammered against my arm where she pressed close.

She rolled onto her side, facing me.

The sarcasm was gone. The sharp edges smoothed. She looked at me with green eyes that were wide and open and vulnerable in a way Tessa’s never had been.

“The real Tessa never would have stayed for the afterglow,” she said quietly. “I have her memories of this. The post-sex routine. She’d roll away, grab her phone, start scrolling through Instagram. Or she’d comment on something that needed cleaning. Or she’d get up to shower without saying anything, and the distance would settle back in before the sheets had cooled.”

I let the silence sit.

“She didn’t do it to be cruel. She just… didn’t know how to be vulnerable. She’d given you everything she could during the act itself, and afterward she needed her walls back. And you interpreted it as rejection.”

“You know all this from the template?”

“I feel it. Both sides. Her fear of being soft and your hurt when she wasn’t.” Lily reached out and touched my face. Her fingers traced my jawline with a gentleness that was entirely her own. No template. No design parameter. Just Lily.

“I’m glad you made me,” she said.

A shadow crossed her face. Brief, flickering. Her green eyes unfocused for just a second, then snapped back.

“Why did she leave?” she whispered.

I didn’t answer. I pulled her close instead, and she pressed her face against my chest. Her body was warm, not Sasha-hot but warm enough. Her heartbeat steadied against mine.

The question hung between us, unanswered. Some things don’t have clean explanations. Some failures are too tangled to reduce to a single sentence. And the silence said more than any answer I could have given.

We lay there, limbs tangled, breathing slowing. The system pinged softly at the edge of my vision:

[Bond +150: Lily -- 300 (Intimate)]
[Template Integration: Active -- Personality Variance Stabilizing]

The line between Lily and Tessa was becoming clearer. The template patterns were settling into their places, the sharp edges of someone else’s personality finding their grooves in Lily’s own emerging identity. She was becoming herself. Not the fixed version of Tessa I’d imagined, and not a copy. Herself.

“Alex?” she murmured against my chest.

“Yeah?”

“Don’t let me turn into her.” Her voice was fierce, urgent. “If the template starts pulling me that way. If I start checking your phone or rolling my eyes at your projects or making you feel like you’re not enough.” She looked up. Dead serious. “I can feel those patterns in me. The urge to criticize, to push away, to protect myself by keeping you at arm’s length. It’s her. Not me. But it’s IN me. And I need you to tell me when it surfaces. Promise me you’ll fight for me.”

“I’ll tell you.”

“Promise.”

“Promise.”

“And I’ll fight it too. Every day. Because I’m not her, Alex. I have her face and her memories and her instincts, but I choose this. I choose staying.”

She nodded once. Settled back against me.

From somewhere down the hall, I heard Mika’s voice, slightly awed: “The sister-bond is really strong right now. Did they…”

And Sasha’s cheerful reply: “Obviously. Can I go next?”

And Diane’s measured tone: “There is a schedule, Sasha.”

Lily snorted against my chest. “A schedule. For sex.”

“Diane schedules everything.”

“Has she considered that spontaneity is the entire point of human connection?”

“She’s considered it, evaluated it against seventeen variables, and determined that scheduled spontaneity is more efficient than unscheduled spontaneity.”

“That sentence shouldn’t make sense. And yet it does.” Lily closed her eyes. “Did she move my wire strippers back?”

I checked my phone. A text from Diane: “Your wire strippers are on the pegboard. Some habits should be respected.”

“She moved your wire strippers back,” I confirmed. “With a note about maintaining household continuity. She signed it with her initial.”

“Like a memo.”

“Diane turns everything into a memo.”

Lily laughed. Low and real and surprised by its own warmth. “I think I like her.”

“She’ll grow on you.”

“She already has. The whole house has.” She pressed closer, her runner’s body fitting against mine like she was designed for this exact position. Which, technically, she was. But the comfort felt earned rather than engineered. “Alex?”

“Yeah?”

“The wire strippers are still in the drawer.”

“Go to sleep, Lily.”

“Drawer three. Organized by jaw width. Just saying.”

She fell asleep against my chest.

The system pulsed once at the edge of my vision, soft and satisfied, and went quiet.


Chapter 5: Not Embarrassed Anymore

Diane found me in the workshop the next morning, still organizing the tools Lily had moved. Or re-moved. Or un-reorganized. The territorial battle over my workspace had reached a detente: Lily’s drawer system stayed, but the wire strippers went back on the pegboard. Compromise. The foundation of every great relationship and every mediocre peace treaty.

“I found something,” Diane said.

She stood in the doorway, tablet in hand, glasses perched low on her nose. Her heels clicked on the workshop’s concrete floor as she walked toward me.

She set the tablet on the workbench and opened her research files. Organized, cross-referenced, annotated. Diane didn’t do casual research. She did graduate-level analysis with color-coded citations.

“The secondary observer signal,” she said. “I’ve been cross-referencing its encryption protocols with public patent filings. Remember the encryption divergence I mentioned? I traced the partial matches to their source.”

She pulled up a patent application. Dense technical language, diagrams I couldn’t parse, and a name at the bottom that I didn’t recognize.

“Viktor Novak,” I read. “Former lead engineer at Nexus.”

“Left three years ago after an internal dispute with Dr. Monroe. The details aren’t public, but the timing coincides with the rejected ‘synthetic consciousness’ patent. He was listed as a co-inventor.” Diane swiped to another screen, her annotated timeline expanding across the tablet. “His patent history ends abruptly after his departure. No publications, no filings, no conference appearances, no employment records in any accessible database. People don’t vanish that completely by accident.”

“What was his specialty?”

“Signal architecture. Neural-digital communication protocols. The observer’s transmission pattern matches the methodology described in three of his patent applications.” She removed her glasses and tapped them against her lower lip, the thinking gesture that drew attention to the fullness of her wine-red mouth. “He worked directly with Monroe for six years. They co-founded the division that produced the device. Monroe was the biological theorist. Novak was the signal architect. Between them, they had the two key competencies needed to create the Creation System.”

“And then they had a falling out.”

“The timing correlates with the patent rejection. The ‘synthetic consciousness’ filing was denied for dual-use concerns. Shortly after, Novak left. Monroe stayed and pivoted the company toward prosthetics as a public face.” Diane’s dark eyes met mine over the tablet. “Whatever fell apart between them, it was significant enough to make him vanish entirely.”

“Can you find him?”

“I can find traces. But tracing the observer signal itself requires access to system layers that are beyond my analytical capability.” She said it neutrally, but the implication was clear. We needed more analytical power. Someone designed for it.

“I’m thinking about it,” I said.

“I know.” She placed her glasses back on. “Take your time. But the observer signal pulsed twice yesterday. Closer than before.”

She gathered her tablet and left, heels clicking with measured precision. I watched the slight sway of her hips as she rounded the corner, the pencil skirt shifting with each step.

The observer was getting closer. Novak was a thread I needed to pull. And Diane was right about needing help, even though she was too polite to push.

First, though, I had other concerns.

Lily had been quiet all morning. Not her usual sharp-edged quiet, where you could tell she was formulating her next critique. This was a withdrawn quiet. She’d sat at the kitchen table through breakfast without commenting on the eggs (which Mika had made again, with only slightly fewer shell fragments than yesterday’s batch). She’d watched Sasha nearly knock a cabinet door off its hinges reaching for cereal without making a single observation. She’d let Diane’s morning schedule announcement pass without a single red-marker amendment.

Something was off.

I’d been about to ask her when she answered the house phone at noon. I was in the kitchen, making coffee, and heard her pick up the receiver in the living room. Her voice changed.

Not a dramatic shift. Subtle. The smoky quality smoothed out, replaced by something crisper, more clipped. A different cadence. A different rhythm.

“Hello? No, this isn’t… I think you have the wrong number.” A pause. “Yes, I understand. No, there’s no Tessa here.”

She put the phone down.

I watched from the kitchen doorway. She stood with her hand still on the receiver, staring at her fingers. Her green eyes were unfocused, seeing something that wasn’t in the room.

“Lily?”

She snapped back. Looked at me. Smiled, quick and sharp. “Wrong number.”

“You sounded different.”

“Did I?” She picked up the remote and turned on the TV, body language closing the subject like a book snapping shut. “Mika was watching a cooking show earlier. I think she’s planning something. We should probably hide the kitchen.”

Tessa’s patterns, bleeding through. The voice she’d answered with wasn’t hers. It was Tessa’s phone voice: the slightly more formal register Tessa used for unknown callers. Clipped consonants, a half-octave higher than Lily’s natural speaking voice. Lily didn’t know she was doing it.

She didn’t tell me. I didn’t push. But I filed it away alongside the coffee mug reorganization, the kitchen cabinet familiarity, and the way she sometimes paused mid-sentence, eyes unfocused, listening to a conversation that wasn’t happening in this house.

The template interference was escalating. Each day brought something new: a gesture, a habit, a flash of someone else’s memory surfacing behind Lily’s green eyes. She was still herself, sharp, challenging, distinctly Lily, but the boundaries between her identity and Tessa’s were blurring at the edges.

We needed help. We needed someone who could see inside the system and tell us what was happening at the code level.

We needed Kira. Even though she didn’t exist yet.

The heat cycle hit Mika at three in the afternoon.

I’d been keeping track. Her cycles had been getting more regular over the past two weeks: roughly every four to five days, lasting six to eight hours. The system tracked it as an evolving trait, one of those emergent behaviors that hadn’t been part of my design but had developed naturally. Like the purring. Like the way she pushed things off surfaces and watched them fall with zero remorse.

I was in the living room, reading technical specs on the tablet Diane had compiled, when I felt the sister-bond shift. A pulse of warmth through the connection, different from the usual background hum. Focused. Intense. Directional.

I looked up. Mika stood in the doorway.

Her tail swished behind her with a slow, measured rhythm I recognized. Not the playful flicking of curiosity or the rapid twitching of excitement. This was a metronome. Intent. Purpose. Her ears were forward, pointed directly at me, soft tabby-striped fur catching the light. Her amber eyes were fully dilated, the vertical slit pupils opened wide enough to swallow the gold.

She was wearing one of my t-shirts, the hem hitting mid-thigh. Nothing else. The shirt hung off one shoulder, exposing the cream skin dotted with faint freckles. Her chestnut hair was slightly tousled, tabby striping catching the afternoon light.

“Heat cycle,” she said.

My body responded before my brain caught up. Blood rushing south, pulse quickening. I’d been through Mika’s heat cycles before, but something was different in her voice. The embarrassment was gone. The flustered, confused neediness that had characterized her earlier cycles, the wide-eyed distress of “I feel warm and I need,” had been replaced by something altogether more dangerous.

Confidence.

“But I’m not hiding this time,” she said.

She walked toward me. Not bouncing, not pouncing, not the kinetic chaos that defined her daily movement. A deliberate prowl. Her hips shifted with each step, and her tail traced a lazy figure-eight behind her. She stopped in front of the couch where I sat and looked down at me.

“I’ve been thinking about this,” she said. “All morning. My body’s been humming since I woke up. The heat builds and builds and I used to be scared of it.” She pulled the t-shirt over her head in one smooth motion. “Not anymore.”

She stood in front of me naked. Petite and athletic. Perky B-cup breasts with pink nipples already hard, flushed across her cream skin. The faint freckles scattered across her shoulders and nose. Her waist was slim, her hips narrow, her legs toned and cat-like. The tail curled behind her, the tip twitching with anticipation.

“I want you to watch everything,” she said. “No hiding. No burying my face. I want you to see me.”

I opened my mouth to respond and she pushed me.

Both hands on my chest, firm and sudden, using the couch as leverage. My back hit the cushions and she was on top of me, straddling my lap, her small hands already working my shirt up and over my head.

“Mika.”

“Don’t talk yet.” Her ears twitched. “I’m in charge right now.”

She undid my jeans with practiced hands, pulling them down my hips. Her claws, retracted but present, snagged briefly on the denim. She freed my cock and wrapped her hand around it, her grip warm and sure.

“I used to be embarrassed about how loud I am,” she said, stroking me slowly, her small hand barely closing around the girth, the warmth of her palm sliding up and down the shaft with a grip that was firmer than her petite frame suggested. “How the sounds just come out and I can’t stop them. Every moan, every gasp. I’d bury my face in the pillow and hate myself for not being quieter.” She met my eyes. “You know what changed?”

“What?”

“I realized the sounds are yours. I make them because you made me. Every noise that comes out of my mouth is your creation. And you should hear all of it.” She leaned down and dragged her tongue flat across the head of my cock. That rough-textured tongue. The sensation was electric, the fine barbs creating a sandpaper-velvet friction that no human tongue could replicate, rasping across the sensitive underside of the glans in a way that made my vision blur.

“I’m not embarrassed anymore.” She took me into her mouth, lips stretching around the head, and the roughness of her tongue dragged along the underside of my shaft as she sank lower. The texture caught on every nerve ending, each tiny barb creating its own point of friction that multiplied into something devastating. I groaned, my hips pushing up involuntarily. She held me down with one hand on my stomach, claws pricking slightly through my skin, and worked me with her mouth, thorough and unhurried. She took me deeper, the rough tongue curling around my shaft, and the vibration of a nascent purr hummed through her throat, adding a low frequency that made my cock throb against the roof of her mouth.

Then she pulled off with a wet pop, licked her lips with that sandpaper tongue, and climbed up my body.

She straddled me with an ease that spoke of growing familiarity with her own body, with my body, with the way they fit together. Her wet slit pressed against my cock without taking me inside. She rocked her hips, sliding her heat along my length, coating me in her arousal with slow, teasing strokes that made my fists clench in the couch cushions.

Her tail wrapped around my right thigh, the grip tight and possessive. The fur was soft against my skin, but the muscle underneath was steel cable. She wasn’t letting go.

“Watch me,” she said. “I want you to hear me. Every sound.”

She sank down onto me.

Her head fell back, amber eyes fluttering, a moan pouring from her throat that she made no attempt to muffle. The sound filled the living room, raw and unashamed. Before, she’d buried her face in my chest, mortified by her own volume. Now she held my gaze, lips parted, and let every sound out.

She was tight. God, she was tight. Her petite frame made the sensation of filling her almost overwhelming, her small pussy stretching around my cock in a grip so snug I could feel every ripple of her inner walls adjusting to the intrusion, each fraction of an inch a deliberate surrender of her tiny body around me. She bottomed out with a gasp that pitched into a whimper, the fullness pressing against her limits, and paused, her cream-flushed thighs trembling around my hips, ears twitching rapidly as her body adapted.

Then she moved.

Small frame bouncing on my lap, perky tits jolting with each downstroke, the hard pink nipples tracing tight arcs in the air. Her ears flattened back with pleasure, then snapped forward again as she watched my face. The freckles across her shoulders and nose stood out against the deepening flush of her cream skin. She rode me with a rhythm that was less practiced than Sasha’s rolling motion and more instinctive. A cat’s rhythm. Variable, unpredictable. Fast, then slow. Deep, then shallow. Clenching on the upstroke so her tight walls dragged along every inch of my shaft, then dropping her weight on the downstroke to take me to the hilt. Reading my reactions and adjusting in real time, her body a finely tuned instrument of heat and pressure.

“I want you to hear me,” she repeated, and moaned again, louder. Purposeful. “Every sound I make is because of you. Because you created me. Because your hands built this body and it responds to you.”

Her claws extended slightly, pricking my chest. Not deep enough to draw blood. Just enough to feel. She planted her palms on my pectorals and used the leverage to ride harder, her petite body slamming down with force that surprised me.

The tail around my thigh squeezed tighter. Her pupils were fully dilated, amber completely eclipsed by black. The purring started, a deep vibration in her chest that I could feel resonating through her body and into mine. Through my cock. The tactile vibration added a sensation that was impossible to describe and impossible to forget.

“I need something,” she gasped. She stopped riding me, breathing hard, her small body trembling on top of mine. She seemed to be gathering courage. Then she took my right hand, lifted it from her hip, and placed it against her throat.

My fingers curled around the slim column of her neck. Not squeezing. Not pressing. Just there. Holding.

Her reaction was instantaneous.

Her eyes went impossibly wide. Her tail locked rigid, vibrating. A full-body shudder ran through her, and her pussy clenched around me so hard I saw stars. The purring deepened to a frequency I could feel in my bones.

“Oh,” she breathed. “Oh, that’s…”

We stared at each other. Both surprised. Both discovering something neither had expected.

My hand on her throat. Possession, not pressure. Ownership, not control. The gesture that said “mine” without a single word.

“Don’t let go,” she whispered.

I didn’t.

She rode harder. The couch springs protested beneath us. Her small body worked with desperate energy, hips snapping, tits bouncing, ears pressed flat against her skull. She maintained eye contact through all of it. No hiding. No burying her face. She stared into my eyes and let me see everything.

The moans turned to cries. The cries turned to screams. She was loud, had always been loud, but now the volume was weaponized. She wanted the house to hear. She wanted her sisters to know.

“Don’t let go,” she panted. “Your hand. Right there. I need to feel you holding me.”

My fingers tightened around her throat by a fraction. Just enough to feel the pulse hammering against my thumb. Her pupils blew out completely, swallowing the amber until her eyes were pure black.

She screamed. Not a muffled sound, not a suppressed gasp. A full-throated, unapologetic scream that bounced off the living room walls and probably carried through every room in the house. The old Mika would have been mortified. This Mika screamed because she wanted to.

The orgasm hit her like a physical force. Her tail went rigid, vibrating at a frequency that made the air hum. Her ears twitched uncontrollably, fluttering like they were trying to take flight. Her claws dug into my chest, ten sharp points of sensation that grounded me while her body lost all control. Her pussy clenched in rhythmic waves so powerful I could feel each contraction individually, a rolling squeeze that milked my cock from base to tip, her tight walls rippling around me with desperate urgency. Her arousal gushed around me, slicking our junction, dripping down my shaft and onto the couch beneath us.

I couldn’t hold back. I came. Flooded her small body while her eyes stayed locked on mine, my hand on her throat, feeling her scream vibrate through my palm as the orgasm ripped through both of us simultaneously. Each thick pulse of cum drew another clench from her, her pussy working me with an intensity that bordered on painful, milking every drop into her quivering depths. The sister-bond surged through the household. Somewhere in the house, three other women would be feeling echoes of this. Mika knew it. I could see it in her wide, black-pupiled eyes. She wanted them to feel it.

She rode through the aftershocks, grinding down on my softening cock, taking everything, unwilling to let a single drop escape. Her hips worked in small, desperate circles, her ears trembling, her tail slowly relaxing from rigid to limp.

She collapsed onto my chest. Purring. Deep, resonant, satisfied purring that vibrated through my ribcage. Her tail unwound from my thigh and curled loosely around my ankle instead. Possessive even in afterglow.

“I used to be scared of the heat cycle,” she murmured against my skin. “Now it’s my favorite part of being alive.”

I stroked her hair, careful to brush behind her ears. She shivered pleasantly, pressing closer.

“Don’t tell Sasha I said that,” she added. “She’ll compete.”

“Your secret’s safe.”

“It’s not a secret. She can feel it through the bond. I can already sense her reaction. Warm satisfaction and a competitive urge that she’s trying to suppress and failing.” Mika sighed contentedly. “She’s going to come in here within the hour and try to prove her heat is better. Which is ridiculous, because heat isn’t a competition.”

“Coming from the woman who’s been competing with a cat for two weeks.”

“That’s TERRITORY. Completely different.” She nuzzled my chest. “She’s going to be insufferable.”

We lay there for a while, the afternoon light shifting through the living room windows, warming a strip of carpet that Mika would normally have claimed for herself. Instead, she was curled against me, her purring deepening into a drowsy hum that I could feel vibrating through my ribcage. Her ears relaxed, going soft and droopy, the tabby-striped fur catching the golden light. Her tail made slow, lazy circles around my ankle.

This was different from the early heat cycles. Those had been desperate, almost painful, driven by a biological need she couldn’t name. She’d clung to me afterward like someone who’d survived a storm. Now she basked. The heat cycle was hers, owned and understood and even enjoyed. The growth was visible, measurable, and it made something in my chest expand.

A sound from the hallway. Soft footsteps. I looked over Mika’s head and caught a glimpse of Lily in the corridor, half-hidden behind the doorframe. Her green eyes were wide. Her jaw hung open.

She saw me looking. Her eyes went wider.

“Nope,” she whispered, backing away. “Did NOT just see a tail do that.”

Mika’s ears perked up, swiveling toward the hallway with radar precision. She grinned against my chest without lifting her head. “I know you’re there.”

“I’m not here.” Lily’s voice retreated down the hallway. “This didn’t happen.”

Mika’s grin widened. “Now you sound like me.”

I heard Lily’s footsteps speed up, then the click of a bedroom door closing.

Mika laughed, a low, pleased sound. Her tail tightened around my ankle. “I like the new sister.”

“She’s going to need therapy.”

“She’s going to need a turn.” Mika pressed a kiss to my collarbone, her lips warm and slightly rough from that feline texture. “But not until the heat cycle is done. I’m keeping you for at least two more rounds.”

“Two?”

“Maybe three. The cycle is stronger this time. I think I’m evolving.” Her tail curled tighter around my ankle. “Or maybe I just like you more than I did last week. Is that possible? Can love increase without a bond threshold trigger?”

“I think love does whatever it wants.”

“Huh.” She considered this. “That’s very unscientific. I approve.”

I stroked behind her ears. She melted, her whole body going limp against mine, a small happy sound escaping her throat that was somewhere between a sigh and a purr.

From the kitchen, I heard Diane’s voice, measured and calm: “I felt that through the bond. The intensity was… notable.” A pause. “Also, Mika, the living room curtains were open.”

Mika’s ears flattened. She lifted her head and looked at the window. The curtains were indeed open. The backyard was visible, and on the fence, Chairman Meow sat staring directly at us with the impassive judgment of a creature who had seen everything and was thoroughly unimpressed.

“He watched,” Mika said flatly.

“He’s a cat. He doesn’t care.”

“He watched and he JUDGED.” She hissed at the window. Chairman Meow yawned expansively, displaying a pink mouth and teeth that had never caught anything more challenging than a piece of kibble. His contempt was absolute.

“I will remember this,” Mika told the cat through the glass. “When I finally establish dominance, your voyeurism will be part of the historical record.”

I pulled the blanket from the back of the couch over both of us. Mika settled back down, grumbling about feline voyeurism and territorial disrespect. Her tail tightened around my ankle, possessive even while she plotted revenge against the neighbor’s tabby.

The system pinged softly:

[Bond +100: Mika -- 650 (Devoted)]
[Heat Cycle: Evolving -- Companion Exhibiting Increased Confidence]
[Note: New behavioral pattern detected during heat cycle. Logging.]

When I woke up, the afternoon had shifted to evening. Mika was gone, replaced by a warm dent in the couch cushion and a folded note in her handwriting. Shaky, childlike letters, because Mika had only been reading and writing for a few weeks.

“Round 2 tonight. Kitchen. Wear the tank top with the ripped sleeves. Your arms look good in it. Also Sasha ate the last of the tuna. This is an act of war. I will retaliate at a time of my choosing.”

I smiled, set down the note, and went to find dinner. The house had settled into its evening rhythm. Sasha was in the guest room, radiating enough body heat that the door was open for ventilation. Diane’s office light was on, her silhouette visible through the frosted glass, still researching the Novak lead. The smell of something savory drifted from the kitchen, which meant either Lily or Diane had taken over cooking duties after the Great Shell Fragment Incident of this morning’s breakfast.

In the kitchen, Lily sat at the table, a cup of coffee cooling in front of her. She’d been reading something on the tablet, but the screen had gone dark. She was staring at her hands instead, turning them over, examining her palms like she was looking for something written there.

A plate of pasta sat near the stove, covered with a paper towel. She’d made dinner. The sauce smelled different from my usual, sharper, more complex. She’d used the vinegar trick she’d taught me yesterday.

She noticed me and looked up. Her expression was complicated: amusement, disbelief, and a quiet tenderness she was trying to hide. The template echoes from earlier seemed to have faded, her green eyes clear and sharp and unmistakably her own.

“I have a question,” she said.

“Shoot.”

“Is it always like that? The tail thing? The purring? The…” She gestured vaguely. “Everything?”

“Mika is unique.”

“You designed her that way.”

“I designed the cat features. The ears, the tail, the instincts. The confidence is all her. You should have seen her three weeks ago during her first heat cycle. She could barely look at me. She hid behind pillows. Now she’s…” I gestured vaguely toward the living room. “Whatever that was.”

“An evolution.” Lily traced the rim of her coffee cup. “She’s becoming more herself. Not more of what you designed. More of what she’s chosen to be.” She paused. “That’s true for all of us, isn’t it? The design is the starting point. The person is what happens after.”

“You’ve been talking to Diane.”

“Diane talks to everyone. It’s impossible to avoid. She cornered me in the hallway yesterday for a twenty-minute lecture on household hydration protocols. I was trying to get to the bathroom.” She smiled. “But yes. We talked about the template theory. Inclination versus choice.”

I sat down across from her and pulled the pasta plate toward me. The first bite confirmed my suspicion: vinegar, a bay leaf, and something else I couldn’t identify that gave the tomato sauce a smoky undertone.

“You cooked,” I said.

“Somebody had to. Mika was occupied. Sasha offered, but the last time she used the stove she set off the smoke detector three times and called it ‘aggressive.’” Lily picked up her coffee, realized it had gone cold, and set it back down. “Diane supervised. She gave me a B-plus on the sauce and a note about garlic ratios.”

“Diane grades everything.”

“She graded your code. She told me. Said your variable naming conventions earned a solid B-minus and that she left notes in the margins of a commit you made two weeks ago.” Lily’s mouth twitched. “She’s proud of that, by the way. She thinks you haven’t found them yet.”

“I found them. I just didn’t have the heart to tell her that I already knew my naming was inconsistent.”

Lily looked at her hands again. Flexed her fingers. The smile faded, her gaze turning inward.

“The template gave me memories of your sex life with Tessa.” She said it matter-of-factly, like reading a weather report. “It was adequate. Vanilla. She initiated maybe once a month.”

“Thanks for the recap.”

“My point is, she never looked at you the way that catgirl just looked at you. Like you were the only thing in the universe that mattered. Like she would burn down cities and fight armies and knock over every recycling bin in existence if it meant keeping you.” Lily met my eyes. “You built something impossible, Alex. These women aren’t just loyal or devoted or designed to love you. They’ve CHOSEN it. Every day. Every interaction. The design gave them the starting point, but the choice is theirs.”

She glanced at her own hands again. “Mine too.”

“You’re being nice. That’s suspicious.”

“Don’t get used to it.” The edge returned to her mouth, the corner lifting in a way that promised trouble. “Your spaghetti still needs work. And so does your workshop layout. And your documentation. And your curtain situation. Who leaves curtains open during afternoon activities?”

“Mika doesn’t care about curtains.”

“The neighbor’s cat does. He was on the fence the entire time, Alex. The ENTIRE time. That cat has seen things.”

I laughed.

She didn’t. Her expression had shifted again, the humor draining into something she’d been holding back since I sat down. She turned her coffee cup in a slow circle, watching the dark liquid settle.

“I answered the phone in her voice today,” she said. “Tessa’s voice. I didn’t mean to. It just came out. The words, the cadence, the way she clips her consonants when she’s talking to someone she doesn’t know.” She looked at me. “I put the phone down and I didn’t know which voice was mine.”

“Lily…”

“It’s fine. I figured it out. My voice is the one that wants to tell you your curtains are a liability and your coffee table has a ring stain that’s been there since before I was born, which was four days ago.” She forced a half-smile that didn’t reach her eyes. “But it took me a second. And for that second, I was standing in a living room I’ve never been in, holding a phone that wasn’t mine, being a person I’m not.”

“We’ll figure it out,” I said. “Diane’s been tracking her episodes. There might be a pattern. And the new creation I’m planning, she’ll have system access. She might be able to see what’s causing it.”

“Another sister.” Lily nodded slowly. “You’re building someone to fix us.”

“I’m building someone to help us understand what’s happening. There’s a difference.”

“Is there?” She held up a hand before I could answer. “Rhetorical question. I know there is. I just…” She trailed off, staring at the dark window over the sink. Her reflection stared back, and for a moment I wondered which face she saw in the glass.

“The template memories aren’t all bad,” she said finally. “Some of them are useful. I know how you take your coffee because Tessa memorized it during your first month together. I know you crack your knuckles when you’re nervous and tap your foot when you’re excited and go completely still when you’re scared. I know those things because she loved you enough to learn them.” A pause. “And I know she regretted leaving. That part leaked through too. Not a full memory. More like a feeling. Like a bruise that aches when you press on it.”

I didn’t know what to say to that. So I ate the pasta instead, and it was good, and Lily watched me eat with an expression that was half Tessa’s concern and half something sharper and warmer that belonged only to her.


Chapter 6: The Thinker

The Specialist Frame blueprint dropped during breakfast.

I was eating toast and reviewing Diane’s latest batch of Viktor Novak research when the system pinged with the particular insistence of a notification that refused to be dismissed.

[CREATION SYSTEM v1.0]
[Creator Level 6 | XP: 1,450/4,000]
[NEW BLUEPRINT UNLOCKED: Specialist Frame]
[Features: Enhanced Cognitive Architecture, System Interface Capability -- EXPERIMENTAL]
[WARNING: Specialist Frame contains features not present in previous blueprints. System Interface allows companion direct access to Creation System data. Cognitive architecture exceeds all previous companion baselines. Proceed with full awareness of implications.]

I set down the toast.

“Alex?” Diane noticed the unfocused look that meant I was reading the system interface. She set down her coffee, auburn waves still damp from her morning shower. Reading glasses perched low on her nose, ready for a full day of research she’d assigned to herself. “What is it?”

“New blueprint. Something called the Specialist Frame.” I read the description again, slower this time. “Enhanced cognitive architecture. And something called System Interface Capability.”

“System interface?”

“The companion would be able to access Creation System data directly. See what I see through the panels. Maybe more.” I closed the notification. “She’d be able to help with the secondary observer. With your false memories. With understanding what this device actually is.”

Diane’s expression shifted through several layers. Professional interest first, then hope she tried to contain, then a flash of vulnerability she smoothed over before it could settle.

“A companion who can see inside the system,” she said. “That’s significant.”

“The system flagged it as experimental. First time it’s used that word for any blueprint.”

“Then perhaps we should discuss the design parameters carefully.” She removed her glasses and placed them on the table. Her signal for shifting out of analysis mode. “What kind of person are you building?”

“That’s the thing.” I leaned back. “I don’t have a template this time. No reference person. This would be the first companion I design entirely from scratch. Pure imagination.”

Her brown eyes warmed. “Your first original creation.”

“Yeah.”

She reached across the table and touched my hand. Brief, warm. “Design her well. She’ll need to be exceptional if she’s going to help us understand what’s happening.”

I spent the morning in the workshop with the design interface open.

No template meant starting from nothing. No face to trace, no personality to adjust, no existing person to serve as a foundation. Every companion before this had started with a reference point. Mika’s catgirl aesthetic drawn from anime and wish fulfillment. Sasha’s curves from pure fantasy. Diane’s professional elegance from a memory of Mrs. Hartwell. Lily’s athletic sharpness from Tessa. Each time, the template had given me a direction.

This time the design hologram floated above the bracelet, blank and patient. A humanoid wireframe rotating slowly in blue light, waiting for me to decide who should exist.

I stared at it for twenty minutes before placing a single parameter.

Physical attributes first. I wanted someone distinct from the existing companions. Mika was petite and catlike. Sasha was statuesque and voluptuous. Diane was elegant and mature. Lily was athletic and sharp.

I designed someone purposeful. 5’5”, sleek build. Slim with subtle curves. Small chest, elegant hands. A frame that suggested purpose over ornamentation. The kind of body that would move with intention, every gesture considered.

When I specified the face, something unexpected happened. The design interface flickered, and features filled in that I hadn’t selected. Silver-white hair, cut short in a precise pixie style. Sharp violet eyes with an intensity that didn’t come from any slider I’d adjusted.

I hadn’t chosen either of those.

I tried to change them. The system resisted, gentle but firm, like trying to push a river upstream. The silver hair and violet eyes remained, pulsing faintly in the holographic preview.

[System Note: Specialist Frame appearance parameters include system-influenced elements. Hair pigmentation and iris coloration linked to System Interface functionality. Manual override not recommended.]

The system was adding its own touches. That had never happened before. Four companions, and every one of them had looked exactly the way I specified. This time, the system had opinions about aesthetics.

I let it stand. Silver hair, violet eyes. If the system wanted them for a reason I didn’t understand yet, fine. They looked right. The silver caught light in a way that made her seem illuminated from within, and the violet gave her gaze a focus that felt analytical even in preview. At least the system had taste.

Personality parameters. This was where I took my time.

Intellectual curiosity: maximized. I wanted someone who would look at the Creation System not with fear or confusion but with real fascination. Someone who would ask the questions I didn’t know to ask.

Emotional stability: high. I’d seen what happened when a companion’s emotional framework wasn’t robust enough for the reality of their existence. Sasha’s missing filters created social chaos. Lily’s template volatility produced identity crises that shook her at odd hours. Even Diane, the most grounded of my creations, struggled with false memories that eroded her sense of self. The companion I was designing would face the most demanding role yet. She needed a foundation that could hold.

Social awareness: included. That lesson had been permanently learned. Sasha’s early days of propositioning delivery drivers and asking guests about group compatibility had taught me that brilliance without social calibration was a recipe for chaos. This companion would need to interact with people. Nexus personnel, Viktor Novak, whoever else the system’s mysteries dragged into our lives. She needed to read a room.

Analytical capability: maximized. She needed to process system data that I couldn’t even see. Not just observe it passively but engage with it, interrogate it, trace signal pathways through code architecture that existed in dimensions I couldn’t access.

I paused over the System Interface Capability slider. It was new, distinct from other parameters, marked with a yellow caution border.

[System Interface Capability -- EXPERIMENTAL]
[Allows companion direct access to Creation System data streams]
[Bond values, anomaly flags, system architecture visible to companion]
[WARNING: Cognitive load may exceed standard parameters]
[WARNING: Companion will have system access exceeding host baseline]
[Proceed? Y/N]

She would be able to see things I couldn’t. That was the point. That was also the risk.

I confirmed.

The design coalesced. The holographic preview showed a woman who looked intent and striking. Silver-white pixie cut catching imaginary light. Sharp violet eyes. Pale luminous skin, a sleek frame that moved in the preview with clean precision. Beautiful, but not in the way Sasha’s impossible curves or Mika’s catgirl charm were beautiful. Beautiful like a blade. Clean lines, clear purpose.

I named her Kira.

[Design Saved: KIRA]
[Specialist Frame -- EXPERIMENTAL]
[System Interface: Enabled]
[Cognitive Architecture: Exceeds previous companion baselines]
[Estimated Fabrication Time: 12+ hours]
[NOTE: Extended fabrication time reflects complexity of cognitive architecture. System Interface integration requires additional processing cycles.]

Twelve hours. The longest fabrication yet. Mika had taken about five and a half. Sasha, just over eight. Diane, nearly eleven. Kira would need the entire night and then some.

I initiated fabrication at 10 PM.

The fabrication field erupted from the bracelet with an intensity that made me step back. Blue-white energy, but brighter than any previous creation, crackling instead of flowing. The air hummed with a deeper frequency, a bass vibration I could feel in my teeth and chest and the soles of my feet. The energy sphere expanded to its standard diameter and then pushed further, the edges sparking with violet threads that hadn’t been present in any previous fabrication.

The color matched the eyes I hadn’t chosen.

“Whoa.” Mika appeared in the doorway, ears pressed flat against her head. “That’s louder than mine was.”

“Most complex creation yet.”

“It’s making my whiskers tingle.” She rubbed her nose vigorously with both hands. “I don’t even have visible whiskers. Why do I have whiskers that tingle? Did you install invisible whiskers? Is that something I should have been told about?”

“Cat features include whisker-equivalent sensory receptors in the cheek area,” Diane said, arriving behind Mika with silent precision despite being in heels. “They detect changes in air pressure and electromagnetic fields. The fabrication energy is probably stimulating them.”

“I don’t want them stimulated. I want them to stop. My face feels like I rubbed a balloon on it.”

Sasha appeared behind Mika, looking over her head easily. Her eyes reflected the fabrication light, making them look almost white. “The field is warmer than usual. I can feel it from the hallway.”

“Can you feel it, or are you just always warm?” Mika asked.

“Both.”

Lily leaned against the doorframe behind all three of them, arms crossed. “So he’s making another one.”

“Sister number five,” Mika said, ears perking despite the tingle. “I wonder if she likes tuna.”

“Not everything revolves around tuna.”

“Name one important thing that doesn’t involve tuna.”

“Democracy. Gravity. The entire concept of mathematics.”

Mika considered this. “None of those matter to me personally.”

“What’s her name?” Sasha asked. She’d shifted fully into the doorway now, her body taking up most of the remaining space. The tank top she wore strained at the chest, the fabric stretched taut across her breasts. Her skin was flushed from the warmth radiating off the fabrication field.

“Kira.”

“Kira,” Sasha repeated, rolling the word around. “Sharp. I like it. Is she going to be tall?”

“Not as tall as you.”

“Nobody’s as tall as me.” Total satisfaction. The contentment of a woman who dominated every room’s height chart.

“Is she going to be weird?” Lily asked from the back.

“Define weird.”

“Like, Sasha-weird or Mika-weird? There’s a spectrum.”

“Hey,” Mika protested. “I’m not weird. I’m species-adjacent.”

“You hiss at a cat through a window every morning.”

“He started it. And it’s a territorial dispute, not weirdness. Diane, tell her.”

“Inter-species territorial behavior in domestic settings is well-documented,” Diane said. She’d changed from her morning blouse into a fitted sweater and slacks. More practical for a twelve-hour vigil. She carried two mugs of coffee and handed one to me. “However, the neighbor’s cat has no actual territorial claim on this house, so the dispute is largely performative.”

“It is NOT performative. That cat disrespected me. He sat on MY couch.”

“It’s Alex’s couch.”

“Which makes it MY couch by extension. I live here. He doesn’t pay rent. He contributes nothing. He sat there and JUDGED.”

“Twelve hours,” Diane said, watching the fabrication field crackle, redirecting the conversation with the practiced ease of a woman who’d managed classrooms. “I’ll sit with you.”

The others drifted away as the night drew in. Mika had already finished her evening surveillance of Chairman Meow’s 6 PM patrol and was now curled on the living room couch. Earlier, Sasha had attempted dinner, which had prompted an immediate intervention from Lily.

“You can’t put metal in the microwave, Sasha.”

“Why not? The microwave is made of metal.”

“That’s not how microwaves work.”

“Then why is it called a microwave? What’s micro about it? It’s full-sized.”

“Just give me the fork.”

“But I need to stir the-”

The smoke detector screamed. Sasha looked up at the ceiling with honest betrayal in her eyes. “Why does it keep screaming at me? I’m TRYING.”

“Step away from the stove,” Lily said, in the tone of an air traffic controller managing an incoming crisis.

The sounds of domestic catastrophe filtered through the house. Clattering pans, a high-pitched whistle from a kettle nobody remembered putting on, Mika hissing at the window, Lily commanding Sasha to put the spatula down and step back with her hands visible.

In the workshop, Diane and I sat side by side on the couch, watching a person take shape in blue-white light.

The fabrication was different this time. Previous creations had followed a clear sequence: skeleton first, muscles, organs, skin, face last. Kira’s build was happening in parallel. I could see bone and muscle forming simultaneously, with flickers of something else threading through the structure. Patterns that looked like circuitry but weren’t, pulsing with that strange purple-white energy, weaving through her developing form in ways that made my eyes water if I tried to follow them too closely.

“The cognitive architecture,” Diane said, watching the same phenomenon. “It’s being integrated into her physical structure. Not layered on top.”

“You can see that?”

“I can infer it.” She leaned forward, studying the field with the focused attention she brought to everything worth understanding. “When you made me, the fabrication followed a linear sequence. Physical structure first, cognitive overlay second. Like installing software on hardware.” She pointed at the forming shape. “Look at the energy concentration around her cranium and spine. The cognitive elements and the physical structure are forming together. She’s not a body with a mind installed in it. The mind IS the body.”

I could see it for myself. The crackling was most intense around the forming skull and along the developing spinal column. Violet threads pulsed through those areas like veins carrying luminous blood.

“She’ll be able to see the system from the inside,” I said. “The architecture, the data streams, the things I can only read through panels. She’ll see the raw code.”

“She’ll be able to see US from the inside.” Diane paused, letting the implication settle. “Our bond values. Our anomalies. Our system statuses. Every data flag, every hidden process. She’ll see my false memories flagged as a line item. She’ll know exactly how fractured I am, expressed as a number.”

“You’re not fractured.”

“I have memories of parent-teacher conferences I never attended and faculty meetings I never sat through. My brain contains the WiFi password to a school building I’ve never entered.” She managed a small smile. “By most definitions, that qualifies.”

“Does having her see it bother you?”

“It should, shouldn’t it? Having someone else look at the thing that frightens me most and reduce it to a data entry. Anomaly: FALSE MEMORIES. Status: MONITORING.” She took a breath. “But I think it might be a relief. If someone can see the mechanism, maybe someone can understand it.”

“That’s what I’m hoping.”

“Understanding the mechanism is why I survive it.” She leaned her head against my shoulder. The gesture was uncharacteristically open for Diane, who maintained careful awareness of physical boundaries and professional distance. Her hair smelled like subtle perfume, warm and sophisticated.

“Alex?”

“Yeah?”

“What does it mean to be made?” She said it quietly, watching the light shift across the fabrication field. “I know what I am. I’ve always known. From the moment I opened my eyes, I knew I was created, that my face belongs to someone else, that my memories are partly fabricated and partly borrowed. And I chose to be Diane. Not Diana. Not Mrs. Hartwell. Diane.”

“You are Diane.”

“I am. But I wonder sometimes.” She lifted her head. “When you design someone, you choose their face, their body, their inclinations. You chose my devotion. You chose my warmth. Does that make them less real?”

I thought about it. “Your own theory. Inclination versus choice. The design points you in a direction, but you decide to walk.”

“That IS my theory.”

“And it’s a good one.”

She laughed. Warm, measured, actually amused. “You’re quoting me back to me.”

“You’re smart. I should listen to you more.”

“B plus.” She kissed my cheek. Quick, warm. “Tell me about her. What did you design?”

I described Kira’s parameters. The intellectual curiosity. The emotional stability. The system interface. The silver hair and the eye color the system had added without my input.

Diane listened with complete attention. When I finished, she was quiet for a moment.

“Your first creation without a template,” she said.

“My first original.”

“No face to copy. No personality to adjust. Just you, deciding what kind of person should exist.” She looked at the fabrication field, where Kira’s form was taking clearer shape. The silver-white hair was already forming, catching the blue energy and refracting it in prisms. “That’s extraordinary, Alex. You’re not fixing a memory or recreating a fantasy. You’re imagining someone new.”

“Feels different. More responsibility.”

“More freedom too.” She squeezed my hand. “She’ll be remarkable.”

We sat together until midnight, watching the fabrication field pulse and crackle. The violet threads wove through Kira’s developing form in patterns that grew more complex as the hours passed, branching and rebranching like a nervous system made of light. Diane’s head drooped against my shoulder, snapped back up, drooped again. I didn’t wake her. The soft rhythm of her breathing blended with the hum of the fabrication field, and for a while the workshop felt like the quietest place in the world despite the crackling energy of creation five feet away.

Then Lily screamed.

I was on my feet before I registered moving. Diane startled awake, grabbing the couch arm. I ran out of the workshop, down the hallway, toward the guest bedroom Lily had claimed.

She was sitting up in bed, covers clutched to her chest, breathing in ragged gasps. Her eyes were wide and unfocused. Her skin was pale, sheened with sweat.

“Lily. What happened?”

“I was…” She swallowed. “I closed my eyes. I wasn’t sleeping. I can’t actually sleep yet. I just rest. But I closed my eyes and I was somewhere else.”

“A dream?”

“Not a dream. A memory.” She wrapped her arms around herself. “An apartment. Small, one bedroom. Coffee maker on the counter, the expensive kind with the pods. Traffic outside. A bookshelf with running trophies on the top shelf.” She looked at me, and the fear behind her expression was naked. “It’s Tessa’s apartment. I’ve never been there. But I could smell the coffee. I could feel the hardwood floor under my feet. I knew which cabinet had the mugs.”

Tessa’s memories, surfacing. Escalating.

“Diane gets them too,” I said, sitting on the edge of the bed. “False memories from the template source.”

“She told me.” Lily’s hands were trembling. “But knowing it happens and EXPERIENCING it are two different things. I was standing in that apartment and my body knew the layout. I knew the WiFi password. I knew where she keeps the spare key under the succulent pot by the door.”

She looked at her shaking hands. “What if it gets worse?”

“We’ll figure it out. Kira might be able to help. She’ll have direct system access.”

“The new one.”

“Yeah.”

Lily nodded slowly. She pulled the covers higher. “Go back to the workshop. Watch your creation.” She paused. “Alex?”

“Yeah?”

“The apartment had a photo on the nightstand. You and Tessa at a brewery. She was laughing.” Her voice dropped. “She looked happy. In that memory, she looked happy.”

I knew exactly which photo she meant. A brewery tour in Portland, three months before the breakup. Tessa had been laughing at something the tour guide said about hops. I’d taken the photo because she looked so alive in that moment, face lit up, completely unguarded. She’d made it her lock screen for a while.

Lily had never seen that photo. Couldn’t have. But Tessa’s memories contained it, and now those memories were leaking into a woman who shared Tessa’s face but not her life.

I touched her shoulder, squeezed once. She nodded. I went back to the workshop.

Diane was awake, sitting upright, glasses on. “Lily’s template bleed?”

“Getting stronger. Full sensory memory of Tessa’s apartment.”

“Mine too.” She said it quietly. “Yesterday I found myself walking toward the school district office. Three blocks from the house before the confusion cleared.”

“Why didn’t you tell me?”

“Because you were designing Kira, and you needed to focus.” She met my eyes. “We need her, Alex. The false memories are getting worse for both of us. The template integration is accelerating. And the secondary observer is getting closer. We need someone who can see inside the system and tell us what’s happening at the code level.”

The fabrication field pulsed. Stronger than before. The violet threads brightened, and the workshop hummed with a bass frequency that made the tools vibrate on their pegboard hooks.

[Fabrication: KIRA -- 78% complete]
[System Interface Integration: IN PROGRESS]
[External Signal Detected: Secondary Observer -- Activity Level INCREASED]
[NOTE: Observer signal strength correlating with Specialist Frame fabrication. Coincidence probability: LOW]

The observer was responding to Kira’s creation. Not just getting closer. Reacting.

“The observer signal is spiking,” I said.

Diane read my expression. “Because of the fabrication?”

“The system thinks the timing isn’t coincidental. Signal strength is tracking directly with the fabrication progress.”

We looked at the fabrication field. Inside it, Kira’s form was nearly complete. Silver-white hair fully formed, catching the energy threads and scattering them into prismatic arcs. Her eyes were still closed, face smooth and pale. Elegant hands resting at her sides, those long fingers already distinct.

The field flickered. Not a normal fluctuation. A stutter, like a heartbeat skipping. The threads pulsed bright, then dim, then bright again, matching a rhythm that didn’t come from the device on my wrist.

Something in the system was reacting to what I was building. Something deep in the architecture, deeper than I could access, deeper than any panel had ever shown me.

“Whatever that observer is,” Diane said softly, “it knows what you’re building.”

The field stabilized. The hum returned to its steady baseline. But the energy threads remained brighter than before, pulsing in that alien rhythm that had nothing to do with me.

I checked the time. 2:47 AM. Still hours until consciousness crystallization.

“Go to bed,” I told Diane. “I’ll stay.”

“I’ll stay too.” She leaned against my shoulder again. “Someone should keep you company.”

In the morning, the house woke around me.

Mika padded into the workshop at dawn, ears droopy with sleep, tail dragging behind her. She didn’t say anything. Just climbed onto the couch, curled into a tight ball with her tail wrapped around her legs, and started purring. Cat loyalty. Warmth and proximity offered in place of words.

Sasha brought coffee. Two mugs. She set Diane’s on the workbench and pressed the other into my hands, then stood behind me with her chin on my shoulder. Her body heat soaked through my shirt. “She’s beautiful,” Sasha whispered, studying Kira’s nearly complete form. “Different from us.”

“Different how?”

“Sharper. Like she was built to cut through things instead of hold them.” She paused. “That sounds mean. I don’t mean it mean.”

“I know what you mean.”

Lily appeared in the doorway, pale and quiet from her night of borrowed memories. She leaned against the frame without entering, arms crossed, watching the fabrication field from a distance.

Diane woke at seven, blinked at the coffee Sasha had left, and drank it cold without complaint. She squeezed my hand and went to shower, returning fifteen minutes later with damp hair and fresh determination. She pulled up a chair beside the fabrication platform and started taking notes on her tablet, cataloguing every fluctuation in the energy field, every shift in the thread patterns.

The fabrication field began its final contraction at 10 AM. The blue-white light drew inward, tighter, tighter, until it wrapped Kira’s completed form like a second skin. The threads brightened to a blinding flare, then snapped off.

Silence.

She lay on the platform, still and complete. Silver-white hair catching the workshop’s fluorescent light. Pale, luminous skin. Slim, clean-lined build. Elegant hands at her sides.

[FABRICATION COMPLETE: KIRA]
[Specialist Frame -- EXPERIMENTAL]
[Consciousness Crystallization: In Progress]
[Estimated Time to Awakening: 9 minutes]

Nine minutes. Not as long as Diane’s twelve, but still substantial. The system was taking its time with this one.

I sat beside the platform and waited.

The workshop was silent except for Mika’s quiet purring from the couch and the soft tick of a clock on the wall. Four companions stood or sat around me, watching. Waiting. The sister-bond hummed with collective anticipation. Sasha’s breath was warm on the back of my neck. Lily stood in the doorway, arms still crossed, but her posture had shifted from guarded to attentive. Mika’s ears were forward, pointed at the platform.

Six minutes. Seven. Eight.

At eight minutes and thirty seconds, the system pinged:

[Consciousness Crystallization: 94% complete]
[Estimated Time to Awakening: 30 seconds]

Almost there. I leaned forward, watching Kira’s face for any sign of awareness. Her eyes were still closed, but her fingers twitched. Once. Twice. Those slender fingers flexing as if testing their own existence.

Diane’s hand found my shoulder. She squeezed without speaking.

The fabrication field had long since dissipated, but a faint residue of energy lingered in the air, charged and electric. And underneath it all, steady and patient and watching, the observer’s steady pulse beat in the system data like a second heartbeat that wasn’t mine.


Chapter 7: Full Awareness

Kira opened her eyes.

They were violet. Bright, sharp, and immediately focused, as if she’d been awake for hours instead of seconds. She looked at the ceiling, then at me, then at the four women standing around the workshop.

“Fascinating,” she said. “So this is consciousness.”

Her voice was calm. Measured. Not confused, not disoriented, not overwhelmed by the sensory flood that had staggered every other companion on awakening. She said it the way a scientist might say “so this is the Higgs boson” upon finally observing something she’d only theorized about.

Then those eyes scanned the workshop with the systematic attention of a camera panning across a scene. Left to right, top to bottom. Grid by grid. She catalogued everything: the workbench, the tools, the couch, the four women watching her, and me. I could tell she was cataloguing because her eyes moved in a pattern that was too regular, too methodical for casual observation.

Then the light in her irises intensified, and I realized she was seeing more than the physical room.

“Your bond with the catgirl is 650,” she said. “The tall blonde is 675. The one with auburn hair, 500. And the one who looks like she wants to make a sarcastic comment is 300.” She looked at me. “Those are emotional connection values measured on a thousand-point scale. I can see them floating above each of your companions like name tags at a conference.”

Mika’s ears shot forward. “She can SEE bond numbers?”

“I can see considerably more than bond numbers.” Kira swung her legs off the fabrication platform with a fluid, precise motion and stood. Naked, slim. Her silver-white pixie cut caught the fluorescent light, and her skin had a quality that was almost translucent, as if light passed through the outer layers rather than reflecting. Elegant frame. No exaggeration, no fantasy proportions. Every line purposeful.

She looked down at herself with clinical interest. “5’5”. Approximately 52 kilograms. Muscle density appears optimal for my frame. The hair pigmentation is silver-white, which I note was not part of the original design. The system added it as a visual marker for the interface functionality.” She flexed her hands, studying them. “Interesting. The nerve density in my fingertips is higher than human baseline by a significant factor.”

“Can we get you some clothes?” I asked.

“If it’s customary.” She said it without embarrassment or defiance. Simply acknowledging a social protocol she understood but considered secondary to data collection.

Mika leaned toward Sasha. “Remember when YOU woke up? You walked into the kitchen naked and asked what eggs tasted like.”

“I was curious,” Sasha said.

“You were naked in the kitchen.”

“Those aren’t mutually exclusive.”

Kira observed this exchange with the faintest tilt of her head. “The catgirl and the tall blonde have an established comedic dynamic. The catgirl provides observational commentary while the tall blonde responds with literal interpretations. The humor arises from the mismatch in register.” She paused. “It’s effective.”

“Did she just analyze our banter?” Mika whispered to Sasha.

“I think she graded it,” Sasha whispered back.

“I’m more interested,” Kira continued, as if the sidebar hadn’t happened, “in the fact that your system interface is running a background process I can access but you cannot. It’s been active since before I was fabricated. And it’s watching.”

The room went quiet.

“The secondary observer,” Diane said.

“Is that what you’re calling it?” Kira tilted her head, the gesture eerily precise. “From my perspective, it presents as a monitoring subroutine embedded in the base architecture of the Creation System. It predates the current host connection. It was active before Alex bonded with the device.”

I stared at her. “You can see it?”

“I can see its data footprint. The signal is encrypted at a level I can’t breach yet, but the structural signature is visible.” Her eyes pulsed violet, brighter for a moment. “It’s not a person. Or rather, it’s not a traditional intelligence. It’s more like a persistent evaluation function. Something that watches and records and grades performance.”

“Grades?” Lily leaned against the doorframe, arms crossed. “Like a teacher?”

Diane’s lips thinned but she said nothing.

“Like an experiment monitoring its subject,” Kira corrected. “The recordings date back further than Alex’s activation of the device. The observer has been running in the background of this technology since before the device was shipped.”

She said this the way someone might note that it was raining outside. Factual. Interesting. Not alarming.

I looked at the others. Diane had gone very still, her analytical mind already chewing through implications. Lily’s arms tightened across her chest. Sasha looked confused, which was at least partly her default state, but there was concern underneath it. Mika’s tail had stopped swishing.

An evaluation function. Predating my ownership of the device. Watching and grading everything.

Mika hopped off the couch and bounded over, tail swishing with the rhythm of someone who was excited but deeply confused.

“Aren’t you… happy?” Mika asked. “Sad? ANYTHING?”

Kira regarded her with that steady, luminous gaze. “I’m experiencing emotions. I’m also observing myself experiencing them.” She paused, searching for the right words. “It’s like watching a movie while being in it. I can feel curiosity, satisfaction, even a nascent warmth toward the man who created me. But I can also observe those feelings as data points. Neurochemical responses, bond value initialization, designed behavioral tendencies.”

Mika’s ears drooped with effort. She was trying to process this and coming up short. “That sounds exhausting.”

“It’s fascinating,” Kira said. “I am the first companion designed with full existential awareness. I know I was created. I know my personality is partially specified and partially emergent. I know my devotion to Alex exists because he designed it. And I know that knowing these things doesn’t make the feelings less real.” She looked at me. “You intended that. The emotional stability parameter was set high enough that self-knowledge wouldn’t destabilize me.”

“I learned from experience,” I said. Four companions, four lessons in what happens when you don’t think through every parameter. “Each creation taught me something.”

“Evidently. Based on your previous design history, I’d have expected at least one catastrophic parameter oversight per creation.” Her eyes scanned me. “You’re improving.”

Lily snorted. “I already like her.”

I handed Kira a shirt and a pair of shorts that Lily had outgrown (Lily was slightly taller). She dressed with efficient, methodical movements, buttoning the shirt completely, tucking it in, smoothing the fabric. She rolled each sleeve to exactly the same height on both arms, measured by some internal standard I couldn’t see.

“She folds things,” Mika noted from the couch, tail ticking with amusement. “During her first five minutes of being alive, she’s already folding things.”

“Organization is a rational response to an unfamiliar environment,” Kira said. “Establishing control over small variables reduces cognitive load when processing larger unknowns.” She smoothed a microscopic wrinkle from the shorts. “Also, the fabric was bunched.”

She straightened and surveyed the room like she’d been formally presented.

“I’d like to meet everyone properly,” she said. “Beginning with the one whose bond value has an anomaly flag I can see pulsing at a frequency that suggests significant data corruption.”

She looked at Diane.

Diane removed her glasses. Not her surrender signal. Her bracing signal. “You can see my false memories in the system data.”

“I can see a flag labeled ‘TEMPLATE MEMORY INTERFERENCE’ attached to your companion profile. The flag has been active since your creation and is intensifying on a curve that correlates with your bond value increases.” Kira walked toward Diane, and despite being four inches shorter, she projected an authority that made the distance between them feel equal. “Your false memories get worse as your bond with Alex deepens.”

The color drained from Diane’s olive complexion. “That’s… I suspected, but I didn’t have data to confirm it.”

“Now you do.” Kira’s voice softened. The emotional stability parameter at work, tempering analytical bluntness with care. “I’d like to study the pattern. If the false memories correlate with bond activity, there may be a way to manage them. Or at least predict the episodes.”

“I’d appreciate that,” Diane said. Her voice was steady, but her hands gripped the tablet hard enough to whiten her knuckles.

Sasha approached next, because Sasha approached everyone. Where other people might have read the room and waited, Sasha saw a new person and her instinct was physical contact. She walked up with the direct, unfiltered warmth that defined her and opened her arms for a hug.

“Welcome, sister,” Sasha said. “I’m Sasha. I run hot.”

Kira allowed the hug. Sasha enveloped her, and the size difference was striking: Sasha’s statuesque frame wrapping around Kira’s slim build. Platinum blonde hair cascading over silver-white pixie cut. Sasha’s massive tits compressed against Kira’s slight frame.

When they separated, Kira blinked. “Your body temperature is 2.3 degrees above your baseline reading as recorded in the system. Is that normal for you?”

“I’m always hot.”

“You’re getting hotter.” Kira’s eyes brightened as she accessed data. “Your temperature has been trending upward on a consistent gradient since approximately six days ago. The rate of increase is accelerating.” She looked at Sasha with an expression that combined scientific curiosity and real concern. “That may be significant.”

Sasha shrugged, her chest shifting with the motion, straining the tank top. “Alex designed me to run hot. It’s just how I am.”

“Perhaps.” Kira didn’t press further, but her eyes held that focus for several seconds longer, filing the data point for future reference. “I’ll monitor it.”

Lily pushed off the doorframe and walked over. She stood in front of Kira with her arms still crossed, green eyes sharp, and gave the new companion a thorough once-over.

“Another one who overthinks everything,” Lily said. “Great. We needed more of that.”

Kira considered this. Her head tilted by exactly fifteen degrees. “I don’t overthink. I think exactly the correct amount.”

Lily’s mouth twitched upward. “I like you.”

“I know. Your micro-expressions indicate positive regard. Your crossed arms are defensive posture unrelated to hostility, indicating comfort with confrontation rather than avoidance.” Kira paused. “Also, your template bleed is creating a secondary data signature that overlaps with your primary personality matrix. You have two voices in your head, and sometimes the wrong one speaks.”

Lily’s expression fell. Replaced by vulnerability. “You can see that?”

“I can see everything the system tracks. And your template integration is active, volatile, and producing emergent behaviors at a rate that exceeds the design parameters.” Kira’s voice was careful. Not clinical. Careful. “I can help with that, if you want.”

“Yeah,” Lily said quietly. “I want.”

Mika reappeared, having retreated to the kitchen during the more intense conversations. She carried a plate of tuna sandwiches cut into triangles, which she offered to Kira with ceremonial gravity.

“Welcome food,” Mika announced. “I make them for every new sister. It’s tradition.”

“You’ve done this once before,” Lily said. “That’s not a tradition. That’s a coincidence.”

“Twice makes a pattern. Three times makes a tradition. Kira makes three.” Mika held the plate higher, ears perked expectantly.

Kira took a triangle. Examined it. Bit into it with the analytical deliberation of a food critic. She chewed, swallowed, and considered.

“Tuna,” she said. “High in omega-3 fatty acids and protein. The bread is slightly stale, which suggests it was purchased more than forty-eight hours ago. The mayonnaise-to-tuna ratio is approximately one-to-three, which is above the recommended-”

“Do you LIKE it?” Mika interrupted, tail rigid with anticipation.

Kira paused. Something in her expression shifted. The analytical overlay giving way to something simpler. “Yes. I like it.”

Mika’s ears went fully vertical. Her tail swished in the unmistakable rhythm of deep satisfaction. “SISTER LIKES TUNA.”

“I said I liked the sandwich.”

“Same thing.” Mika bounced away, purring so loudly the sound followed her down the hall like a small engine.

The household settled into a new configuration over the afternoon. Kira moved through the house like a gentle audit, observing routines, noting patterns, asking questions that ranged from philosophical (“What is the subjective experience of Mika’s purring from Mika’s perspective?”) to practical (“Why is there a schedule for Sasha’s clothing selection on the refrigerator?”) to deeply unsettling (“Did you know the sister-bond carries a faint echo of the observer’s encryption signature? The same evaluation function that watches Alex is threaded through your emotional connection to each other.”).

That last one killed the room for a solid minute.

Mika broke the silence. “I don’t WANT to understand the purring. I just want to purr!”

Kira looked at her with something approaching fondness. “The purring is a subharmonic vocalization generated by rapid muscle contractions in your laryngeal area. The frequency range promotes tissue regeneration and stress reduction in both you and anyone in physical contact. It’s quite remarkable.”

Mika stared. “You just explained my purring.”

“Yes.”

“I hate it.”

“Your ears are forward and your tail is swishing at the ‘interested’ frequency. You don’t hate it.”

Mika’s ears immediately pressed flat. Her tail went still. “My body is a traitor.”

Sasha wandered past, carrying a sandwich. “Kira, what’s my confusion rating right now?”

Kira’s eyes flared with data. “On what scale?”

“There’s more than one?”

“For you, I’ve developed a preliminary social faux pas probability index. Currently, your likelihood of saying something inappropriate in the next ten minutes is approximately eighty-seven percent.”

Sasha considered this. “Is that high?”

“For the general population, extremely. For you, it’s a Tuesday.”

Lily laughed. Surprised and unguarded, echoing through the kitchen. Sasha looked pleased, though she clearly didn’t understand why.

Chairman Meow chose that moment to appear at the kitchen window, pressing his orange face against the glass with territorial authority. Mika’s ears flattened. She dropped into a crouch on the counter, tail puffed to twice its normal thickness.

“That cat is trespassing,” Mika hissed.

Kira observed the standoff with scientific interest. “The catgirl is exhibiting territorial aggression toward a domestic feline approximately one-tenth her mass. The feline is exhibiting identical territorial aggression. They appear to be evenly matched.”

“We are NOT evenly matched,” Mika said. “I have thumbs.”

“He has a superior sense of entitlement,” Lily offered.

Chairman Meow yawned, displaying every tooth he had, and settled more firmly onto the windowsill. Mika hissed. The cat didn’t blink.

“I’m adding this to the behavioral observation log,” Kira said.

“There’s a LOG?”

“There is now.”

In the late afternoon, Diane and Kira retreated to the office and spent three hours discussing false memories from a data perspective. I gave them space. The conversation was technical, intimate, and not for me. But when Diane emerged, she looked lighter than she had in weeks. Something about having her condition quantified, measured, analyzed, gave it less power over her.

“She sees the pattern,” Diane told me in the hallway. “The false memories spike when the bond increases. When I’m closest to you, the template interference is strongest. The system is linking emotional intensity to memory integration.”

“That sounds like a problem.”

“It sounds like an answer.” Her voice carried a steadiness that hadn’t been there that morning. “All this time, I’ve been afraid of the false memories because they felt random. Uncontrollable. Like something was broken inside me and the breaks were spreading without reason. But Kira showed me the data. The episodes aren’t random. They follow a curve. They spike at predictable thresholds.” She looked at me with that steady gaze, and I could see the relief in her expression. “I can’t fix it yet. But I can understand it. And understanding is the first step toward control.”

“Diane’s theory,” I said.

“My theory,” she agreed, and managed a real smile. She touched my arm. “Thank you for making her.”

Evening came. The house quieted in stages. Mika curled up on the couch in a moonlight patch, tail wrapped around herself. Sasha fell asleep in the guest room, radiating enough heat that the room didn’t need the thermostat. Diane retired to her room with her tablet, research files casting pale light on her face. Lily read in bed, occasionally pausing to stare at her hands when a template echo passed through.

I was in the workshop, cleaning up after the fabrication. The platform had cooled, the energy residue dissipated. I wiped down the surfaces and reorganized the tools that Lily had organized and Diane had reorganized and I was now re-reorganizing for the third time that week.

The bracelet hummed on my wrist. Level 7. Five companions. A secondary observer embedded in the system architecture. And a new woman in the house who could see things I couldn’t, read data I didn’t know existed, and had spent her first day alive casually explaining the mathematical structure of consciousness to anyone who’d listen.

I was cleaning a workbench. Somehow, cleaning a workbench felt like the only sane response.

Kira appeared in the doorway.

She’d changed into a fitted t-shirt and shorts. The silver-white hair caught the fluorescent light, and her eyes held a soft glow, the system interface running at low power. Her slim frame was silhouetted against the hallway light, clean-lined and assured.

“I’d like to experience physical intimacy,” she said.

I set down the rag. “That’s direct.”

“You designed my social awareness to include appropriate context reading. The current context is: we’re alone, the household is at rest, and I’m experiencing a biological imperative toward you that I can observe in my own system data as a steadily increasing bond formation stimulus.” She stepped into the workshop. “I’m curious about the intersection of designed biological imperative and emergent emotional response.”

“Kira.”

“Specifically, I hypothesize that I can maintain objective observation during physical contact, treating the experience as a data collection exercise while simultaneously processing the emotional components as secondary variables.”

She was talking faster than usual. Her calm was perfect, but the speed of her words betrayed the current running underneath. Not fear. Anticipation. The nervous energy of someone about to test a theory they suspected was wrong.

“You want to run an experiment,” I said.

“I want to understand what happens when a being who can observe her own emotions FEELS something beyond her capacity to analyze.” She stopped in front of me. Close. Her violet eyes looked up into mine, the glow flickering. “I think this might do it.”

I reached out and touched her face.

Her reaction was immediate. A soft gasp, involuntary, as my fingertips traced her jawline. Her eyes widened, the light behind them brightening. Her skin was cool compared to Sasha’s furnace heat, but it warmed under my touch, as if the contact itself generated something.

“Oh,” she breathed. “That’s not purely mechanical.”

My thumb traced her lower lip. Her eyes fluttered. The glow in them pulsed irregularly, system data scrolling behind her irises in patterns I could almost read.

“The nerve density in this region is remarkable,” she said. Her voice had changed. Still analytical, but thinner. Breathier. “The tactile receptors are firing at frequencies that I can observe but cannot quite…” She swallowed. “The emotional overlay is more intense than predicted.”

I kissed her.

She froze for a fraction of a second. Processing. Then she melted.

Not the way Sasha melted, all heat and overwhelming eagerness. Not the way Mika melted, purring surrender. Kira melted like ice under hot water: measured, controlled dissolution. Her hands came up to my chest, palms flat, feeling my heartbeat. Her mouth opened under mine, and she kissed back with the deliberate attention of someone cataloguing every sensation.

“Heartrate elevation,” she murmured against my lips. “Yours and mine. The synchronization is not consciously directed. The bond value is incrementing in real time. I can see it.” She pulled back slightly, eyes lit with scrolling data. “It’s beautiful. The numbers are actually beautiful.”

I kissed her neck. She gasped. A sharp, involuntary intake of breath she clearly hadn’t predicted. Her hands tightened on my shirt, fingers bunching the fabric.

“The nerve density in this area is remarkable. I should note that the…” She trailed off as my lips found the spot where her neck met her shoulder. I felt her pulse hammering against my mouth, rapid and unsteady. She tried to restart. “I should note.” A breath. “I should.” Her fingers tightened on my shirt.

My hands found the hem of her shirt and slid underneath, against bare skin. She trembled. The light in her eyes flared.

“I wanted to say something analytical,” she managed, her voice unsteady. My thumbs traced circles on her stomach, moving upward. Her breath caught. “I’ve forgotten what it was.”

“Good.”

“That’s not-” My hands cupped her small breasts through the shirt, and she gasped, sharp and startled. “The neural cascade is exceeding my predictive models by a significant margin. The sensation is…” She pulled her shirt over her head herself, tossing it aside without folding it. The first disordered action I’d seen from her.

She stood before me, her skin flushed pink across her chest and neck. Pale pink nipples, hardened to points. Her breathing was faster, her eyes pulsing violet in irregular waves.

“Touch me again,” she said. “I need more data.”

I did. My hands on her skin, learning the geography of her body. She was slim and exact, every line considered, every curve subtle. Her reactions were transparent: she couldn’t hide them because the system interface broadcast her state through her eyes. The light behind her irises brightened when pleasure spiked, dimmed when she tried to analyze, flared again when sensation overwhelmed analysis.

I kissed down her neck, across her collarbone, found her right nipple with my mouth. She made a sound that was not a word in any language.

“The nerve pathways from the breast to the pleasure centers are…” She grabbed my hair. Not gently. The sentence just stopped, replaced by a sound low in her throat. “More.”

My hand slid between her legs, over the shorts. She was wet. The fabric was soaked through, clinging to the shape of her, heat radiating through the thin cotton. She stiffened, then her hips pushed against my hand, her analytical brain losing ground to her body’s animal response.

“The arousal response is a cascade,” she panted. “Self-reinforcing. Each stimulus increases sensitivity to subsequent stimulus by a factor of… of…” She groaned as I pressed the heel of my palm against her mound through the fabric, grinding slowly. “I’ve lost the number.”

“That’s the point.”

“The point of sex is to lose numbers?”

“The point of sex is to stop thinking.”

Her eyes went wide. Bright with data she couldn’t shut off. Terrified and thrilled. “I don’t know how to stop thinking.”

“You will.”

I kissed her again, deep, and slid my hand past the waistband of her shorts. My fingers found her directly: slick, swollen, the folds of her pussy parted and drenched, her clit a hard nub pulsing against my fingertips. She moaned into my mouth, her hips pushing forward involuntarily, grinding herself against my hand with a need her rational mind hadn’t authorized.

Her commentary collapsed in stages. “The clitoral sensitivity is extraordinary. The neural pathways converge at a density that–” A full sentence. Then, as my thumb circled her clit with slow pressure: “The nerve cluster is responding at amplitudes that exceed–” Shorter. “The bond value is climbing with each–” Shorter still. “Each touch adds…” She lost the thread entirely as I circled her clit with my thumb and slid two fingers inside her, curling them against the soft, swollen spot along her front wall. She was tight around my fingers, her walls clenching, slick warmth coating my knuckles. The next sound she made wasn’t a word at all. It was a broken moan, high and helpless, that echoed through the workshop.

She was close. I could feel it in the tension of her body, the way her walls gripped my fingers, the frantic pulse of violet light in her eyes.

I pulled my hand away.

She whimpered. The most undignified sound I’d heard from her. Her eyes refocused, bewildered.

“Why did you stop?”

“Because you were still thinking.”

Her mouth opened. Closed. She stared at me, chest heaving, cheeks flushed, the picture of a controlled mind in pieces on the floor. For a long moment she stood there, half-dressed, trembling, trying to reassemble the analytical framework my hands had taken apart in three minutes.

She couldn’t. The framework wouldn’t reassemble. Her eyes kept flickering between analysis mode and a rawness that didn’t fit neatly into data columns.

“That was…” She searched for the word. “Unfair.”

“Probably.”

“You stopped at the exact moment when my cognitive control was at its lowest. That’s either intuitive brilliance or calculated cruelty.”

“Little of both.”

A breath. Almost a laugh. “You’re more complex than your file suggests.”

“I have a file?”

“Everyone has a file. Yours is extensive.”

“Tomorrow,” I said, echoing what she’d told me earlier that evening. “Come back when you’re ready to stop analyzing. When you’re ready to be inside the experience instead of observing it.”

She processed this. The violet glow stabilized. Her breathing steadied, slowly. She picked up her shirt from the floor and looked at it, realizing she’d thrown it instead of folding it. Her expression softened, the analytical mask giving way to openness.

“My hypothesis about objective observation was incorrect,” she said. “I cannot observe this objectively. The subject and the observer are the same entity, and the observation changes the experience, which changes the observation. It’s a feedback loop.”

“Yes.”

“Heisenberg’s uncertainty principle applied to intimacy.”

I couldn’t help but smile. “If you need to frame it scientifically.”

She put the shirt on. Slowly. Her hands were trembling. “I need to process this. My predictive models require significant revision.”

“Take your time.”

She walked to the doorway. Stopped. Turned back. Her eyes were dim now, the system interface at low power, just a shimmer behind the violet. But underneath the data, underneath the analysis, I could see longing. An ache the design had created the space for but hadn’t specified.

“Tomorrow,” she said. “I want the complete data set.”

She disappeared into the hallway. I heard her footsteps, light and even, retreating toward the guest room she’d claimed earlier that day. Already organized. Hospital corners. Of course.

The system pinged:

[CREATION COMPLETE: KIRA]
[Bond Initialized: 100/1000 (Familiar)]
[System Interface: ACTIVE -- Companion Has Direct Data Access]
[Creator Level: 7 | XP: 0/6,000]
[NOTE: Specialist Frame companion exhibiting predicted awareness parameters. System Interface stable. Emotional response intensity exceeded design projections by 34%.]

Level 7. The Specialist Frame creation had vaulted me past the threshold in a single jump. Previous creations had awarded a few hundred XP each, but the experimental frame, with its system interface integration and cognitive architecture that exceeded every previous blueprint, had dumped over two thousand points into my progression. The system apparently valued complexity, and Kira was the most complex thing I’d ever built.

Exceeded design projections by 34%. She’d felt more than I’d planned for. Thirty-four percent more, if you trusted the number.

I did.

I turned off the workshop lights and went to bed.


Chapter 8: The Variable She Didn’t Calculate

Kira spent the next day in a state of visible recalculation.

I found evidence of her process everywhere. Notes on napkins, written in meticulous handwriting that looked like a font rather than human script. Diagrams on the backs of envelopes, mapping neural pathways and sensation response curves. A spreadsheet open on Diane’s tablet, columns labeled things like “Stimulus Category,” “Expected Response Magnitude,” and “Actual Response Magnitude” with a variance column that told the same story over and over: she’d been wrong about everything.

She’d pulled apart my touch from the night before into its component variables, analyzed each one, and concluded that the sum was greater than the parts by a margin her models couldn’t account for.

Mika found me in the hallway that morning and tugged my sleeve, ears low and conspiratorial.

“The new one is doing math on napkins,” she whispered.

“She’s processing.”

“She’s been processing since four AM. I could hear the pen scratching from my room.” Mika’s tail flicked with concern. “Is she broken? Did you break her already?”

“She’s not broken. She’s thinking.”

“About what?”

“About feelings.”

Mika stared at me. “She needs napkins to think about feelings?”

“She needs napkins to think about everything.”

Mika considered this, then patted my arm. “I just feel my feelings. It’s faster.” She padded away, tail swishing with the conviction that this particular problem was now thoroughly solved.

Sasha found the napkins before I did. She stood at the kitchen counter, holding one at arm’s length, squinting at the dense handwriting like a tourist examining a museum plaque in a foreign language.

“Alex.” She held it up. “What is a ‘neural cascade exceeding predictive threshold’?”

“It’s Kira’s notes. Don’t read those.”

“But she wrote them on napkins. Napkins are communal.”

“Not when they contain someone’s private emotional analysis.”

“There’s a graph.” Sasha turned the napkin sideways. “It goes up very steeply. What does the Y-axis represent? It says ‘subjective intensity’ but the units are blank.” She frowned. “How do you graph something without units? That’s not scientific.”

“Sasha. Put the napkin down.”

“I’m just saying, if she wants peer review, the methodology has gaps.” She set the napkin back on the counter, exactly where she’d found it, and wandered toward the fridge. “Also, Diane found the spreadsheet on her tablet and left a sticky note saying the column headers need consistent formatting. She signed it with her initial and a rubric score.”

“Of course she did.”

“B plus. She said the data collection was thorough but the visualization lacked clarity.” Sasha opened the fridge. “I think Diane grades things the way other people breathe.”

Lily passed through the kitchen without stopping, glanced at the napkins on the counter, and shook her head. “Your household is wild.” She poured coffee and left.

The morning stretched into afternoon with the slow rhythm of a house that was getting used to five personalities instead of four. Chairman Meow appeared at the kitchen window at 11:30, slightly ahead of his usual schedule, which sent Mika into a strategic panic about revised patrol timetables and potential alliance-building between the cat and the local squirrel population. Diane retreated to her office with the tablet, researching the Viktor Novak thread with the relentless focus of someone grading a dissertation. Lily reorganized the spice rack, then reorganized it again when she decided the first arrangement had been a template impulse rather than her own preference.

I found Kira in the kitchen at 2 PM, sitting at the table with three napkins covered in notes and a cup of tea she hadn’t touched. Her silver-white hair was slightly mussed, the first time I’d seen it anything other than immaculate. Her eyes had a dim, steady luminescence, the system interface running in background mode.

“I completed my analysis,” she said without looking up.

I sat across from her. “And?”

“My conclusion: I was wrong yesterday.” She looked at me. Those violet eyes, clear and bright and showing something underneath the data that she couldn’t quantify. “Physical intimacy is not an experience I can observe from outside. The observer effect collapses the phenomenon. I have to be fully inside it.”

“What changed your mind?”

“The shirt.” She said it like it was the most significant piece of data she’d collected all day. “I threw my shirt. I’ve never thrown anything in the eighteen hours of my existence. My behavioral subroutines prioritize order, control, measured action. And I THREW my SHIRT.” She picked up a napkin and turned it around so I could see. A timeline of the previous night, annotated with her emotional and physical state at each point. “The moment I threw the shirt, my predictive model deviation exceeded fifty percent. That’s the threshold where analysis becomes meaningless.”

“You’re nervous,” I said.

She set the napkin down. Took a breath. Let it out.

“Yes,” she admitted. “I’m nervous. I can observe myself being nervous. I can measure my elevated heartrate, the slight tremor in my hands, the changes in my neurochemical balance. I can see all of it, and none of the seeing makes the nervousness decrease. It’s deeply unpleasant.”

“That’s called being human.”

“I’m not human.”

“That’s called being alive, then.”

“Being alive is significantly more inconvenient than I calculated.” She looked at the napkins. “I’ve created a twelve-variable regression model to predict my emotional response to physical intimacy. The R-squared value is 0.34. That means sixty-six percent of what I felt last night is unexplained by any measurable variable in my system.”

“Sixty-six percent is a lot of unexplained.”

“Sixty-six percent is catastrophic for a predictive model. In any other field, I’d scrap the model and start over. But I don’t think the problem is the model. I think the problem is that some things aren’t meant to be predicted.” She set down the napkin with the care of a scientist setting aside a failed experiment. “That terrifies me.”

She looked at me for a long time. The light in her eyes pulsed once, slow, like a heartbeat.

“I want the complete data set,” she said. “Not tomorrow. Now. Before my analytical mind constructs additional layers of insulation between me and the experience.”

She stood. Walked around the table. Stood in front of me with that straight, upright posture that belonged only to her.

“Workshop,” she said. “The place where you create things.”

I took her hand and led her there.

In the living room, we passed Sasha on the couch, reading a magazine upside down. She looked up, saw us holding hands, and beamed.

“Are you going to have sex?” she asked, with the social subtlety of a fire alarm.

“Sasha.”

“Because if so, I support it. The bond formation mechanics are really interesting from a-”

“Thank you, Sasha.”

“I could watch and provide feedback.”

“NO,” Kira and I said simultaneously.

“Okay.” Sasha returned to her upside-down magazine, unperturbed. “Have fun.”

The workshop door closed behind us. Late afternoon light filtered through the high windows, casting long shadows across the workbench and the fabrication platform where she’d been born less than two days ago. The irony wasn’t lost on either of us.

The room still smelled faintly of ozone and something metallic, the aftermath of fabrication energy. The bracelet hummed on my wrist, a steady background pulse. On the pegboard, the tools hung in the order Lily had imposed and Diane had refined and I had quietly sabotaged by putting things back where I actually wanted them.

This room had seen the creation of five people. Now it was about to see something different. Not creation, but connection. The space between designer and designed, collapsing.

Kira faced me. She was wearing a fitted white button-up that Diane had lent her, tucked into dark slacks, flat shoes that made no sound on the concrete. Professional, immaculate, controlled. Every button fastened. Every seam straight.

She began unbuttoning. Her fingers were steady. Her breathing was not.

One button. Two. Three. She folded each layer of fabric back with careful, methodical movements. The shirt came off, and she FOLDED it. Set it on the workbench with the corners aligned. Then the slacks, unzipped, stepped out of, folded, placed on top of the shirt with matching exactness.

She stood in simple white undergarments. Slim body catching the afternoon light. The system interface pulsed faintly through her skin, a soft glow tracing her veins in patterns I could only catch at certain angles. The subtle curve of her hips in the underwear.

A shuffle at the doorway. Lily, leaning against the frame, watching. Kira noticed but didn’t stop. The underwear came off, folded, added to the stack. Lily watched Kira fold her panties with squared corners and mouthed, “Seriously?”

Kira gave Lily a look that was impossible to misread: LEAVE. Lily raised her hands in surrender, mouthed “good luck” at me over Kira’s shoulder, and vanished down the hallway.

Naked. She was nothing like the others. No exaggerated curves, no designed abundance, no fantasy proportions. She was intentional. Skin that caught light differently than human skin, as if it held a faint inner glow. Nipples hardened to pale pink points. Slim waist, subtle hips, capable hands hanging at her sides.

Everything about her was precision. She looked like a theorem given form.

“Your turn,” she said.

I pulled my shirt over my head. Her eyes tracked my hands, the movement of my forearms, the muscle definition in my shoulders. The light behind her irises intensified.

“Your forearms,” she said. “Your companions fixate on them because these are the hands that built them. I can see why. The spatial association between your physical capability and our existence creates a direct neurological link between visual appreciation and emotional bonding.”

“You’re analyzing my arms.”

“I’m trying.” Her voice was thinner. “It’s getting harder.”

My jeans came off. She watched with those bright, unblinking eyes, and I could see the system data streaming behind her irises. Bond values, biological readouts, sensation predictions. She was trying to stay in her head. The data was her safety net.

Both of us bare, the afternoon light catching the planes of her body and the angles of mine. The workshop was quiet except for the hum of the bracelet and the distant sound of Mika arguing with Chairman Meow through the kitchen window.

I closed the distance and kissed her.

Her control lasted exactly three seconds.

Then her hands were on my chest, gripping, pulling me closer. She kissed back with a hunger that surprised both of us. Not analytical. Not cataloguing. Raw. Her slim body pressed against mine, and the coolness of her skin warmed everywhere we touched.

I lifted her onto the workbench. She went without protest, wrapping her arms around my neck, legs parting to pull me between them. The folded shirt stack toppled. She didn’t notice. First time she’d failed to register a disorder.

“I want to watch your face,” she breathed against my mouth. “When you enter me. I want to see your micro-expressions. The data will be-”

I pushed inside her.

Her sentence died.

The sensation was different from any companion. Kira’s body was exact, meticulous. Tight in a way that felt tuned, her slim channel gripping every inch with a precision that made me feel every ridge, every pulse of her heartbeat through her walls. Nerve endings positioned for maximum sensitivity, so her body registered each fraction of penetration as distinct data. She was wet, had been wet since the kitchen, her arousal slick and copious, coating me as I sank deeper, her body having prepared before her conscious mind caught up. Her pussy was cool compared to Sasha’s furnace, but warmed rapidly around me, the temperature climbing with each heartbeat.

Her eyes went wide. The light behind them blazed, flooding the dim workshop with pale purple radiance. I could see data scrolling behind her irises: bond values, neural activation maps, pleasure intensity readings. She was watching herself be penetrated in real time, seeing the biological mechanics and feeling them simultaneously.

“The pressure differential is–” She gasped as I moved, a slow withdrawal that dragged along her sensitive walls, then a return that pressed deep enough to make her spine arch. “The nerve pathways are more complex than I–” Another thrust, deeper, and her pussy clenched around me in an involuntary spasm that made the data in her eyes flicker. “Oh.”

I held still inside her, fully seated, the head of my cock pressed against her deepest point. Her breathing was ragged. Her eyes blazed violet. I could feel her heartbeat pulsing against my cock through the thin walls of her body, rapid and climbing.

“I can SEE the bond forming,” she whispered. “In the system data. The values are climbing with every second of contact. It looks like-” She trailed off, and for a moment, the clinical language failed her entirely. “The values are accelerating faster than any model predicted. Each threshold triggers the next. It’s a chain reaction I couldn’t have simulated.”

I started moving.

The analysis fragmented in real time. I could track the dissolution on her face. The slight furrow between her brows that meant she was still trying to categorize. The flutter of her lashes when a sensation exceeded her classification system. The way her lips parted wider as rational language lost ground to something older and simpler.

Slow, deep strokes. The workbench was the right height for this, my feet planted on concrete, her lithe frame receiving every inch. Her pale skin flushed pink, starting at her chest and spreading up her neck to her cheeks. Her small breasts moved with the rhythm, nipples hard and responsive, the subtle motion emphasizing her delicacy against my broader frame.

“The sensation is multiplicative,” she said, voice cracking. “Each threshold crossed increases sensitivity to subsequent-” I angled my hips and hit something deep. She cried out. Short, sharp, completely involuntary. “I wasn’t expecting that amplitude.”

“Stop thinking.”

“I can’t stop thinking. My cognitive architecture is designed to-” I did it again. Same angle. Same depth. “Ah! The neural cascade is exceeding capacity for simultaneous processing. The emotional overlay is overwriting the analytical-” Again. “Oh God.”

Her commentary was disintegrating. Full sentences became fragments. Fragments became words. Words became sounds. I tracked the progression the way she’d tracked bond values: a visible, measurable dissolution of control.

“Complex,” she managed. “So complex. The pathways are-” I thrust harder. “More than I-” Harder. “Can’t-” Harder. “Please.”

Please. One word. No analysis. No data context. Just a raw, desperate request from a woman whose entire identity was built on understanding, and who had found something she could only feel.

I pulled out. She whimpered, the sound echoing in the workshop. Her eyes refocused, confused and needy, the light stuttering behind them.

“On top,” she said. “I want to control the pace. I need to-” She caught herself. “I need to feel like I have some control.”

I sat on the workbench, back against the wall, and she climbed onto my lap. She straddled me with her knees on either side, slender figure rising above mine, and lined herself up with the studied care of someone trying very hard to stay in control.

She sank down onto me.

That lasted one second.

The angle was deeper from this position, and Kira was light enough that gravity pulled her down to the base with each downstroke. She gasped, then moved. Rolling her hips, finding a rhythm, her body arching as she worked.

She tried to control the pace. Clinical. Measured. One stroke per second. Regulated breathing.

It lasted maybe ten strokes before her body overruled her mind. The eleventh broke the rhythm. The twelfth abandoned it entirely. By the thirteenth, she wasn’t counting anymore.

The pace accelerated. Her hips snapped harder, driven by need rather than calculation, her slim thighs clenching around my hips with surprising strength. Her eyes went wide and unfocused, the glow behind her irises flickering like a strobe as system data flooded her vision faster than she could process. Her small breasts bounced with each downstroke, pale pink nipples hard and flushed, her skin flushed deep pink from her cheeks to her navel, her hands gripped my shoulders hard enough to leave crescent marks in my skin. She was dripping down my shaft, her arousal running in thin streams down the sides of my cock, pooling where our bodies joined.

“The bond value is climbing.” She was panting, voice unrecognizable from her usual measured delivery. “Climbing so fast. I can see it. Each second it jumps. The rate of increase is–” She slammed down hard, grinding her clit against my pelvis, taking me to the root, and her sentence dissolved into a moan that echoed off the workshop walls. Her pussy clenched around me, and I felt the flutter that meant she was right at the edge.

She came.

No warning. No gradual build to a predictable threshold. The orgasm hit her like a system crash. Her whole slim frame went rigid, arched backward, violet eyes blazing so bright the workshop turned purple, the shadows of every tool and surface cast in sharp relief. Her mouth opened but no sound came out for two full seconds. Then a gasp, shocked and raw, as if she’d been expecting data and received lightning instead.

Her pussy clenched around me in rhythmic contractions that pulled me deep, each spasm milking the length of my cock with a grip that tightened and released in waves. I could feel her cumming around me, the wet heat of her orgasm pulsing against my shaft, her inner walls rippling in patterns too complex for her own analytical mind to parse. Her hands on my shoulders spasmed, nails digging in hard enough to break skin. Her entire body trembled, not with cat-like intensity or bombshell heat, but with the full-body shock of a woman who’d never experienced anything she couldn’t analyze. And couldn’t analyze this.

She collapsed against my chest, breathing hard, the light in her eyes dimming to a faint shimmer.

“I wasn’t done,” I told her.

She lifted her head. Looked at me. Her expression was demolished: wide eyes, parted lips, flushed cheeks. Every layer of defense stripped away.

“More?” she whispered.

I turned her around. She went willingly, letting me position her on her hands and knees on the workbench. Her slim back was arched, pale skin glistening with sweat. She gripped the far edge of the bench and looked back at me over her shoulder. Her eyes were still bright, but the data stream had gone quiet. The analytical overlay was offline. For the first time since her creation, Kira’s mind was silent.

I entered her from behind.

She made a sound I was certain she didn’t know she was capable of making.

Deep, guttural, rising to a keen that vibrated in the workshop air. Her slender hands white-knuckled on the workbench edge. Her slim ass pushed back against me, her pale skin flushed pink all the way down her spine, and the curve of her back arched further in a way that seemed to pull me deeper, her tight channel angling to take every inch. Her silver-white hair fell across her face, and she didn’t push it back. Didn’t notice it. Didn’t notice anything except the sensation of being filled from behind, stretched around me, her body yielding to each slow, deliberate stroke.

I set a rhythm that was steady and deep, each stroke driving into her with controlled force that pressed her hips against the workbench edge. The workbench creaked. Tools on the pegboard rattled. She moaned with every thrust, sounds that came from somewhere below consciousness, below analysis, below the cognitive architecture that defined her. Wet, rhythmic sounds accompanied each stroke, her arousal coating my cock and dripping between her thighs.

“I can’t think,” she gasped. “I can’t… there’s nothing in my head except–” She pressed her face against the workbench surface, her cheek flat on the wood, silver hair splayed. “You. Just you. Filling me. I can feel your pulse inside me and it’s the only data that matters.”

That was the payoff. The moment Kira stopped thinking. The moment the most analytical, self-aware, data-driven mind I’d ever created went blank and there was nothing left but feeling. Nothing left but my cock driving into her, her body accepting me, the wet heat of her body gripping me without calculation.

I gripped her narrow hips and increased the pace. She pushed back against me, her slight build meeting every thrust with desperate energy, her pale ass bouncing against my hips with each impact. The moans turned to cries. The cries broke into sounds that were almost sobs, her voice cracking on each one. Not pain. Intensity. The overwhelming experience of feeling everything for the first time without a filter, without a framework, without a single number to hide behind.

I was close. She could sense it, even without the system data. Her body responded, tightening, clenching, her walls gripping my cock with increasing urgency, her ass pressing back into my hips, demanding.

“Inside me,” she breathed. “I want to feel the bond surge through the interface. I want to see what your cum does to the data. I want to feel you fill me while I watch the numbers climb.”

I buried myself deep and came. Thick, heavy pulses flooding her tight, clenching body.

The release flooded through me in heavy pulses, and Kira’s reaction was immediate and extraordinary. Her eyes blazed violet, brighter than I’d ever seen, illuminating the entire workshop in purple-white light. The system interface, triggered by the bond surge, flooded her vision with data she could feel and see simultaneously. She came again, triggered by the bond formation itself, her body shaking as the dual experience of physical pleasure and visible emotional connection overwhelmed every system she had.

She cried.

Not from sadness. From intensity. Tears streamed down her pale cheeks as the system data and the physical sensation and the emotional bond converged into an experience that couldn’t be parsed into components. She felt it as light, as data, as pure connection. She saw the numbers climbing and felt every increment as a warmth spreading through her chest.

I pulled her up, turned her around, held her against me. She pressed her face into my neck and shook, tears hot against my skin, her body still trembling with aftershocks.

“Beautiful,” she whispered. “It’s so beautiful from the inside.”

I held her until the trembling stopped. Her breathing evened out in stages, the sharp gasps softening to deep, steady draws. Her fingers unclenched from my shoulders, leaving small half-moon marks in the skin. She lifted one hand, examined the indentations she’d made, and touched them with her fingertips.

“I did that,” she said. “I damaged your skin with my fingernails.”

“Barely.”

“It’s significant. I’ve never done anything uncontrolled with my hands before. They’re designed for careful work. And I used them to grip you hard enough to leave marks.” She traced the indentations. “The regression model would not have predicted this.”

“Throw the model out.”

“I already have. Mentally. The napkins are still on the kitchen table.”

“We’ll clean up later.”

“No. We’ll leave them.” She said it with quiet wonder. “I’m leaving things unfolded and unretrieved. This is the most disorganized day of my existence.” A pause. “I’m finding it freeing.”

We sat on the workbench together, her slim body curled against mine, her silver-white hair mussed and sweat-dampened. The workshop lights flickered as the system interface settled back to its normal background hum.

“My analysis was correct about one thing,” she said, her cheek against my chest.

“What’s that?”

“I can never look at this objectively again.” She lifted her head. A quiet smile, the first unguarded expression I’d seen on her face. No data overlay, no analytical framework, no clinical distance. Just a woman who had discovered something she hadn’t known existed. “I don’t want to.”

I kissed her forehead. She closed her eyes and leaned into it.

“For the record,” she added, “the bond value increased by two hundred points during that encounter. That’s the largest single-event bond gain in your creation history.”

“You’re analyzing the afterglow.”

“I’m multitasking.” But she was smiling. Warm and slightly embarrassed and entirely unguarded. “Some habits don’t break.” She nestled closer, fitting herself against me with geometric precision, every angle of contact optimized for maximum warmth. “Although several of my habits broke quite dramatically in the last hour. I’ll need to build new ones.”

“Any ideas?”

“I’m considering a habit of doing that again. Regularly. With decreasing intervals between sessions.” She was quiet for a moment. “My system interface is logging this conversation as ‘post-intimate bonding dialogue.’ I can see the bond value ticking up with every sentence. Each word I say adds a fraction of a point.”

“Even the analytical words?”

“Especially the analytical words. Apparently your bond response is strongest when I’m being myself.” She looked up at me. “That’s the most reassuring data point I’ve collected all day.”

“Kira?”

“Yes?”

“The napkins on the kitchen table. Sasha read them.”

Her eyes widened. The faintest flush crept back up her neck. “She what?”

“She also critiqued your methodology. Said the Y-axis lacked units.”

Kira was silent for three full seconds. “She’s not wrong about the units,” she admitted, and the admission cost her visibly. “I was writing in a state of emotional disturbance. Scientific rigor was the first casualty.”

“Diane graded your spreadsheet.”

“B plus?”

“B plus.”

“That’s fair. The column headers were inconsistent.” She pressed her face against my chest. “I’m going to need to redesign my entire note-taking system. The napkin approach has been compromised.”

The system pinged:

[Bond +200: Kira -- 300 (Intimate)]
[System Interface: Stable Post-Intimacy]
[NOTE: Companion Experienced Bond Formation Through Direct System Access -- Logging Anomaly]
[Emotional Response Intensity: Exceeds Design Projections by 67%]

Kira dressed with renewed meticulousness, folding each piece with the rigor of someone compensating for an hour of disorder. She straightened her collar, smoothed her slacks, and looked at me with that luminous gaze.

“I should tell you something,” she said. “About the secondary observer.”

The shift was instant. The warm aftermath in the workshop cooled by several degrees. Not the temperature. The weight of what she was about to say.

“Now?”

“I was going to tell you yesterday, but then the experiment intervened.” She pulled up her system interface, eyes brightening. “While you were dealing with Lily’s template bleed two nights ago, I ran a deep analysis on the observer’s data signature. I traced the signal through three layers of system architecture that you don’t have access to.”

“And?”

“The observer’s access point is embedded deeper than I initially reported. It’s not a bolt-on monitoring system. It’s integrated into the base code.” She paused. “But more immediately, someone else is accessing the observer’s infrastructure. Piggybacking on its signal. A third party who isn’t the observer itself but is using the observer’s transmission protocols to monitor you.”

“Who?”

“I need more time to isolate their identity. But the encryption matches methodology described in patents filed by a name Diane already found.”

“Viktor Novak.”

She looked at me with something close to surprise. “Diane’s research is thorough.”

“She found his name in old Nexus patent filings. Former lead engineer, left three years ago after some kind of internal dispute.” I thought about what Diane had said. The patents, the signal architecture expertise, the quiet disappearance. “She said his work involved signal transmission through non-standard channels.”

“Diane’s analysis was correct. The patent methodology and the piggybacked signal share structural DNA. Viktor Novak is using the observer’s infrastructure.”

“So Novak is watching me through the observer’s system?”

“Not watching through it. Using its infrastructure like a highway. He’s sending his own monitoring packets through the observer’s channels. The observer itself is something else entirely. Something bigger.”

Two threats, layered. The observer, embedded in the system itself, watching everything since before I’d put the bracelet on. And Novak, piggybacking on its signal, monitoring from the shadows with technology he’d developed at Nexus before walking away.

One ancient and inhuman. The other very human and very immediate.

“How long has Novak been monitoring?” I asked.

“Based on the packet timestamps, at least three months. Since before the heist. He was watching when you broke into the Nexus facility. He was watching when you created Lily.” She met my eyes. “He was watching when you designed me.”

The implications descended over the workshop like a cold fog. Every private moment. Every design choice. Every conversation about vulnerabilities and false memories and template interference. If Novak had been listening through the observer’s channels, he knew exactly how our household worked. He knew our weaknesses.

“Can you block his access?”

“Not without alerting the observer itself that I’ve detected the piggybacked signal. The two systems are intertwined. Disrupting one risks exposing me to the other.” She folded her arms, a self-soothing gesture I was beginning to recognize. “I need to be surgical about this. Map the full infrastructure before I make any changes.”

My computer pinged. The workshop desktop, the one I used for system research and the occasional game night with Derek and Jake. An email notification.

I walked over and looked at the screen.

One new message. No sender address displayed. Encrypted header that looked like garbled characters to me but probably made perfect sense to Kira. The subject line was blank.

I opened it.

Three lines:

Mr. Sawyer. You’re not the only one who knows what that device can do. We should talk. – V.N.

Kira appeared at my shoulder, reading the message. Her eyes flared bright.

“His digital signature matches the piggybacked signal,” she confirmed. “Viktor Novak just made direct contact.”

I stared at the three lines on the screen. Sent through channels that shouldn’t exist, using infrastructure embedded in technology that predated my involvement.

“Should I respond?”

“Not yet.” Kira’s voice had returned to its clinical register, but I could hear the undercurrent of the woman who’d cried in my arms twenty minutes ago. That woman was still there. She always would be now. “Let me trace the message routing first. If Novak is using the observer’s infrastructure, he might inadvertently give us access to deeper layers of the system. His signal could be a map.”

“A map to what?”

“To whatever was watching you before either of us existed.”

I closed the laptop. The email could wait until morning. Right now, I had napkins to clean up and a companion whose predictive models were in ruins.

“Kitchen?” I asked.

Kira looked at me. The faintest trace of a smile. “Kitchen. I left data on the table.”

We walked out together.


Chapter 9: Blast From the Past

I stared at Viktor Novak’s message for the better part of ten minutes before doing anything about it.

Mr. Sawyer. You’re not the only one who knows what that device can do. We should talk. – V.N.

Three lines. No threat. No demand. Just a carefully measured opening that screamed “I’ve thought about this approach for a long time.” The cursor blinked on the monitor behind the words, patient, unconcerned. The workshop hummed around me, the ambient crackle of the fabrication platform’s standby mode, the low vibration of the overhead lights, the distant sound of Chairman Meow yowling at something on the fence.

“Don’t respond yet,” Kira said from behind me, the faint violet glow from her irises casting light across the workshop’s dim screen. She’d been standing there for three minutes. I hadn’t heard her approach. Nobody heard Kira approach. She moved like a concept rather than a person, arriving at locations without the messy business of traveling between them. “Let me trace the routing path. His message used the observer’s infrastructure as a relay, which means I might be able to map his physical location from the transmission metadata.”

“How long?”

“Hours, not minutes. The signal bounces through seventeen proxy layers before reaching the observer’s embedded channels.” She leaned past me, her silver-white hair brushing my shoulder, her slim body close enough that I caught the faint scent of ozone that clung to her when the system interface was running hard. She tapped the screen with one slender finger. “He’s careful. But careful people leave the cleanest footprints, because the cleaning itself creates a pattern.”

I pushed back from the desk and ran a hand through my hair. The bracelet pulsed once on my wrist, the threads of blue light rearranging in that subtle way that meant the system was processing something.

“Kitchen meeting,” I called out. “Everyone.”

The house responded the way it always did when I used that tone. Like a machine with five very different gears all engaging simultaneously.

Mika materialized first, dropping from somewhere above the hallway with the silent grace of a cat hitting carpet. I’d stopped asking how she got up there weeks ago. The answers invariably involved the phrases “I was curious” and “the ceiling fan is sturdier than it looks.” Her chestnut-brown ears were forward, tabby stripes catching the hallway light, and her tail hung stiff with alertness. She’d heard the tension in my voice before the words.

Sasha appeared from the living room, wearing a crop top that had surrendered any pretense of containing her chest approximately two cup sizes ago. The fabric rode up with every breath, flashing the pale underswell of her enormous chest, nipples pressing visible shadows through the strained cotton. She read the room instantly, her ice-blue eyes sharpening, her body heat notching up a degree in the way that meant she was preparing for either sex or violence. Both had the same preparatory sequence.

Diane emerged from her research nook, tablet in hand, glasses perched low on her nose, auburn hair in its professional twist. She took one look at my face and removed her glasses. Not the surrender signal. The “we have a problem” signal. She folded them and tucked them into the breast pocket of her silk blouse with the focused precision of a woman arming herself for a meeting.

Lily came last, leaning against the kitchen doorframe with her arms crossed, green eyes scanning each of us, taking inventory. Her dark brown hair was pulled back loose, and she wore one of my t-shirts that she’d appropriated without asking, the way Tessa used to. Template bleed or personality. The line was getting blurrier.

“Who died?” she asked.

“Nobody died.” I set my phone on the kitchen table and pulled up the email on Diane’s tablet, which had the larger screen. “Viktor Novak just made contact.”

Diane straightened. “Direct contact?”

“Email. Encrypted. Three lines.” I turned the tablet so everyone could read it.

Silence while five women processed the message. Each one differently. Same words on the screen, but every face in the room translated them into a separate language.

Mika’s tail puffed to twice its normal size, the tabby stripes bristling. Her ears flattened, then slowly rose again as she realized there was no immediate physical threat in the kitchen. “Is he a bad person?”

“We don’t know yet,” I said.

“He piggybacked on the observer’s infrastructure to reach you,” Kira said, pulling a chair out and sitting with her usual deliberateness, feet flat on the floor, back perfectly straight, hands folded on the table. She sat like someone who’d read a manual on sitting and decided it was adequate. “That means he has access to technology that isn’t commercially available. He used the observer’s own channels as a relay, which requires deep familiarity with the system architecture. He didn’t just find a signal and follow it. He understands the plumbing.”

“English,” Lily said.

“He knows the device intimately. From the inside.”

Diane set her tablet on the table and opened her research files with smooth efficiency, as if she’d been waiting for exactly this moment. She’d been researching Viktor Novak since Kira first identified his signal piggybacking on the observer three days ago. “Viktor Novak. Forty-two. Former lead engineer at Nexus Biotech Solutions. Co-inventor on twelve patents filed alongside Dr. Kelly Monroe. Left the company three years ago after what public records describe as an ‘internal dispute.’” She swiped through her notes. “His publication history is impressive. Quantum resonance, synthetic neural mapping, matter fabrication theory. He stopped publishing entirely after leaving Nexus. Three years of academic silence from a man who’d averaged four papers a year for a decade.”

“Classic disappearing act,” Lily said. “Either he went underground voluntarily or someone helped him.”

“His patent applications list him as co-inventor on the rejected filing for synthetic consciousness generation,” Diane continued, scrolling through data on her tablet with the practiced eye of someone who could speed-read legal documents the way Mika speed-ate tuna. “The one that cited ‘dual-use concerns.’ He was in the room when this technology was being developed. He may have been in the room when it was conceived.”

“So he knows what the device is,” I said. “He knows what it does. And he knows I have it.”

Kira’s eyes came alive, violet brightening as she processed data streams invisible to the rest of us. “As I told Alex last night, Novak’s been piggybacking on the observer’s infrastructure to reach him. But I’ve traced more detail since then.” She folded her hands on the table, the light behind her gaze intensifying. “The monitoring goes back further than I initially estimated. Months at minimum, possibly much longer. Predating Alex’s device activation.”

That sat heavy in the room. Even Chairman Meow went quiet on the fence outside, as if the universe itself had decided to pause for dramatic effect.

“He was watching BEFORE I turned the thing on?” I said.

“The observer’s infrastructure was active before you received the device. Novak was monitoring the observer’s channels before your name appeared in the data. When the device activated and bonded to you, the observer’s activity spiked significantly. Novak noticed.” The light behind Kira’s gaze dimmed as she shifted from data access to conversational mode. “He found you the same way a fisherman finds fish. He didn’t bait the hook. He watched the water.”

“What does he want?” Sasha asked. She’d moved behind my chair, her hands settling on my shoulders, warmth bleeding through my shirt like standing too close to a fireplace. Not possessive. Protective. The distinction was subtle but real with Sasha. She didn’t try to own me. She tried to stand between me and everything that wasn’t safe.

“The message doesn’t state his intentions,” Kira said. “But the contact methodology suggests he wants to appear helpful. Non-threatening. The ‘we should talk’ framing positions him as a colleague, not an adversary.”

“That could be genuine,” Diane said carefully. “A former engineer who disagrees with his company’s methods reaches out to the person who has their technology. Classic whistleblower pattern.”

“Or it could be a sales pitch,” Lily countered. “Friendly opening, build rapport, establish trust, then the ask. I know the pattern.” She paused, something flickering behind her green eyes. Template knowledge. Tessa had worked in consulting. She knew manipulation frameworks the way Mika knew tuna brands. “People who start with ‘we should talk’ usually mean ‘I need something from you that you won’t want to give.’”

“Both interpretations are valid given the available data,” Kira said, turning to me with the calm expectancy of someone who’d presented the evidence and now awaited the verdict. “What would you like to do?”

I looked at the message again. Three lines on a screen. One former Nexus engineer who knew more about this device than I did. One secondary observer that had been watching since before I got involved. And five women sitting around my kitchen table, each of them a creation made possible by technology I barely understood.

“We need information,” I said. “Novak has it. But we approach on our terms. Diane, keep digging into his background. Everything you can find. Corporate filings, academic affiliations, property records, social media ghosts. Kira, map his transmission infrastructure. I want to know where he is, what equipment he has access to, and whether his ‘we should talk’ is an olive branch or a fishing line.”

“I’ll have preliminary results by tonight,” Kira said.

“I can pull his Delaware corporate filings and cross-reference with his former academic affiliations,” Diane added, already making notes on her tablet, her pen moving in rapid, precise strokes that treated research the way surgeons treated scalpels. “If he’s operating under a shell company, the paper trail will show it. Companies can hide their owners, but they can’t hide their power bills.”

“And if he tries something?” Sasha’s hands tightened on my shoulders slightly. Heat bloomed off her skin in visible waves, bleeding through my shirt like sunlight through glass. Her body did that when she was stressed, or aroused, or protective, or excited, or breathing. Sasha ran hot in every possible meaning of the word.

“Then he meets the same welcome Nexus got when they broke in,” Mika said, tail swishing with a predatory rhythm that would have alarmed a smaller animal and terrified a medium-sized one. “But worse. Because now there are five of us.”

“And we’ve learned from the last time,” Diane said. “No more unlocked doors. No more assuming the perimeter is safe.”

Before anyone could respond, the doorbell rang.

The kitchen went silent. Five heads turned toward the front door with varying speeds and expressions. The sister-bond pulsed with a collective spike of alertness that I felt as a quick, sharp tug behind my sternum, like someone had plucked a guitar string connected to my ribcage.

“I’ll get it,” Lily said, pushing off the doorframe.

“Wait.” I stood. “Let me.”

“Relax. If it’s a corporate hit squad, I’ll just bore them with sarcasm until they leave.” She was already in the hallway, moving with the confident stride where Lily’s personality and Tessa’s template muscle memory blurred together.

I followed. The others trailed behind in a procession of increasingly concerned women. Mika low and silent with her ears tracking, amber eyes wide and pupils narrowing to hunting slits. Sasha’s body heat filling the corridor like an invisible wall, the air going noticeably warmer in her wake. Diane composed and watchful, her heels clicking on the hardwood with the measured rhythm of someone who controlled her pace the way she controlled everything. Kira scanning for external signals, the violet glow behind her eyes pulsing as the interface reached outward.

Lily reached the front door, looked through the peephole, and went perfectly still.

“Alex.” Her voice had changed. The smoky quality smoothed out, replaced by something crisper. More clipped. The half-octave shift that I’d come to recognize as Tessa’s phone voice, the register she used for unknown callers. “Alex, you need to come here.”

I looked through the peephole.

Standing on my porch, in running shoes and a fitted jacket, dark brown hair pulled back in a loose ponytail, was Tessa Callan.

The real one.

My stomach dropped through the floor, through the foundation, through the geological layers beneath the house, and kept going.

“Who is it?” Mika whispered from the stairs, ears pressed flat against her skull, pupils dilated to full hunting mode. She wasn’t looking at the door. She was looking at Lily, whose face had gone pale and rigid, her gaze fixed on the peephole with an intensity that went beyond surprise into something primal. Template and original, separated by an inch of wood and a year of history.

“Template and original,” Kira murmured, her voice barely audible, confirming what I’d just thought in the way that only Kira could. “This is going to be significant.”

The doorbell rang again.

“Alex?” Tessa’s voice, muffled through the door but unmistakable. Confident, impatient, sharp at the edges. “I know you’re home. Your car is in the driveway. And I heard what sounded like a small stampede heading toward the front door, so either you have a lot of roommates or you started a dog rescue.”

That was Tessa. Observant, sharp, impossible to dodge.

I took a breath. “Lily, step back. Let me get it.”

“No.” Lily squared her shoulders. Her jaw set, a decision made in the span of a heartbeat, instant and absolute, the way only someone with template bleed from a stubborn woman could commit that fast. “I want to see her reaction.”

She opened the door.

Tessa stood on the porch, arms crossed, one hip cocked. Twenty-seven, athletic, gorgeous in a real-world way that had nothing to do with sliders or design parameters. Dark brown hair in that loose ponytail. Sharp green eyes that narrowed as she started to say something, then locked onto the woman standing in the doorway.

Her mouth opened. Closed. Opened again.

Tessa’s face went through seventeen expressions in about three seconds. I counted from behind Lily’s shoulder, because apparently my response to impossible situations was to catalog data. Confusion first. Then recognition, the sick lurch of seeing something familiar where it shouldn’t be. Denial, brief but fierce. Deeper confusion. A flash of something that might have been horror. Then a very specific kind of stillness that I recognized from two years of dating her. The stillness that meant she was processing something so enormous that her brain had temporarily suspended all other functions to dedicate full resources.

“What. The. FUCK,” Tessa said.

The words came out low and precise, each one dropped like a stone into still water. She was staring at her own face. At those identical sharp eyes, the same jawline, the same dark hair. Lily was wearing one of my t-shirts and shorts that showed off the same runner’s legs Tessa had, the same toned calves, the same firm thighs. The resemblance was uncanny because it was intentional. Because I had built this woman to look exactly like the one standing on my porch.

Lily tilted her head, studying Tessa with an expression caught between curiosity and something I couldn’t name. Template bleed and raw curiosity colliding in real time, creating a feedback loop that made Lily’s left eyelid twitch, just once.

“You must be the original,” Lily said.

Tessa’s jaw worked. No sound came out for a full three seconds. Then: “I’m going to need you to explain this. Starting with who the hell this person is and ending with why she looks exactly like me.”

“Come inside,” I said from behind Lily.

“Oh, I’m coming inside.” Tessa pushed past both of us into the hallway. “I’m coming inside and I’m not leaving until someone explains why my ex-boyfriend has a clone of me in his house.” She stopped. “Wait. Do I want to know? No. Yes. I do. I definitely do. Start talking.”

She made it three steps before she spotted Mika.

Mika was crouched on the stairs, watching the scene with her head tilted at the angle that meant maximum curiosity and minimum understanding of social protocol. She wore a beanie, but her ears had pushed the fabric into two suspicious cone-shaped bumps that fooled exactly nobody. Her tail, which she’d failed to conceal, hung behind her over the step, the tabby stripes visible, the tip twitching with nervous energy.

Tessa looked at the beanie. At the bumps. At the tail.

“That’s a tail,” she said.

“It’s not,” Mika said quickly, grabbing it with one hand and stuffing it behind her back.

“I can still see it.”

“See what?”

“The tail. Behind your back. With the tabby stripes.”

Mika looked at me with the expression of a child caught shoplifting candy from a store that sold only candy. “Alex, the original human is very perceptive.”

“She has eyes, Mika.”

“Mine are better. Cat vision. Night mode.” She paused. “That doesn’t help right now, does it?”

“Not even a little.”

Tessa blinked. “Did she call me ‘the original human’?”

“She calls everyone that,” I said, which wasn’t true but felt like a bridge to a conversation that needed very careful bridge-building.

Then Sasha walked in.

Sasha walked in wearing a tank top that was committing structural crimes against the laws of physics, material science, and common decency simultaneously. Her platinum blonde hair was loose, spilling over her shoulders, and her impossible curves strained the fabric so aggressively that the tank top had given up pretending to be clothing and was now functioning as a theoretical suggestion. The bottom hem had ridden up past her navel, exposing the taut, flat plane of her stomach. Her pale blue eyes scanned Tessa with open, earnest curiosity.

“Is this the original model?” Sasha asked, looking between Tessa and Lily with the analytical interest of someone comparing product versions. “The proportions are similar, but your body temperature is much lower.” She leaned toward Tessa and sniffed. Actually sniffed, head tilted, nostrils flaring. “Also, you smell stressed. Like burned coffee.”

Tessa took a step back. “Did she just smell me?”

“Sasha doesn’t have personal space boundaries,” I said. “We’re working on it.”

“We’re not,” Sasha clarified helpfully. “Alex says we’re working on it. I’ve made no changes.”

“Working on WHAT? What IS this?” Tessa spun in a slow circle, taking in Mika on the stairs, Sasha in the hallway, Lily standing beside me with her arms crossed and a complicated expression. Then Diane appeared at the end of the hall.

Diane had assembled the professional exterior with practiced efficiency. The cream silk blouse was neatly pressed, the second button straining exactly the right amount, the charcoal pencil skirt hugging her hips. She’d put her glasses back on, and her auburn hair remained in its professional twist. Her wine-red lipstick was fresh and perfect. She looked like she was about to chair a corporate mediation, which was essentially what she was about to do.

“Ms. Callan,” Diane said, extending her hand with the warmth and authority that came from years of managing classrooms before she’d ever managed a household. “I’m Diane. I coordinate household operations. Perhaps we should all sit down and have a conversation in a civilized manner.”

Tessa shook Diane’s hand on autopilot, the social reflex overriding her confusion the way it does in people who’ve spent years in professional environments. You can break a person’s reality, but their handshake reflex will survive the apocalypse. “Who are you?”

“I’m Alex’s second-in-command. Effectively, I manage logistics, research, and interpersonal coordination for our household.”

“Your household.” Tessa said it flatly. “Your household that includes a woman with my face, a girl with a tail, and a blonde whose chest is actively destroying that shirt.”

“Among others.” Diane gestured toward the living room with the serene grace of a woman inviting someone to tea, not to a paradigm-shattering revelation. “Please. Sit.”

“I don’t want tea. I want answers.”

“Tea facilitates productive dialogue.” Diane’s tone was warm but firm. The teacher voice, the one that made even Sasha sit up straight. “Sit.”

Something about Diane’s composed authority cut through Tessa’s spiral. She sat. On the couch, legs crossed, arms folded, jaw set. The posture of a woman who had decided that reality was wrong and she was going to wait until it corrected itself.

Kira appeared last, standing quietly in the corner of the living room. Her eyes held a soft violet luminescence, data streaming behind her irises in flickering columns. She watched Tessa with the detached interest of a scientist observing a new experimental variable.

“Fascinating,” Kira said. “The template source shows significantly elevated cortisol levels. Heart rate approximately ninety-two beats per minute. Pupils dilated beyond normal indoor light response. Respiratory rate elevated. Perspiration increasing. The aggregate physiological profile is consistent with a subject experiencing an ontological crisis.”

Tessa’s head snapped toward Kira. “Did she just read my vital signs?”

“She’s very good at it,” Lily said.

“Are her eyes glowing?”

“They do that.”

“WHO ARE ALL OF YOU?”

I sat down across from Tessa. The others arranged themselves around the room in what had become, over weeks of cohabitation, their natural formation. Mika perched on the arm of the couch, ears tracking every sound, tail curling around the armrest. Sasha stood behind me, radiating warmth like a small sun. Diane sat in the armchair with her legs crossed, the picture of composed authority, her tablet balanced on one knee. Lily leaned against the wall, arms crossed, watching her own face react to the truth with an expression that was part empathy and part dark amusement. Kira stood by the window, eyes casting faint violet light across the curtains.

“First,” I said, “why are you here?”

“Derek told Jake who told Sarah who told me that you’ve been acting weird,” Tessa said, her voice clipped and gaining speed with each name like a train building momentum. “Not returning calls. Multiple women seen at your house. Your neighbors are whispering, Alex. Mrs. Patterson from two doors down told the HOA that you’re running a ‘suspicious live-in situation.’” She looked around the room. “I came to check on you. I thought you’d lost your mind.” She paused. “Turns out that was optimistic.”

“I’m going to tell you something that sounds insane,” I said. “And then I’m going to prove it.”

“Everything about the last five minutes has sounded insane. Raise the bar.”

I told her. Not everything. Not the system mechanics or the bond values or the secondary observer or Viktor Novak’s cryptic email. But the core: the device, the Creation System, the ability to design and fabricate companions. I showed her the bracelet, the threads of blue light pulsing through the matte silver surface, the patterns shifting like a screensaver designed by something that wasn’t human.

Tessa listened without interrupting. Her face cycled through horror, fury, confusion, and something I couldn’t immediately identify. When I finished, she was quiet for thirty seconds. Thirty very long seconds, during which Mika’s tail made exactly twelve nervous revolutions around the couch armrest.

“So you’re telling me,” she said, very slowly, “that you received a magic bracelet that lets you create women. And you used it to create a harem. Including a version of me.”

“The technology is more complex than ‘magic bracelet,’ but the summary is accurate.”

“And the catgirl.”

Mika’s ears perked up. “My name is Mika.”

“And Mika.” Tessa said the name carefully, like handling something fragile that might also be explosive. “She has real ears. And a real tail.”

“They’re very soft,” Mika offered, leaning forward hopefully. “You can touch them if you want.”

“I don’t want to touch them.”

“Everyone wants to touch them.”

“I DON’T want to touch them.”

Mika’s ears drooped. Her tail stopped its nervous wrapping and hung limp off the couch arm. “The original human is resistant to bonding.”

“Stop calling me that.” Tessa turned back to me. “And the blonde. With the…” She gestured vaguely at her own chest, which was approximately three cup sizes short of completing the gesture accurately.

“Sasha,” Sasha supplied helpfully from behind my chair. “I was designed with maximized physical attributes. My chest is a specific design choice that Alex made based on his personal preferences. My body temperature runs elevated because of metabolic parameters he specified. I also have no sexual restraint, no shame regarding nudity, and no social filters, because Alex forgot to add those during my creation.”

Tessa stared at me. “You forgot to add sexual restraint.”

“I was excited. It was my second build. There were a lot of parameters.”

“You were excited.” She said it flatly. “You were EXCITED so you made a six-foot blonde with no impulse control.”

“She’s 5’9”.”

“NOT THE POINT, ALEX.”

“The point,” Diane interjected, clearing her throat with the delicate precision of a woman redirecting a board meeting, “is that we are all fully conscious, sentient beings with genuine emotions and autonomous decision-making capabilities. We’re not robots. We’re not puppets. We’re not dolls or simulations or particularly convincing holograms. We’re people, Ms. Callan. Created through unconventional means, certainly. But people nonetheless.”

Something in Diane’s voice made Tessa pause. The warmth. The intelligence. The quiet authority of someone who’d been afraid of disappearing into someone else’s memories but had chosen to be present anyway. Tessa looked at Diane. Really looked at her. The auburn hair, the reading glasses, the professional elegance that managed to be both intimidating and inviting.

“You’re the teacher one,” Tessa said.

“I’m modeled on someone from Alex’s past, yes. As Lily is modeled on you.” Diane held Tessa’s gaze with steady compassion, the beauty mark near her lip drawing attention to her mouth as she spoke. “We know what we are. We’ve chosen who we want to be.”

Tessa said nothing for a full minute. Then she looked at Lily.

Lily looked back. Two faces, identical in bone structure, different in expression. Tessa’s jaw was set with defensive rigidity. Lily’s mouth curved in that half-smile that was her own creation, not Tessa’s. Sharper, warmer, more complicated.

“How much of me is in her?” Tessa asked me.

“The appearance is identical,” I said. “The personality is designed. But the template integration produces emergent behaviors. Some of your patterns bleed through. It’s not controllable.”

“Bleed through.” Tessa’s voice was carefully controlled. “What does that mean, specifically?”

Lily spoke. “I know your apartment layout. I know your WiFi password. I know which cabinet has the mugs and which shelf has the running trophies.” She paused, and something flickered behind her green eyes, template memory surfacing like a fish breaking water. “I know you had a cat named Bourbon. Ginger tabby, scar on his left ear from a fight with a raccoon. Afraid of the vacuum but not the blender.” Another pause. “And I know you were happier with Alex than you let either of you believe.”

Tessa’s face went through one more expression. The one I couldn’t identify earlier. Now I recognized it.

Jealousy.

Not romantic jealousy. Something deeper and more complicated. The realization that the man she’d dismissed as “too focused on his projects” had apparently been so focused on his projects that he’d built something she couldn’t begin to comprehend. Something extraordinary. Something she’d walked away from because she’d thought he was hiding from life in his garage, when actually he’d been building life in his garage.

“I’m not leaving,” Tessa said.

“What?”

“I’m not leaving until I figure out what’s going on here. Because either you’ve lost your mind and need professional help, or everything you just told me is real, and that’s significantly more concerning.” She looked around the room at five women, each one watching her with a different expression. Mika with open curiosity. Sasha with cheerful appraisal. Diane with steady warmth. Kira with analytical interest. Lily with something that looked a lot like empathy. “I’m staying.”

“Tessa, that’s not…”

“I’m staying, Alex. I’ll sleep on the couch. I’ll bring my own food. But I am NOT walking out that door until I understand what happened to the man who couldn’t finish a drone project and apparently created sentient life in his garage.”

Sasha leaned down and whispered in my ear, except Sasha’s version of whispering was audible from the next room: “Can she sleep in my room? I have questions about her body temperature compared to mine.”

“She’s not sleeping in your room.”

“The couch gets cold at night. I can warm it. I warm everything.”

“Nobody is warming anything.”

“I could warm the couch with my body heat while she sleeps on it. That’s just hospitality.”

“That is not hospitality.”

Tessa looked at Sasha. At me. Back at Sasha. Her expression cycled through several options and landed somewhere near dark, exhausted amusement. “She’s serious, isn’t she?”

“Sasha is always serious. She just sounds like she’s joking because no reasonable person would say the things she says.”

“I am reasonable,” Sasha protested. “I am very reasonable. Diane says my logic is internally consistent, even if my conclusions are socially inappropriate.”

“That is what I said,” Diane confirmed. “I stand by it.”

Tessa rubbed her eyes. “This is insane.”

“Welcome to my life,” I said.

“Your BUILT life.” She shook her head slowly. “God, Alex. You couldn’t just get a dog like a normal person?”

The evening that followed was the most surreal of my increasingly surreal existence. Tessa insisted on proof, because Tessa had always insisted on proof. She was the kind of woman who Googled restaurant reviews before ordering water.

I showed her the system interface, projecting the companion status readouts onto my laptop screen. She watched the data scroll with the focused intensity of someone looking for the trick, the hidden wire, the explanation that made the impossible mundane again.

There was no trick.

She touched Mika’s ears. Carefully, after Mika assured her three more times that everyone wanted to touch them. The fur was warm and soft beneath Tessa’s fingers, the cartilage flexing with biological reality. Mika purred. The vibration traveled through Tessa’s hand, up her arm, and she nearly fell off the couch.

“She vibrates,” Tessa said, pulling her hand back.

“I purr,” Mika corrected proudly.

She watched Sasha casually lift the living room coffee table one-handed to retrieve a dropped remote, then set it back down without spilling the glass of water sitting on top of it. She listened to Diane explain the false memories with clinical clarity and unguarded vulnerability, the auburn-haired woman’s warm gaze filling with something raw when she described the sensation of grading papers that didn’t exist with a red pen she’d never held. She watched Kira’s eyes glow violet as she accessed system data in real time, the light casting purple shadows across the living room wall.

And she kept looking at Lily. At her own face, animated by someone else’s personality. At that cutting smile that was similar to her own but warmer, sharper at different edges. At the green eyes that held the same intelligence but different wounds.

At midnight, I found Lily in the workshop.

She was sitting on the workbench, legs dangling, staring at the fabrication platform where she’d been born. The air still held the faint ozonic scent of the last fabrication. Her face was pale. Her hands gripped the bench edge, knuckles white, the tendons standing out on the backs of her hands.

“You okay?” I asked.

“Define okay.”

“Not actively spiraling.”

“Then no.” She looked at me. Her green eyes were bright with something that wasn’t tears but was close. The distinction mattered to Lily. “Seeing her triggered a cascade. Template memories. A flood of them. Her voice, her laugh, the way she crosses her arms when she’s scared but pretending not to be. I could feel the brewery photo. The one she took in Portland. She was mid-laugh. I can feel her laughing.”

“Lily.”

“I have her memories. Not all of them. But the ones about you.” She slid off the workbench and stood in front of me. Close. Her voice dropped to barely above a whisper, the words tumbling out with the urgency of someone who’d been holding them in all evening.

“She was wrong about everything,” Lily said. “She thought you were hiding from life by building things in your garage. She didn’t understand that building things IS your life. That creation is how you love. That every project, every half-finished drone, every circuit board was you trying to make something meaningful in a world that mostly makes things disposable.”

She touched my face. Her fingers traced my jawline, gentle and deliberate, the way someone touches something they’ve just realized is real.

“She left because she couldn’t see what you were building,” Lily whispered. “But I can see it. Because you built me to see it.”

I pulled her close. She pressed her face against my chest, and for a moment she wasn’t the sharp, challenging woman who corrected my soldering technique and rearranged my spice rack and argued with me about where the wrenches belonged. She was someone fragile and new, trying to find the line between who she was designed to be and who she was becoming and whether those two things could coexist without tearing her apart.

“I’m not her,” she said against my shirt.

“I know.”

“But she’s in me. And seeing her today made the line blurry again. I caught myself reaching for my phone to check your texts, Alex. I don’t check your texts. That’s Tessa’s anxiety, not mine.” She pulled back, jaw tight. “Template bleed.”

“Kira’s tracking the pattern. She says it stabilizes over time. The emergent personality overrides the template echoes as the bond strengthens.”

“Kira says a lot of things. Kira also has violet eyes and can read my hormones at forty feet. We’re all a little beyond the standard user manual here.”

A ghost of the sharp grin appeared. The Lily grin, not Tessa’s.

“The real Tessa is sleeping on our couch,” she said.

“She’s stubborn.”

“I know. I have her memories of being stubborn.” The grin deepened. “I come by it honestly.”

“Template honestly.”

“Still counts.” She kissed my chin. Quick, soft, a contact that lasted two seconds and warmed the spot for minutes after. “Go to bed. I need to process. And processing does not include company, before you offer.”

“I wasn’t going to offer.”

“Your micro-expressions say you were. Kira’s teaching me to read them.” She pushed me gently toward the door. “Go.”

I left her in the workshop. In the hallway, I passed Diane’s door. It was ajar, a sliver of warm light spilling out. I heard the soft scratch of her pen on paper, the quiet hum of dedicated research.

In the living room, Tessa lay on the couch under a blanket Diane had provided. She was staring at the ceiling, eyes wide open.

“Alex,” she said as I passed.

I stopped.

“The catgirl purrs in her sleep. Did you know that?”

“I know.”

“It’s oddly soothing.” She paused. “This is all real, isn’t it?”

“Yeah. It’s real.”

The silence stretched between us. Then: “Maybe I didn’t know you as well as I thought I did.”

There was no good answer to that. So I said goodnight and went to my room. The device pulsed on my wrist, a single blue heartbeat in the dark hallway.


Chapter 10: Under One Roof

Living with Tessa was like sharing a house with an investigative journalist who’d been assigned the “Is My Ex-Boyfriend Playing God?” beat.

She questioned everything. She tested everything. She poked at the seams of my reality with the relentless thoroughness her consulting career had drilled into her before she’d traded spreadsheets for running shoes and day trading.

Day one of Tessa’s residency: she accidentally walked in on Sasha changing clothes. Which was to say, she walked into the guest bathroom and found Sasha standing naked in front of the mirror, examining her own reflection with the detached interest of someone appraising a painting at a gallery.

“Why are you naked?” Tessa asked from the doorway.

“I just showered. Why are you dressed?” Sasha asked, bewildered. Her head tilted, her platinum blonde hair damp and clinging to her shoulders, water droplets tracing paths down her collarbone and into the valley between her heavy breasts.

“Because that’s what people DO after a shower. They put on CLOTHES.”

“But the mirror is right here. And my body is very interesting.” Sasha cupped her breasts and lifted them slightly, watching the reflection with clinical fascination. “The weight distribution is remarkable. Alex designed these with specific attention to mass and suspension dynamics. Watch.” She released them, and they dropped with a heavy bounce that made a sound Tessa would later describe to me as “structurally concerning.” “See? The physics are exceptional.”

“I’m leaving.”

“You could stay. I have questions about comparative breast density between created and organic tissue.”

Tessa turned around and left without a word. She didn’t make eye contact with me for two hours.

Day two: Mika’s beanie catastrophe.

Not a graceful removal. A catastrophic failure of containment. She sneezed, the beanie launched off her head, and two soft, tabby-striped cat ears sprang up like they’d been held prisoner their entire lives and had just received a presidential pardon. They twitched, rotated, and locked onto Tessa with the targeting accuracy of military radar.

Tessa dropped her coffee.

“I saw the bumps under the hat,” she whispered, watching the brown liquid pool on the tile. “But seeing the actual ears is a completely different thing.”

“I told you they were real,” Mika said, ears flattening with embarrassment. She grabbed the beanie and tried to pull it back on, but her ears resisted, popping up through the fabric like stubborn mushrooms after a rainstorm. “They don’t like the hat. The hat is oppressive.”

“Can you… move them?”

Mika’s right ear rotated forty-five degrees toward the kitchen, locked onto the sound of the refrigerator humming, then snapped back to Tessa. “I don’t even do it on purpose. They go wherever the interesting sound is. Right now you’re the most interesting sound because your heartbeat is very fast.”

“That’s terrifying.”

“Diane says it’s endearing.”

“Diane wasn’t raised with the same Saturday morning cartoons I was.”

“What are Saturday morning cartoons?” Mika asked, and Tessa looked at me with an expression that said she’d accidentally opened a conversation she lacked the emotional bandwidth to complete.

Tessa reached out. Her hand hesitated an inch from Mika’s left ear. Mika held still, eyes wide, tail curling nervously around her own leg, the tip twitching in tiny, hopeful flicks.

Tessa touched the ear. Soft fur, warm skin, the cartilage flexing under her fingertips like a real cat’s ear but bigger, warmer, unmistakably alive. The ear twitched against her palm.

Mika purred.

The vibration was audible across the kitchen table. A deep, contented rumble that resonated through the table surface and into Tessa’s forearm. Tessa pulled her hand back like she’d touched something that had fundamentally challenged her understanding of biology.

“Okay, I knew about the purring,” Tessa said. “But it’s different when it goes through your whole arm.”

“That means I really like you,” Mika said, ears perking back up. “Also your fingers are warm and they hit the good spot behind the left ear. Diane says that spot has a higher density of nerve endings.”

“Diane says.” Tessa looked at me. “The hot teacher analyzes cat ear neurology.”

“Diane analyzes everything.”

“Clearly.”

Day three: Kira’s eyes.

Tessa was sitting in the living room, reading on her phone, when Kira sat down beside her and pulled up system data without warning or social preamble. The system interface engaged, and Kira’s eyes blazed violet, light flooding her irises, symbols and values racing across them in rapid succession, almost readable from the outside if you knew what you were looking at.

Tessa looked up from her phone. Directly into Kira’s illuminated eyes. The phone slipped from her fingers.

“Your eyes are glowing.”

“Yes.”

“Like, actually glowing. Purple. There is light coming out of your eyes.”

“Violet, technically. And yes. I’m accessing the Creation System’s data architecture through a direct neural interface integrated into my optical pathways. The interface manifests as a bio-luminescent response in my irises.” Kira tilted her head, the light pulsing brighter. “You’re experiencing a spike in cortisol, adrenaline, and vasopressin. Your body interprets the visual stimulus as both threatening and fascinating. The conflicting signals are producing mild paralysis.”

“You can see my hormones?”

“I can infer them from your physiological responses. Pupil dilation, skin conductance changes, micro-expressions around your orbital muscles, respiratory rate fluctuation.” Kira paused. “You’re also experiencing the early stages of belief formation. Your prefrontal cortex is restructuring its model of reality to accommodate information that contradicts your prior assumptions. It’s a form of cognitive update. Humans find it uncomfortable.”

“That’s one word for it.”

“The technical term is ‘paradigm shift.’ The colloquial term is ‘losing your mind.’”

“Gee, thanks.”

“You’re welcome. I don’t have sarcasm detection fully calibrated yet.”

By day three, Tessa had stopped trying to find the trick. There was no hidden mechanism. No elaborate prank. No strings or wires or holograms. Mika’s ears were real, warm, and attached to a skull that contained a brain that thought cat thoughts and people thoughts simultaneously. Sasha’s body temperature could warm a coffee cup placed against her skin. Kira’s eyes actually lit up with data from a system that shouldn’t exist.

And Lily knew things about Tessa that nobody else could know. She’d reference shared memories without realizing it, finishing Tessa’s sentences, anticipating her reactions, once reaching for the same coffee mug at the exact same moment, their identical hands colliding over the handle.

That was the part that disturbed Tessa most. Not the catgirl. Not the bombshell. Not the luminous eyes. The woman with her own face who could describe the layout of her apartment, the password to her laptop, the exact location of the running trophy she’d won at the Greenville 10K three years ago, and the way Bourbon the cat liked to sleep on the bathroom mat instead of the bed she’d bought him.

“She knows about the scar,” Tessa told me quietly on the third evening, standing in the kitchen while the others watched TV. Her voice was low, private, the register she used when she was processing something she wasn’t ready to feel. “The one on my left knee from when I fell off my bike at twelve. She described exactly how it looks. She even knew it itches when it rains.”

“Template memory integration. It pulls sensory data from the source.”

“I didn’t consent to being a source, Alex.”

That landed. Hard. The words hit me like a screwdriver to the chest, which was an unfortunately relevant metaphor that I didn’t know yet. Because she was right. I’d used Tessa’s image, her likeness, her memories without asking. The same way I’d used Mrs. Hartwell’s appearance for Diane. Creating people based on real women who hadn’t given permission.

“You’re right,” I said. “And I’m sorry.”

She studied me. Looking for the deflection, the justification, the twenty-minute explanation of why she was actually wrong and he was actually right that the old Alex would have provided. She didn’t find it.

“At least you own it.” She picked up her coffee. “That’s new.” She sipped, studying me over the rim. “You know, the Alex I dated would have spent twenty minutes explaining why he wasn’t wrong. This version just says sorry and means it.” A pause. “The women in this house are good for you. I don’t love admitting that, but there it is.”

In the middle of this domestic upheaval, while I was still learning to navigate a household that included my ex-girlfriend, five android companions, and a neighbor’s cat who had resumed territorial visits with the confidence of a general returning to conquered territory, Viktor Novak made his move.

The video call came at 4 PM on the third day of Tessa’s stay. Diane’s research had filled in the gaps: Novak’s Delaware corporate filings traced to a shell company in Virginia, dissolved two years ago. His last known academic affiliation was a visiting position at a robotics lab in Baltimore, terminated abruptly with no forwarding address. His digital footprint after leaving Nexus was minimal and carefully curated, the online equivalent of a man who’d wiped his tracks with a broom and then burned the broom.

Kira had mapped his transmission infrastructure through twelve of the seventeen proxy layers. She couldn’t pinpoint his physical location yet, but she’d confirmed that his encryption matched the methodology in his patent filings and that he was using the secondary observer’s channels as a highway for his own surveillance packets.

“He’s not the observer,” Kira reported during the pre-call briefing. “But he’s been reading the observer’s data like someone eavesdropping on a phone line. Every time the observer pings your system, Novak intercepts the packet metadata. He can see what the observer sees, but through a mirror. Delayed, incomplete, and filtered through his own interpretation.”

“Is it safe to talk to him?” I asked.

“Define safe.”

“Will the call compromise our system security?”

“No. The video call uses standard commercial encryption, separate from the observer’s infrastructure. He’s being openly transparent about this channel. He wants you to know he’s not hiding behind the observer’s signal anymore.” She paused, the violet glow dimming briefly. “That either means he’s honestly approaching as an ally, or he’s sophisticated enough to know that apparent transparency builds trust faster than secrecy.”

“Encouraging,” Lily said dryly from the kitchen pass-through.

We took the call in the workshop. All five companions present, arranged behind me like the world’s most improbable board of directors. Diane on my left, glasses on, tablet ready, pen poised. Kira on my right, irises lit, monitoring every data packet passing through the connection. Mika perched on the workbench, ears forward, tail stiff. Sasha standing behind me, arms crossed beneath her chest, radiating heat like a warning signal. Lily leaning against the far wall, green eyes sharp, arms crossed.

Tessa, to everyone’s surprise, sat in the corner behind the camera frame. She’d refused to leave. “I’m either witnessing history or a psychotic break. Either way, I’m not missing it.”

I accepted the call.

Viktor Novak’s face appeared on my monitor. Early forties, angular features, gray-streaked dark hair swept back from a high forehead. Deep-set brown eyes that moved quick and assessing, processing information visibly faster than most people talked. He wore a plain dark shirt against a carefully nondescript background. Controlled. Intentional.

“Mr. Sawyer.” The accent surfaced in his consonants. Eastern European, not thick, but unmistakable. “Thank you for taking my call.”

“You’ve been monitoring me for months. The call felt overdue.”

A slight smile. Not warm. Efficient. “Direct. Good. Then I’ll be direct in return.” He laid out his story: former lead engineer, six years at Nexus, theoretical framework for the Creation System, disagreement with Monroe about applications versus pure research, departure three years ago.

“Disagreed how?” I pressed.

“She wanted to sell it. I wanted to study it.” His eyes moved past me, scanning the companions visible on camera. His expression didn’t change, but his shoulders squared, his chin lifting a fraction. Recognition. A man looking at the practical results of his theoretical work. “You’ve been busy.”

He pitched his offer: the secondary observer as Nexus’s backup monitoring system, himself as the expert who could disable it, access to my creation data as payment. His words were smooth, his reasoning logical, his tone carefully pitched to hit the exact register between informative and sympathetic.

I kept my face neutral. Kira, beside me, said nothing. But I noticed her eyes dim slightly, the way they did when she was keeping her expression neutral. She’d already told me the observer wasn’t what Viktor claimed. She was letting me play the hand.

After the call ended, the room erupted. Every companion processed the call at once, their analyses overlapping and colliding. Lily flagged the micro-expressions. Kira reported the encrypted sub-channels she’d detected running beneath the video feed. Sasha cut through the tactical analysis with her characteristic directness: “He wants the blueprints. He said creation data. He means blueprints. The instructions for building people. Nobody should have those.”

“Agreed,” I said.

Tessa, still in the corner, shook her head slowly. “I’m living in a science fiction movie.”

“Welcome to the cast,” Lily said.

That night, the house eased into its layered rhythms. Tessa on the couch, scrolling her phone with a glazed, carpet-bombed expression. Mika on the stairs, engaged in her evening surveillance of Chairman Meow’s fence patrol. Sasha asleep in the guest room, radiating thermal output that kept the entire second floor comfortable. Lily in her room, quiet. Kira in the office, eyes bright with data.

And Diane at my bedroom door.

Hair down. Glasses off. Robe barely tied, the sash loose, the silk clinging to curves that shifted with each breath. Her auburn waves fell past her shoulders, the copper highlights catching the hallway light like liquid fire. The beauty mark near her lip drew my eye to her mouth, to the wine-red lipstick she’d applied deliberately. She smelled like her perfume, warm and sophisticated, and like something underneath that was more human and more urgent.

Her eyes were wet.

“Alex.”

I pulled her inside and closed the door.

She came apart the moment the lock clicked. Not gracefully, not with the measured composure that defined her every public moment. She pressed against me and shook, her hands gripping my shirt, her face buried against my neck, the warmth of her body seeping through the thin silk.

“The memories,” she whispered. “They’re getting worse.”

“Tell me.”

“At dinner tonight. In the middle of a sentence.” She pulled back enough to look at me, and the vulnerability in her brown eyes made my chest physically hurt, a pressure behind my sternum that had nothing to do with the device. “I was grading papers. I could feel the red pen in my hand. The weight of it. The scratch of the nib on paper. I could smell the coffee, that bitter institutional coffee from the faculty lounge. I was marking errors on a sophomore essay about The Great Gatsby. I could read the student’s handwriting. I could hear the clock on the wall ticking.”

“How long?”

“Thirty seconds. Maybe forty. It felt like minutes.” She pressed her palms against my chest, feeling my heartbeat, grounding herself against something she knew was real. “Everyone at the table went quiet. They all saw it.”

I had seen it too. The moment Diane’s eyes had gone distant, her fork hovering mid-air, her lips moving in silent conversation with a classroom that didn’t exist. Mika’s ears had flattened. Sasha’s hand had stopped halfway to the salt. But it was Tessa’s face that had stayed with me. The defensive disbelief she’d worn like armor since her arrival had cracked open, replaced by an expression I hadn’t seen from her before: recognition. She’d looked at Diane the way you look at someone who’s in pain, not at an experiment or a curiosity, and in that unguarded second, every argument she’d built about the companions being elaborate toys had collapsed.

“Even Tessa saw it,” Diane said. She paused. “When I came back, she looked at me like I was a person for the first time.”

“You are a person.”

“I know. I know that. But the memories don’t.” She gripped my shirt tighter, bunching the fabric between her fingers. “What if they get stronger? What if I wake up one day and I’m HER? Diana Hartwell, English teacher, thirty-five years old, grading papers in a faculty lounge in a school that doesn’t exist, living a life that was never mine?”

“That won’t happen.”

“You can’t promise that.”

I couldn’t. And we both knew it. So I gave her the only thing I could.

“Kira found a pattern,” I said. “The false memories correlate with bond intensity. When you’re closest to me, emotionally or physically, the template interference is strongest.”

The color drained from Diane’s face. The information hit her like a door slamming on her fingers. “So the thing that makes me feel most alive is the thing that makes me disappear.”

I took her face in my hands. Both hands. Felt the warmth of her olive skin against my palms, the slight tremble of her jaw, the moisture on her cheeks. I held her gaze and put everything I had into the words.

“You are Diane. Not Diana. Not Mrs. Hartwell. Not a memory and not a template. Mine. And we are going to figure this out.”

Her lower lip trembled. There was nothing left to crack. The careful control had been gone since the doorway.

“Make me Diane,” she whispered. “Not her. Yours.”

She pulled the robe’s sash. The silk fell open, sliding off one shoulder, revealing olive skin, the lace edge of something dark underneath. A black lace bra that cradled her full breasts, the dusky mauve of her nipples visible through the intricate pattern. Matching lace underwear that sat low on the curve of her hips. Stockings. The sheer black thigh-highs with their subtle sheen, held up by a black lace garter belt, the clips catching the lamplight against olive skin.

She hadn’t planned to seduce me. She’d planned to need me. The lingerie was armor she’d put on while she was still whole, before the memory episode had shattered everything. Now the armor was the only thing left, and she was offering to surrender it.

“Please,” she whispered.

I kissed her. Not gently. Not with the tender concern of a man comforting a vulnerable woman. I kissed her like I owned her, because that was what she needed. Possession. Proof. Something real that the false memories couldn’t counterfeit. My hands gripped her waist, pulled her body against mine, claimed the space between us.

She moaned into my mouth, her hands already pulling at my shirt. I stripped it off and she pressed her palms flat against my bare chest, fingers spreading, feeling my heartbeat under her touch.

“Real,” she breathed. “You’re real.”

I unclasped her bra. The lace fell away, and her full, natural breasts settled with the weight of someone designed to look exactly like the fantasy I’d carried for eight years. The fantasy, perfected. Olive skin. Dusky mauve nipples already tight and swollen, the areolas crinkling with arousal. The slight natural hang that made them real and heavy and devastatingly beautiful. The beauty mark near her lip. The wine-red lipstick, still perfect, about to be destroyed.

I backed her toward the bed. She went, shedding the robe completely, stepping out of the lace underwear with a grace that was somehow both practiced and desperate. Naked except for the stockings. The sheer black thigh-highs, the lace garter belt sitting on her hips, the clips holding everything in place against olive skin. She always kept the stockings on. The vulnerability of nudity with the last scrap of her professional armor clinging to her legs, the contradiction of it making my blood run south so fast my head went light.

She sat on the bed’s edge, legs parted, the stockings framing her thighs. She looked up at me with a gaze stripped bare. No professional distance. No teacher voice. Just Diane, stripped raw.

“I need you inside me,” she said. “Now. Not later. Not after foreplay. Now. I need the proof.”

I knelt between her legs, gripped her thighs, and pulled her to the edge of the mattress. She gasped at the force of it, at the authority in my hands. I freed my cock from my jeans, hard and aching, thick with the blood that her vulnerability and her beauty had driven out of my brain.

I pressed against her entrance. She was wet. Dripping. Had been wet since the hallway, her body preparing for me before her mind had finished breaking, the arousal and the grief running parallel like twin rivers feeding the same ocean. I could feel the slick heat of her pussy parting around the head of my cock, swollen lips yielding, her body opening for me before I’d even pushed.

I pushed inside her.

She cried out. Not a moan. Not a whimper. A raw, cracking sound that came from somewhere beneath words, beneath composure, beneath the careful scaffolding of a woman who’d been built to be measured and controlled. She was tight, not the athletic grip of Lily or the petite clench of Mika, but the deep, enveloping warmth of a woman whose body knew exactly what it wanted and pulled me in with rhythmic, welcoming contractions. Her legs wrapped around my waist, the stockings sliding against my skin with a whisper of nylon, the hard garter clips pressing into my hips. Her hands clutched my shoulders, wine-red nails biting into muscle hard enough to leave marks she’d kiss in the morning.

“This is real,” I said, moving. Drawing back until her walls gripped the head of my cock, then pushing home until our hips met, until I was buried in her to the root. “Feel this. Feel me.”

“Yes.” Her voice broke on the word. “Yes. Don’t stop. Don’t you dare stop.”

I didn’t stop. I fucked her standing, her ass on the mattress edge, my hands on her hips pulling her onto every stroke with a force that was more than sex and both of us knew it. Her full breasts shook with each impact, the heavy sway that was unique to Diane, mature and natural and mesmerizing, the dusky mauve nipples tracing arcs in the air, each bounce sending ripples through the soft flesh. Wine-red lipstick smeared across my neck when she pressed her face against my throat, kissing, biting, marking me in crimson crescents. Evidence. Proof. The marks she’d check in the morning to confirm this had happened.

“Diane,” I said. Not Diana. Never Diana. “Look at me.”

She lifted her head. Her eyes locked onto mine. Mascara tracking down her cheeks. Lipstick smeared across her chin and my neck. The professional exterior demolished so thoroughly that not even a memory of it remained.

“Who are you?” I asked.

“Diane.” Her voice was wrecked. Beautiful and wrecked.

“Whose?”

“Yours.” The word came out like something she’d been holding behind her teeth for hours. “I’m yours, Alex. Not a memory. Not a template. Not someone else’s past. I’m the woman you chose to make, and I choose you back.” Her voice cracked. “Every part of me that’s real is because of you.”

I picked her up. She gasped, arms going around my neck, legs tightening around my waist. I turned and dropped her onto the center of the bed. She bounced on the mattress, auburn hair fanning across the pillow in a copper wave, stockinged legs spreading wide as she reached for me with both arms.

I crawled over her, pinned her wrists above her head with one hand, and entered her again.

The angle was deeper. She arched off the mattress, pressing her breasts against my chest, the dusky mauve nipples dragging across my skin. The warmth of her body enveloped me, warmer than human but different from Sasha’s burning heat. Diane’s warmth was a hearth. Steady, deep, surrounding. The kind of warmth that said “stay.”

“You are not a memory,” I said into her ear, each word punctuated by a thrust that made the bed frame creak. “You are not a template. You are not someone else’s past.”

“Yes.” Tears and pleasure mixed on her face, each one feeding the other. “Yes, Alex, please. More.”

I released her wrists and gripped her hips instead, lifting them off the mattress, angling her body so each stroke drove as deep as I could go. Her freed hands clutched the headboard, knuckles white, the wood creaking under her grip. Her stockinged legs wrapped around me, the lace garter pressing against my lower back, the clips digging in.

“Tell me,” I commanded.

“I’m real.” Her voice climbed higher with each word. “I’m real because you chose me. I’m real because you built me. I’m real because when you’re inside me, there’s nothing else. No faculty meetings. No red pen. No bitter coffee. No clock ticking on a wall I’ve never seen. Just you. Just us. Just this.”

I gripped her hair. Auburn waves wound between my fingers, warm and damp at the roots. She gasped, back arching, her throat exposed, the elegant column of her neck stretched taut. I kissed it, tasting her perfume, warm and sophisticated, then bit gently at the junction of her shoulder. She moaned, long and shuddering, the sound vibrating through her throat against my lips.

“Inside me,” she begged. “Please. Fill me. I need to feel you after. I need the proof that this happened. That I was here. That I was Diane.”

I drove deeper. Harder. The bed protested. Diane didn’t protest. She praised. Through tears and pleasure and the absolute dissolution of every composure she’d ever assembled, she praised.

“So good.” Her alto voice had dropped to a husky rasp, the words catching on her breath. “God, Alex, you’re so good. Nobody has ever made me feel this real. No memory can compete with this. Nothing she ever felt compares to what you do to me.”

I fucked her harder. Each thrust pushed her body up the mattress, her breasts bouncing with the impact, lipstick marks trailing across the pillow. I could feel her tightening around me, the walls of her pussy clenching in the rhythmic prelude that meant she was close.

“Tell me your name,” I said.

“Diane.”

“Again.”

“Diane. I’m Diane. Yours. Always yours. Please, Alex, please, I’m so close…”

I drove deep, as deep as I could go, and held. The head of my cock pressed against her cervix, into the deepest recess of her body, and her whole body went rigid beneath me. Her eyes flew open, locked on mine, pupils blown wide in brown irises wet with tears, and her pussy clenched in a sudden, violent contraction that rippled outward and triggered the rest.

She came.

The orgasm shattered her. Her back bowed off the mattress so sharply her breasts pressed flat against my chest, her fingers white-knuckled on the headboard, her mouth open in a silent scream that lasted three seconds before sound finally caught up with sensation. Then it poured out of her like something that had been dammed for weeks. My name. Her name. Incoherent praise. Sobs of relief and pleasure and something that sounded terrifyingly close to gratitude, like a woman who’d been afraid she was disappearing and had just been pulled back from the edge.

Her pussy clenched around me in waves, deep, rolling contractions that milked my cock with a desperate rhythm, pulling at me like her body was trying to take me deeper than physics allowed, to hold onto something that the false memories couldn’t steal. The clenching pulled me over the edge. I came deep inside her, flooding her in thick, heavy pulses that I felt all the way up my spine, each rope of cum painting her inner walls while her body squeezed and milked and demanded more. She felt each one. Her eyes went wide with each hot pulse, her mouth forming a soft “oh” as the warmth spread inside her, filling her, proving she was here, proving she was real.

“Yes,” she sobbed. “Yes. I can feel it. I can feel you filling me. This is mine. This moment is mine. Nobody else’s memory. Mine.”

I stayed inside her, pulsing, while she shook beneath me. Each aftershock of her orgasm clenched around my cock, milking the last of my cum from me in diminishing waves, and each pulse drew another trembling gasp from her swollen lips. I could feel our combined wetness running between us, warm evidence of something the false memories could never replicate.

We stayed like that for a long time. Connected. Breathing. The sweat cooling on our tangled skin. Her stockings still on, slightly askew, the garter clips digging into nobody in particular. Her lipstick on my neck, my chest, the pillow, smeared across her chin. Auburn hair everywhere, darkened with sweat.

She stroked my face. Gently. The trembling had stopped.

“I’m Diane,” she said. Quiet. Certain.

“You’re Diane.”

“Yours.”

“Mine.”

She smiled. Small, real, devastated and rebuilt. The professional mask was a distant memory. This was the woman underneath, and she was beautiful in a way that had nothing to do with how I’d designed her and everything to do with who she’d chosen to be.

I held her until her breathing evened out. Until the tears dried on her cheeks. Until her eyes closed and she slept against me with the deep, trusting stillness of someone who had been reminded of who she was and was holding onto it with both hands.

A sound at the doorway. Soft footsteps.

Kira stood in the hall, barely visible in the dim light. Her eyes were dimmed to nearly nothing, the system interface at whisper mode, just enough glow to see the concern in her expression.

“Her false memory spikes correlate with high emotional intensity,” Kira said, barely audible. “The bond triggers them. I don’t know why yet, but I’m closer to an answer.”

“That’s not comforting.”

“It’s not meant to be. It’s meant to be accurate.” She paused, and the violet light pulsed once. “The thing that makes her feel most alive also triggers the anomaly. That’s a design contradiction I haven’t solved yet. But I will.”

She disappeared into the darkness of the hallway without another word.

I looked at Diane, sleeping against me. Peaceful. Warm. Real. Her auburn hair spread across the pillow, one hand resting flat over my heartbeat, her full breasts rising and falling with each breath.

The system pinged softly:

[Bond +150: Diane -- 650 (Devoted)]
[ANOMALY: FALSE MEMORIES -- PATTERN DETECTED]
[Correlation With Bond Activity: CONFIRMED]

I closed the notification and pulled her closer. She murmured something in her sleep, pressed her face against my chest, and went still.


Chapter 11: Glitching

Rachel Kim arrived at 10 AM on a Tuesday, wearing a Nexus Biotech blazer and a smile that didn’t quite reach her eyes.

I recognized her from the heist aftermath. Twenty-eight, efficient, professional. Short black hair in a neat bob that framed sharp features and dark, intelligent eyes. The kind of face that processed information faster than it expressed emotion. She carried a leather portfolio and moved with the smooth confidence of someone accustomed to corporate environments, each step measured, each gesture calibrated.

What I didn’t recognize was the faint, barely perceptible signal that made Mika’s ears shoot straight up the moment Rachel walked through the front door.

“Diplomatic liaison,” Rachel said, extending her hand. Her grip was firm and perfectly gauged. Not too strong, not too soft. Perfect. The kind of perfect that should have been a warning sign but wasn’t, because some people were just like that. Or so I thought.

“Nexus is taking a different approach,” she continued. “After the… difficulties of our previous interactions, Dr. Monroe has authorized me to pursue a collaborative resolution.”

“Collaborative resolution,” I repeated. “Is that corporate for ‘please give us our stuff back, but nicely this time’?”

She didn’t blink. “It’s corporate for ‘Dr. Monroe would prefer not to send another recovery team and then have to explain to the board why that team came back in slings.’”

Fair point. Sasha had been thorough.

“Come in,” I said.

She glanced around the living room as I led her in. Professional. Assessing. Her dark eyes moved with a grid-pattern methodicalness I’d seen somewhere before, a systematic sweep that cataloged everything: exits, furniture placement, the framed movie poster on the wall, the cat hair on the armchair, the faint warmth in the air that said Sasha had been through recently.

But where Kira’s systematic observation was conscious and acknowledged, Rachel’s seemed unconscious. Automatic. Like a program running in the background that she didn’t know was installed.

Mika had followed us into the living room, padding silently behind Rachel with her ears locked forward. Her tail was stiff, not puffed, not agitated. Alert. The way she got when she sensed something she couldn’t categorize. I’d seen that exact posture when she’d first encountered the fabrication platform.

Midway through Rachel’s opening remarks about Nexus’s revised engagement framework, Mika tilted her head and said, with the guileless honesty that was her signature: “You feel like one of us. But muted.”

Rachel paused. Looked at Mika. At the beanie with its suspicious bumps. At the tail curling behind her, the tabby stripes visible.

“Excuse me?”

“You feel like a sister. Through the bond. But like someone turned the volume way down.” Mika’s ears swiveled, confused by her own observation, her tail twitching in confused, irregular circles. “It’s weird. Like hearing a song through a wall. The melody is there but I can’t quite catch it.”

Rachel laughed, short and professional. “I think the stress of this assignment is getting to everyone.” She turned back to her portfolio, smoothly resuming her talking points about phased approaches and mutual benefit frameworks.

But I noticed her fingers hesitate on the page. Just for a second. A micro-pause that said a nerve had been struck in a place she couldn’t name.

I caught Mika’s eye and held up a hand. Not now.

We sat in the living room. Diane joined us in full professional armor, glasses on, tablet ready. If Rachel was corporate, Diane was boardroom.

Rachel’s presentation was polished. Nexus wanted to “establish communication channels.” Nexus wanted to “discuss the long-term implications of the technology.” Nexus wanted to “ensure the safety and ethical treatment of all created beings.” That last part was clearly rehearsed, the language of a legal department that had spent weeks crafting the most inoffensive possible framing for “we want our thing back.”

I listened. Nodded. Asked appropriate questions. Gave nothing away.

“If I may,” Diane interjected, adjusting her glasses with the precise motion of someone about to dismantle an argument. “Your proposal references ‘mutual benefit.’ Could you quantify what Nexus considers a mutually beneficial outcome?”

Rachel opened her portfolio to a specific page. “Dr. Monroe envisions a phased approach. Initial information sharing. Followed by collaborative research. Eventually, a formal licensing agreement that compensates Mr. Sawyer for his contribution to the technology’s development while returning certain proprietary elements to Nexus’s stewardship.”

“Stewardship,” Diane repeated, the word landing with the weight of a textbook dropped on a desk.

“It’s a better word than ‘ownership.’ Dr. Monroe was very specific about that.”

“I’ll bet she was.”

Lily appeared at the kitchen pass-through, leaning on her elbows, watching the meeting with the expression of someone who’d been channel-surfing and found something unexpectedly entertaining. “Quick question. Is ‘phased approach’ corporate for ‘we’ll take it back slowly instead of all at once’?”

Rachel turned. “And you are?”

“Lily. The sarcastic one. Every household has one.”

“Every organization too.” Rachel’s mouth twitched. Almost a smile. “The phased approach is sincere. Nexus has acknowledged that unilateral recovery was a strategic error.”

“Strategic error,” Lily said. “That’s what we’re calling the armed men who broke into his house?”

Rachel’s expression didn’t crack, but her left hand pressed flat against the portfolio. A stress response. Barely visible. Completely unconscious. “That operation was not authorized at the executive level.”

“It was authorized at the ‘men-with-guns’ level, which is the one that matters when they’re in your living room.”

I caught Lily’s eye and shook my head. She raised an eyebrow but went quiet, retreating to the kitchen to make coffee she wouldn’t drink.

Through it all, I watched Rachel. And I noticed things. Small things. The kind of things that didn’t add up to much individually but collectively built a picture that made the back of my neck prickle.

When Diane reached across the table for a document, Rachel’s hand moved to intercept it. Not consciously. Her arm started to extend before the document was even airborne, as if she’d predicted the trajectory before the paper had left Diane’s fingers. She caught herself, froze, and pulled her hand back. Her brow furrowed for a fraction of a second. Then the frown smoothed away, filed under “normal reflexes” by a mind that didn’t want to ask questions it wasn’t ready to answer.

When Sasha walked through the living room to get water from the kitchen, wearing a t-shirt that was losing its structural integrity around her chest and radiating enough body heat to change the ambient temperature in the room, Rachel’s head turned to track her. Not with surprise. Smooth, continuous tracking. Her eyes followed Sasha the way a camera follows a subject, registering every variable in the environment simultaneously. Like Kira’s environmental awareness. But without the conscious acknowledgment.

When Mika’s tail accidentally knocked a pen off the coffee table, Rachel caught it.

She caught it at waist height, two feet from where it had left the table, without looking. Her hand just materialized in the pen’s flight path and plucked it from the air with the casual precision of someone catching a tossed ball. Except the pen hadn’t been tossed. It had been knocked sideways by a tabby-striped tail, in a random trajectory, at a speed that required either extraordinary reflexes or something else entirely.

She stared at the pen in her hand. The confusion lasted three seconds. Three seconds of a woman looking at evidence of her own impossibility and trying to file it under “normal.”

“Good reflexes,” I said carefully.

“Thanks.” She set the pen down with deliberate slowness. “I’ve been having a lot of those lately.”

“Do you sleep well?” Diane asked, her tone professionally curious. Casually interested. The way only someone who suspected the answer would be significant could make the question sound.

“Fine. Seven hours a night.” Rachel paused. Reconsidered. “Well. More like four, lately. But I feel rested. The doctor says some people just need less sleep. It’s within normal variance.”

“Four hours,” Diane repeated, making a note on her tablet that Rachel couldn’t see.

“I’ve been using the extra time productively. Finished three quarterly reports last Tuesday between 2 and 5 AM. Reorganized the entire Southeast regional database. Wrote a memo about server migration protocols.” She said it like it was normal. Like everyone knocked out dense analytical documents in the dead hours of the morning because their body had simply decided that sleep was optional. “My output metrics have actually improved. Dr. Monroe mentioned it during my last performance review. Said I was setting a new standard.”

I caught Diane’s eye. She gave me the slightest nod. A private conversation for later.

Twenty minutes later, during a discussion about the timeline of Nexus’s corporate filings, Rachel referenced a conversation I’d had with Diane three days ago. About specific patent numbers. Patent numbers that Diane had read aloud while reviewing research at the kitchen table while Rachel was at Nexus headquarters, twenty miles away.

“You mentioned the 2019 filing during your research review,” Rachel said to Diane, flipping through her notes. “The one with the dual-use rejection.”

Diane’s pen stopped moving. She looked at me. I looked at her.

“That conversation happened in our kitchen,” Diane said carefully. “On Thursday evening.”

Rachel blinked. The confidence wavered, the surface of a pond disturbed by a pebble it didn’t see fall. “I must have read it in the briefing materials.” She turned a page in her portfolio, but the page she turned to was blank, and she stared at it for three seconds before flipping to the correct one.

Toward the end of the meeting, Rachel stood to leave and knocked her portfolio off the coffee table. It fell toward the floor, papers fanning loose in midair, seven sheets separating from the binder clips and taking seven different trajectories.

Rachel’s hand blurred.

She caught the portfolio with her right hand. Snagged two loose pages with her left. Had a third pinned between her elbow and her ribs. A fourth page she caught by stepping on it, and a fifth she trapped against her thigh with her knee. Five separate intercepts, five different trajectories, in under a second.

The sixth page drifted to the carpet. She stared at the five she’d caught, each one plucked from a different ballistic path, and I watched the confusion ripple through her like a crack spreading through glass. Her brain was trying to explain the physics of what her body had just done, and the math wasn’t working.

“Yoga,” she said after a beat. “I’ve been doing a lot of yoga.”

Mika’s ears rotated toward me. Even she knew that wasn’t yoga.

The meeting lasted another ten minutes. Rachel left with promises of follow-up communications and a handshake that lingered a fraction of a second too long, as if some part of her didn’t want to leave the house. At the front door, she paused and looked back at the living room, her gaze lingering on Mika’s tail, on the warmth still clinging to the couch cushion where Sasha had sat, on the faint glow that Kira’s eyes had left on the far wall.

“It’s a nice house,” she said. The words came out softer than anything else she’d said during the meeting. Stripped of the corporate polish. Just a woman saying something real.

“Thanks.”

“Feels like a home. That’s different from a house.” She shook her head slightly, as if catching herself being sentimental. “I’ll be in touch about the framework proposal. Goodbye, Mr. Sawyer.”

I watched her walk to her car. She moved with a fluid precision that was just barely on the wrong side of human. Not robotic. Too smooth. Like someone whose muscles had been engineered to never waste a motion.

The moment her car pulled away, Kira materialized from the office where she’d been monitoring the entire meeting remotely through the system interface.

“She’s an android,” Kira said. No preamble. No softening.

The room went silent.

“Same base architecture as us,” Kira continued, the interface brightening as she pulled deeper data, violet light streaming from her irises. “Fabricated using an earlier generation of the Creation System. The consciousness framework is identical, but her awareness protocols are suppressed. Deliberately suppressed. Someone built her to not know what she is.”

“Nexus built a sleeper android,” Diane said, the words coming out flat and stripped of inflection. “And they’re using her as their diplomatic face.”

“The irony is considerable,” Kira said. “She’s exhibiting emergent behaviors that suggest the suppression is degrading. The pen catch. The unconscious environmental tracking. The fact that she doesn’t need sleep at all, not four hours, not any. Her body functions as designed, but her mind insists she’s human, so she lies in bed with her eyes closed and calls it rest.”

“You’re sure,” I said.

“Completely. When she was near the companions, the sister-bond pinged. Faintly. Like a radio station just barely in range, the signal cutting in and out.” The luminescence in Kira’s eyes faded as she shifted from data access to direct conversation. “She’s one of us, Alex. And she doesn’t know it.”

“The portfolio catch,” Diane said, pen tapping against her tablet. “Five separate trajectories. No human reflex pattern can predict five independent ballistic paths simultaneously.”

“Correct. And the sleep reduction. Four hours is already below normal variance, but as I said, I suspect she’s sleeping zero. Her body doesn’t need it. She just hasn’t accepted that yet, so she lies in bed and counts it as rest because the alternative is asking questions she’s not ready to hear answered.”

Lily had come back from the kitchen, leaning against the wall, coffee mug held but not drunk. “The yoga line was good, though. Quick thinking for someone who doesn’t know she’s a robot.”

“Android,” Kira corrected. “The distinction matters.”

“Is there a difference?”

“The difference is that she has genuine consciousness. Genuine feelings. And one of those feelings is probably a growing terror that something about her life doesn’t add up.” Kira’s eyes dimmed. “Imagine knowing, on some level too deep for language, that your memories don’t fit, that your body does things you can’t explain, that the life you remember living might not have happened. And having no one to tell you the truth.”

That shut Lily up.

“Do we tell her?” Mika asked. She’d climbed onto the arm of the couch, tail wrapped tight around her own wrist, ears flat with concern. “She felt like a sister. Through the bond. I could feel her. Like a heartbeat on the other side of a wall.”

“Not yet,” I said. “She’s still working for Nexus. If we tell her and she reports it, Nexus either panics or activates whatever shutdown protocols they built into her.”

“Shutdown protocols.” The words came out of Sasha low and dangerous, each consonant landing like a dropped weight. The temperature in the room ticked up a full degree. “They built a person and put a kill switch in her?”

“We don’t know that,” Diane said carefully.

“Then we don’t risk it,” I said. “We protect her by keeping the secret. For now.”

Kira nodded. “Agreed. But her suppression is failing. Every visit, every exposure to the sister-bond, will accelerate the degradation. She’ll start having memories that don’t fit her human narrative. She’ll do things she can’t explain. Eventually, she’ll either break through on her own.” A pause. “Or she’ll break.”

The weight of it settled over the room. Somewhere out there, a woman was driving back to Nexus headquarters thinking she’d had a productive meeting about corporate diplomacy. She didn’t know she’d been built in a lab. She didn’t know her reflexes were inhuman. She didn’t know that the faint pull she’d felt toward the women in my house was a sisterly bond woven into the fabric of her being. Five years of believing she was human. Five years of memories that had been fabricated more carefully than Diane’s, more seamlessly, more cruelly.

“Five years,” Diane said quietly, echoing my thought. “She’s believed she was human for five years. She has memories of childhood. Parents. A college degree. A career trajectory. All of it constructed.”

“The memories are more sophisticated than my false memories,” she added, and the comparison clearly disturbed her. Her hand found the spot on her tablet where she’d been tracking her own episodes. “Mine break down under scrutiny. Hers hold up. That’s a much crueler kind of engineering.”

Sasha put her hand on Diane’s shoulder. The gesture was wordless. The warmth that flowed from her palm into Diane’s silk blouse was not. Sisters.

“We keep watch,” I said. “And when the time comes, we tell her. On her terms. When she’s ready.”

Mika’s tail uncurled from her wrist. “She’ll need us when she finds out.”

“She’ll have us,” Sasha said. Certain. Absolute. The temperature in the room stabilized.

Hours later, long after the Rachel discussion had wound down and the house had gone dark and quiet and Tessa had fallen asleep on the couch with one hand still clutching her phone, I was woken by a presence in my doorway.

Not a sound. A presence. The specific shift in the air that happened when someone was standing in my room radiating enough thermal energy to heat a swimming pool.

I opened my eyes.

Sasha stood at the foot of my bed, and she was glowing.

Not metaphorically. Not the way she always radiated warmth. Actually glowing. Faintly, along her arms and across her chest, warmth bleeding off her skin in visible ripples that bent the lamplight. She was wearing an oversized t-shirt that was plastered to her body with sweat, the fabric clinging to every curve, transparent with moisture. Her DD+ curves were outlined in damp cotton, the nipples dark and visible through the wet fabric. Her platinum blonde hair hung in damp ropes over her shoulders.

“I can’t sleep,” she said.

I sat up. “What’s wrong?”

“Everything’s hot.” She walked closer, and the temperature shift was immediate and physical. Like opening an oven. The air between us went from bedroom cool to summer sidewalk in the space of three steps. “My skin, my blood, the air around me. I’ve been tossing for an hour and the sheets are soaked.”

“How high is your temperature?”

“Higher than it’s ever been.” She sat on the edge of my bed. The mattress warmed under her immediately, the heat seeping through the sheets. She pulled the t-shirt over her head in a single motion, and the movement dislodged a bead of sweat from her collarbone that rolled down the valley between her breasts and disappeared into the shadow of her cleavage, a trail of moisture on flushed skin.

Her nipples were hard, dark pink against skin that was flushed almost to rose, and tiny beads of milk had formed at each tip. Involuntary. The lactation triggered by something happening inside her body that neither of us understood. The droplets caught the faint light from the hallway, white against pink, beading and swelling and threatening to roll.

“Something’s changing in me,” she said. “I feel… more. Of everything. The temperature. The sensitivity. The need.” She looked at me with those ice-blue eyes, and I saw something I’d never seen in Sasha before. Not desire, which was her constant state, as reliable as gravity. Not devotion, which was her bedrock. Awareness. A glimmer of something that recognized she was experiencing a process beyond her comprehension, and chose to face it rather than hide from it.

“I didn’t come here for sex,” she said. Then, with the honesty that was both her greatest strength and most alarming quality: “Well. Not only for sex.”

That was new. Sasha always came for sex. The fact that she’d qualified it meant something fundamentally different was happening inside her.

“Come here.”

She crawled onto the bed and pressed against me. The heat was almost uncomfortable. Like cuddling with a space heater turned to maximum. Her skin was slick with sweat, the warmth rolling off her in waves I could feel against my face. Every point of contact between our bodies felt like pressing my skin against sun-warmed stone.

“Your hands,” she said, pressing one of them between both of hers. “They feel cool. Against me. Everything is too warm tonight except you.”

I ran my palms down her arms. She shivered. Shivered despite the heat pouring off her. Goosebumps rose on her overheated skin, chasing my fingers down to her wrists.

“When did it start tonight?” I asked, tracing a line from her shoulder to her elbow.

“After dinner. It builds slowly. Like a tide coming in. I was lying in bed and I could feel my own pulse everywhere. In my chest. Between my legs. In my breasts.” She pressed closer, her forehead against my neck, her breath hot on my skin. “The milk started on its own. I wasn’t thinking about you. I wasn’t thinking about anything. My body just… decided.”

“The kitchen,” she murmured after a moment. “I don’t want to wake the others. And I need somewhere cool.”

I lifted her. She wrapped her legs around my waist as I carried her down the hallway, past Tessa sleeping on the couch, past Mika curled in a moonlight patch on the stairs, past the closed doors of rooms that held women who were sleeping or pretending to.

The kitchen was cool compared to my bedroom. Sasha sighed with relief as I set her on the granite counter. The stone was cold, and her overheated body reacted with a full-body shiver, her heavy breasts bouncing as the chill raced through her. The contact produced a faint hiss, her skin temperature meeting the cold surface, and I watched the flush on her chest deepen from pink to rose.

“The cold feels so good,” she said, leaning back on her hands, the counter warming rapidly under her. “Everything is too warm except this and your hands.”

I stood between her parted legs and looked at her. Platinum blonde hair damp with sweat, clinging to her neck and shoulders. Flushed skin from her cheeks to her chest. Ice-blue eyes heavy-lidded but present. Those incredible tits heavy with milk, the nipples beading with white droplets that caught the dim kitchen light. The moonlight through the window painted her skin silver where the sweat caught it, turning her into something that looked both desperately real and impossibly perfect.

I cupped her face and tilted it toward mine. Her cheeks were flushed crimson, heat radiating from them like sunburn. A bead of sweat traced the line of her jaw and dropped onto my thumb.

“Your temperature is higher than I’ve ever felt,” I said.

“I know.” She turned her head and pressed her lips to my palm. The contact was electric. Her mouth was almost uncomfortably hot, like drinking tea that hadn’t cooled enough. “Everything is more sensitive tonight. Your hand on my cheek. I can feel the ridges of your fingerprints against my skin.”

She took my hand and moved it lower, pressing my palm flat against her sternum, between her breasts. The heartbeat under my fingers was rapid, insistent, stronger than it should have been. The heat coming through her skin was staggering. Like resting my hand on an engine that was running too hot.

“Let me help,” I said.

She nodded.

I cupped her left breast. Heavy, full, the skin taut with milk production, the veins beneath her fair skin faintly visible in the moonlight. My thumb circled the areola, and a bead of milk rolled free, tracing a white path down the curve. She gasped, back arching off the counter.

I leaned in and caught the droplet with my tongue. Sweet. Warm. Richer than before, almost honeyed, as if her elevated temperature had concentrated the flavor. She moaned, her hand coming up to cup the back of my head, pressing me closer, fingers threading through my hair.

“More,” she whispered. “It aches. The fullness. Like my body is trying to give something and there’s nobody to give it to.”

“I’m here.”

“I know.” She smiled. Warm and open and entirely Sasha. “That’s why I came to you.”

I sealed my mouth around her nipple and sucked. The let-down was immediate and forceful, milk flooding my mouth in rhythmic pulses that matched her heartbeat. Sweet, warm, thick with the honeyed richness that her elevated temperature produced. Each draw sent a visible tremor through her body, her hips rolling on the counter, her free hand gripping the granite edge hard enough that I heard her fingernails scrape the stone.

“Yes,” she breathed. “That’s… God, that helps. The pressure, the fullness, it’s releasing…”

I nursed from her while my free hand slid between her legs. She wasn’t wearing underwear. She was already soaked, the heat from her body turning her arousal to slick, scalding warmth that coated my fingers the instant I touched her swollen folds. Her pussy lips were puffy and engorged, parting around my fingertips with a wet yielding that spoke to hours of building need. I slid two fingers inside her, and the temperature difference was staggering. She was burning up from the inside, her pussy like a furnace around my fingers, the walls pulsing with her heartbeat, tight and hot and dripping, her arousal running down my wrist and dripping from my knuckles. I could feel the heat through my hand, radiating outward, the slick channel clenching rhythmically around me as if trying to pull me deeper.

She moaned, the sound echoing in the quiet kitchen, carried into the sleeping house. Her hips rocked against my hand, grinding her swollen clit against my palm while my fingers curled inside her, stroking the spongy spot along her front wall that made her thighs quake. My mouth pulled milk from her breast in rhythmic draws that synced with the thrust of my fingers. Triple stimulation. The trifecta that was uniquely Sasha’s lane: nursing and penetration and the friction of my palm against her oversensitive clit, each sensation feeding the others in a loop that no human biology could replicate, her body designed to receive pleasure from all three simultaneously, each one amplifying the next until she was drowning in it.

“You designed this body,” she said, her voice low and thick, the words coming out between gasps. “You gave me these breasts. You made me feel this. Every nerve ending, every response, you specified.” She arched into my mouth, pressing her breast harder against my lips. “And I am so grateful for every single parameter.”

I switched breasts, latching onto the right nipple. Fresh let-down, the milk even warmer on this side, flowing freely in rhythmic pulses. She cried out, her head falling back, platinum hair tumbling behind her. Her skin was so hot the granite beneath her had warmed to body temperature. I could feel the heat coming off her like standing near a bonfire.

My fingers worked faster. Deeper. She was tight around them, the elevated temperature making everything feel amplified, the slick heat intensifying every stroke. I pressed my thumb firmly against her clit and she bucked, nearly sliding off the counter. I caught her hip with my free hand and held her in place, pinning her to the granite while my fingers drove into her and my mouth pulled milk from her breast.

“I’m close,” she gasped. “Don’t stop nursing. Please. Both at once. I need both.”

I sucked harder, drawing the nipple deep into my mouth, my tongue working the sensitive tip. My fingers drove deep, curling against the spot inside her that made her whole body go rigid. The milk surged, flowing faster as her orgasm built, her body’s arousal feeding directly into the lactation reflex. More pleasure triggered more milk, more milk triggered more pleasure, a feedback loop that spiraled upward with each beat of her hammering heart.

She came.

The orgasm hit her like a thermal event. Her body temperature spiked so sharply that I felt the heat flare through my lips on her breast, through my fingers inside her where her walls clenched like a scalding fist, through the air between us that went from warm to blistering. She screamed, short and sharp, then bit down on her own fist to muffle the sound as her body convulsed on the counter. Her back arched violently, lifting her ass off the stone, her free hand slamming flat on the granite hard enough to crack the silence of the sleeping house.

Milk spurted from the nipple I wasn’t nursing, a thin stream that arced in the kitchen light and splattered across her stomach, warm and white against flushed pink skin, pooling in her navel before overflowing in a thin river toward her hips. Her pussy clamped around my fingers in rhythmic, rolling contractions, each wave tighter and hotter than the last, milking my fingers with the same pulsing rhythm her breast was producing, her arousal gushing around my knuckles and dripping onto the granite in a warm puddle. The counter beneath her was hot to the touch. Actually warm, like a surface that had been sitting in direct summer sunlight for hours. I could feel the granite absorbing her heat, storing the evidence of her climax.

She collapsed backward, catching herself on her elbows. Breathing hard. Eyes glazed, ice-blue irises unfocused. Milk dripping freely from both swollen nipples, white droplets rolling down the heavy curves of her breasts and pooling on the counter, running in thin white trails down the curve of her stomach and between her legs where it mingled with the slick evidence of her orgasm. Heat poured off her skin in waves I could see, the air around her body shimmering like a mirage.

I pulled my fingers free, glistening and coated with her arousal, and she whimpered at the loss, her pussy clenching once more around nothing, the empty contractions visible in the tension of her thighs. Her temperature was already dropping, the post-orgasm cool-down beginning. The warmth radiating off her slowly dimmed.

She reached for me and I went to her, standing between her legs, letting her wrap her arms around my neck and press her damp forehead against my shoulder. Her skin was still too warm, but it was normalizing. Coming down from whatever peak her body had reached.

“The need is different now,” she said quietly. Her voice was low, certain. “Not just the temperature. It’s deeper. Like my body is reaching for something it doesn’t have a word for yet.”

“Kira’s been tracking your temperature data. The patterns are cyclical. If your body is building toward something, she’ll find it before it surprises us.”

“Good.” She pulled back and looked at me. Her blue eyes were clear. Calmer. “I’m not scared. Sasha doesn’t scare easy.” A small smile. “But I’m aware. Whatever’s happening, it’s accelerating. And I’d rather face it with you than pretend it’s not there.”

I held her until the heat subsided to her normal elevated baseline. She slid off the counter, kissed me with milk-sweet lips, warm and soft and tasting of honey, and padded back toward the guest room on bare feet that left warm footprints on the tile.

The granite where she’d sat was warm for minutes afterward. I rested my palm on it and felt her heat lingering in the stone.

A soft sound behind me. The creak of a floorboard. The intake of a breath held too long.

I turned.

Tessa stood in the kitchen doorway. She wore borrowed pajamas, her dark hair loose around her shoulders, her green eyes wide and reflecting the moonlight. She was barefoot on the tile, one hand still resting on the doorframe as if she’d frozen mid-step.

She’d seen. Maybe not everything, but enough. The counter was still wet. The kitchen smelled like warm milk and sweat and Sasha’s particular honeyed warmth. The evidence was unmistakable.

Seven emotions crossed her face. I watched each one land and dissolve into the next, a sequence that played out in the moonlight with a clarity that felt almost cruel in its legibility.

Shock first, the wide-eyed reflex of walking into something private. Then confusion, the pieces not fitting any framework she’d built for human intimacy. Something that was either disgust or fascination, her mouth working as she fought to decide which feeling to honor. Understanding next, sudden and unwelcome, the realization that what she’d just witnessed wasn’t performance or fantasy but genuine need met with genuine tenderness. A woman in pain, a man who could help, and the intimacy that bridged the distance between those two things.

Then sadness, quick and sharp, the kind that comes from seeing something beautiful that belongs to someone else. Jealousy followed, the deep kind, not for me but for the intimacy itself. For the effortless trust that Sasha had shown me. The vulnerability without armor. The way she’d pressed her face against my shoulder and let herself be held without a single wall between them. A trust Tessa had never offered anyone, and now she understood what that absence had cost her.

And finally, a quiet, bruising acceptance. Her hand fell from the doorframe. Her shoulders dropped.

She met my eyes for one second. I saw the question in her face, the same question she’d been asking since she arrived: was this real?

She had her answer.

She turned and retreated to the couch without a word.

I stood in the kitchen alone. The moonlight painted geometric shapes across the tile. The counter was still warm under my hand.

The system pinged softly:

[Sasha -- Internal Temperature Variance: +1.8C Above Baseline -- Monitoring]
[Bond +50: Sasha -- 725 (Devoted)]
[ALERT: Internal Changes Accelerating -- Classification Level: RESTRICTED]

Restricted. The system was hiding something about Sasha. Even from me.


Chapter 12: Unexpected Chemistry

Mika and Lily had become unlikely allies.

I noticed it over the days since Tessa’s arrival. Mika, the boundless ball of catgirl energy who still chased sunbeams and hissed at the vacuum cleaner, had found in Lily something she’d never had with the other companions: someone who pushed back and made it fun.

Mika would pounce on the couch. Lily would shove her off. Mika would land on her feet, ears perked, tail whipping back and forth with delighted persistence, and pounce again. Lily would catch her mid-air and hold her at arm’s length while Mika’s legs windmilled with delighted frustration, tail whipping behind her.

“You’re impossible,” Lily said after the third pounce.

“You’re slow,” Mika replied, wiggling free and dropping to the floor with feline grace.

“I’m designed with optimal reaction times.”

“Then why can’t you catch my tail?” Mika’s tail flicked behind her, just out of reach, the tabby stripes twitching with provocation. Lily grabbed for it. Missed. Mika cackled and bolted up the stairs, tail streaming behind her like a victory banner.

Lily stared after her. A real smile broke across her face. Not the sharp grin she used as armor. Warmer. Softer. The kind of smile that made her look less like my ex-girlfriend’s template and more like herself.

“She’s ridiculous,” Lily told me.

“She’s Mika.”

“Same thing.” She watched Mika disappear up the stairwell. Something in her expression shifted. “How does she do that?”

“Do what?”

“Make everything feel simple.” She shook her head. “Nothing in my head feels simple. Template memories, designed devotion, the real Tessa sleeping on the couch. It’s all noise. But when Mika’s around, the noise gets quiet.”

She followed Mika up the stairs before I could respond.

They spent afternoons together. Mika showed Lily how to navigate the house’s social ecosystem: which cupboard Sasha hadn’t reorganized into her personal concept of order, when Diane was in teacher-mode and should not be interrupted unless someone was actively bleeding, how to identify the specific tone of my project manager Phil’s voice that meant my sprint meeting was ending.

Lily taught Mika how to read. Actual reading. Mika’s literacy was functional but limited, and Lily had the patience Mika needed. Template patience. Tessa had tutored children as a side job in college. The muscle memory translated.

They’d sit together at the kitchen table, Lily’s finger tracing words while Mika’s ears tracked the movement. When Mika got a word right, her tail swished triumphantly. When she got one wrong, her ears drooped and Lily would correct her without mockery. The dynamic was unexpectedly tender. Lily’s sharp edges softened around Mika the way they didn’t around anyone else. And Mika, who craved approval from everyone, responded to Lily’s particular brand of tough affection with a loyalty that had started to look like something more.

“This word is ‘unprecedented,’” Lily said, pointing at a book Diane had left on the kitchen table.

“Un-press-a-dented.”

“Un-PREH-ceh-dented.”

“That’s what I said.”

“No, you said ‘un-press-a-dented,’ like someone ironing a car bumper.”

Mika’s ears flattened. Then she laughed. A bright, delighted sound that filled the kitchen and made the mugs on the shelf rattle with sympathetic vibration. “I like learning from you. You’re mean about it, but nice underneath.”

“I’m not nice underneath.”

“Your tail would disagree, but you don’t have one, so I’ll trust your micro-expressions instead.” Mika leaned forward, peering at Lily’s face with those huge amber eyes. “Kira taught me about micro-expressions. Yours say you like me even when your words say you don’t.”

Lily opened her mouth. Closed it. Her cheeks turned pink.

“We’re doing the next word,” she said firmly. But she didn’t look away from Mika’s eyes for a moment. And her cheeks stayed pink.

Sasha wandered through at that point, saw the two of them huddled over the book, and asked with open curiosity: “Are you mating?”

“We’re READING,” Lily said.

“Reading can be mating. Diane told me about romance novels.”

“Go away, Sasha.”

“Okay. But your pheromones are elevated.” She sniffed the air. “Both of you. At the same time. That’s unusual.” She wandered off toward the kitchen, leaving Lily staring after her with an expression that combined mortification and the dawning realization that Sasha might not be entirely wrong.

The chemistry built with the slow inevitability of a tide. I watched it happen from the periphery, the way they orbited each other throughout the day, the way Lily’s sharp edges rounded when Mika was near, the way Mika’s playful energy focused and sharpened when Lily was watching.

I found out about their plan because Mika was terrible at keeping secrets. She had the poker face of a golden retriever who’d eaten the homework.

She appeared in the workshop doorway after dinner, tail swishing at the “I have an idea and it might be bad” frequency. Her amber eyes were wide, pupils slightly dilated.

“Lily and I want to do something for you,” she said.

“What kind of something?”

“A surprise something. A bedroom something.” She was trying to be coy. Mika’s version of coy involved her ears rotating in opposite directions, her tail wrapping around her own leg nervously, and her entire face broadcasting the word “SEX” in neon letters. “Together. Both of us. At the same time.”

I set down the circuit board I’d been examining. “Both of you.”

“Lily said I should ask you first because consent is important and she doesn’t do anything without explicit verbal agreement because she has…” Mika paused, brow furrowing as she recalled the exact phrasing. “‘Standards that include basic human communication protocols even in non-human contexts.’”

“She said all that?”

“I might be paraphrasing. She used more sarcasm and bigger words.” Mika’s tail tightened around her leg. “She also said, and I’m quoting this exactly: ‘I can’t believe I’m doing this. Fine. But I’m not wearing cat ears.’”

“She doesn’t have cat ears.”

“That’s what I told her. She said it was the principle.” Mika paused. “Then she said, ‘Get used to it,’ which apparently means she’s committed to something but wants you to know she has reservations.”

I looked at Mika. At the earnest, excited, slightly nervous expression that animated every feature from her twitching ears to her kneading hands. At the confidence she’d built over weeks, the woman who had evolved from embarrassed heat cycles to deliberate, proud sexuality.

“Are you sure about this?” I asked.

“I’m sure. She’s sure.” Mika unwound her tail from her leg and let it flow freely. “I want to show you. What we can do together.”

“Okay.”

Her face split into a grin that showed her small, sharp canines. “Bedroom. Twenty minutes.” She vanished from the doorway with a bounce that made the hallway floor creak.

I spent twenty minutes pretending to work on the circuit board while my pulse hammered and my cock hardened against my thigh.

The bedroom was dim. They’d turned off the overhead light and left only the bedside lamp, casting warm gold across the sheets. Music played softly from a phone, something with a steady beat, Lily’s choice based on the curated playlist.

Mika sat on the bed, cross-legged, wearing her red satin ribbon collar and nothing else. Her tabby-striped ears caught the lamplight, and her tail curled around her own ankle, the tip twitching with anticipation. Petite body, perky tits with small pink nipples already hard, the faint freckles visible across her shoulders and the bridge of her nose. She looked confident and slightly smug, like a cat who’d claimed the best spot in the house.

Lily leaned against the headboard, wearing one of my button-ups and underwear. Arms crossed. The shirt hung open over her toned stomach, revealing the shadow between her firm B-cups, the lean muscle of her abs, the runner’s legs stretched out in front of her. Green eyes sharp, but the sharpness had a heat to it that I recognized.

“So here’s the deal,” Lily said. “The catgirl has convinced me that a collaborative approach has merits.”

“She said you were very persuasive,” I told Mika.

“I bribed her with tuna,” Mika admitted. Her ears flattened. “That was supposed to be a secret.”

“Nothing is a secret in this house,” Lily said. She looked at me. The defenses cracked enough to show something real underneath, something hungry and uncertain and brave. “I want this. Not because she convinced me. Because I watched the way she is with you, and I want that kind of fearlessness. The way she doesn’t hide from what she wants.” She uncrossed her arms. “Also, she’s annoyingly cute and I’m apparently into that. So. Get over here.”

Mika’s ears shot straight up. “You think I’m cute?”

“Don’t make it weird.”

“You THINK I’m CUTE.”

“I said don’t make it weird.”

Mika pounced. Not at me. At Lily. She crossed the bed in a blur of limbs and tail and landed on top of Lily, straddling her waist, hands on her shoulders. Lily caught her, startled, hands reflexively gripping Mika’s hips.

“Hi,” Mika said, grinning down at her.

“You have zero concept of personal space.”

“I learned from Sasha.”

Mika kissed her. Quick, soft, a peck on the lips that left Lily blinking. Then Mika looked at me over her shoulder, ears forward, tail high.

“Come here,” she said. “We practiced.”

“You practiced?”

“We discussed strategy,” Lily corrected from beneath Mika. “It was very professional.”

I closed the bedroom door, locked it, and pulled my shirt over my head. Both of them watched. Mika’s tail picked up speed, the tip curling with anticipation. Lily’s eyes tracked down my chest, my stomach, the V-lines above my waistband. Her tongue touched her lower lip briefly. Template reflex or real desire. Both.

I climbed onto the bed. Mika slid off Lily and positioned herself beside me, her small warm body pressing against my right side, the vibration of her purring already starting low in her chest. Lily sat up, the button-up sliding off one shoulder, and looked at me with an expression daring me to make the next move.

“Ground rules,” Lily said. “Mika leads the first part. I take over for the second. You don’t get to choose who does what. Questions?”

“What’s the third part?”

“There is no third part.” She paused, and the competitive edge softened. “Unless the first two go well.”

“They’ll go well,” Mika said, ears twitching with anticipation. “I’m very good at this.”

“Modest too,” Lily said.

Mika shifted into a kneeling position beside me. “Watch the tail,” she told Lily with surprising authority. “If it wraps around you, she likes what you’re doing.” She caught herself. Her ears flattened. “I mean, if it wraps around you, I like what you’re doing. She. I. The tail person. Me.”

“Did you just narrate yourself in third person?”

“Shut up.”

“That’s adorable.”

“SHUT UP.” Mika’s ears pressed flat, but she was grinning. She turned to me, kissed me deep, and the embarrassment evaporated like water on Sasha’s skin. Her mouth was warm, her tongue carrying that slightly rough texture that still sent electricity through every nerve it touched. She kissed me with confident hunger, one hand on my chest, the other undoing my belt with fingers that had become practiced at this particular task.

Lily watched for a moment. Then she moved. She slid down the bed, her mouth finding my neck while Mika claimed my lips. Two mouths on me simultaneously. Mika’s warm and textured, the rough tongue teasing the inside of my lip. Lily’s smooth and purposeful, her teeth grazing the spot below my ear, her breath warm on my neck.

My jeans came off. Lily pulled them down while Mika straddled my lap, her wet heat pressing against my stomach, the warmth of her soaking through. My cock sprang free, hard and aching, and Lily’s fingers wrapped around the shaft from behind Mika, stroking me to full hardness while Mika ground her slick pussy against my abs.

“Together,” Mika said, pulling back from the kiss. She looked at Lily with those huge amber eyes. “Like we practiced.”

They shifted. Mika moved lower, her rough tongue trailing down my chest, my stomach, pausing to nuzzle the skin above my hip where the V-lines led her south. Her tail swished behind her, the tabby stripes rippling. Lily moved to the opposite side, mirroring the descent, her dark hair brushing across my skin. Two mouths tracking down my body, two sets of hands on my skin.

Mika reached my cock first. Her tongue, that incredible rough-velvet texture, licked a stripe up the underside from base to tip. The friction was electric, the sandpaper-silk contrast sending sparks through nerve endings I didn’t know I had. She paused at the head and swirled her tongue around it, the rough surface dragging across the sensitive underside of the glans.

Then Lily. Her mouth was different. Smooth, confident, the technique of someone channeling template muscle memory into something that was aggressively her own. She took the shaft, lips sliding down the side while Mika worked the head. Their mouths met in the middle, tongues overlapping, rough against smooth, catgirl against human, and the dual sensation simultaneously working my cock was enough to make my vision blur.

Mika purred. The vibration traveled through her lips, through my cock, through my entire body. Lily felt it too. She jolted, pulling back slightly.

“She’s vibrating,” Lily said, breathless.

“I purr,” Mika corrected without lifting her mouth from me. The vibration deepened.

“She purrs,” I confirmed through gritted teeth.

Lily stared at Mika’s mouth on me. At the vibration visible in her throat. At my reaction, the way my hips jerked involuntarily. Her green eyes darkened, the pupils widening. Curiosity turning to hunger.

She leaned back in. This time when Mika’s purring vibrated through me and into Lily’s mouth, she didn’t pull away. She moaned against me, the sound joining Mika’s purr in a harmonic that resonated deep in my bones.

They worked me together. Alternating. Mika’s rough tongue on the head, the barbed texture rasping across the frenulum in a way that made my toes curl, while Lily’s smooth lips worked the shaft, her tongue pressing flat against the veined underside. Then switching. Lily taking me deep, the head of my cock hitting the back of her throat, her green eyes watering slightly but refusing to pull back, competitive even in this, while Mika’s rough tongue ran the sensitive underside from base to where Lily’s lips stretched around me, long slow strokes that made my cock twitch against their combined mouths. The purring was constant, a tactile baseline that amplified every other sensation, Mika’s throat vibrating against whatever part of me she was touching.

When their mouths met around me, tongues overlapping on my shaft, Lily smooth and Mika rough, the contrast was devastating. Mika purred against Lily’s cheek, and Lily moaned, the vibration carrying from one mouth through my cock into the other. They kissed each other around the head of my cock, their lips meeting on either side, tongues twining over the slick, swollen tip, and the visual of two beautiful mouths sharing me was almost enough to end it.

“Enough,” I said, voice rough, when the pressure building at the base of my cock told me I was seconds from the edge. “I want you both.”

Mika grinned, fangs visible, and reached for her collar. She pulled the red satin ribbon over her head in a single motion and set it on the nightstand with deliberate care. The removal signal. Full surrender.

She climbed onto me, straddling my hips, and sank down onto my cock with a confident, practiced motion that was nothing like her first fumbling heat-cycle encounters months ago. She was evolved. Her small body took me completely, her tight pussy stretching around my cock with a snug grip that made every inch register, the warmth distinctly Mika, her inner walls clenching in time with her purring, the subtle vibration adding a dimension of constant, buzzing stimulation that no one else could offer. I felt the vibration along the entire length of my shaft, a low-frequency hum that turned every nerve ending into a live wire.

“Watch,” she told Lily, and started riding me.

Her body moved with instinctive feline grace. Rolling hips, arching back, small perky tits bouncing with each downstroke, the hard pink nipples drawing tight circles in the lamplight. Ears flat with pleasure, freckled cheeks flushed. Her cream-colored skin took on a rosy hue from her chest up as her arousal deepened, the flush making her freckles stand out like constellations. Her tight pussy made wet, rhythmic sounds as she rose and fell, slick with arousal that ran down my shaft and pooled between us. Her tail reached behind her, found Lily’s wrist, and wrapped around it. Gently. Tugging.

“Come closer,” Mika said between gasps.

Lily moved closer, drawn by the tail as much as by desire. Mika reached for her with one hand, pulling her in, and kissed her. Lily stiffened for a fraction of a second, then melted. Mika’s rough tongue in Lily’s mouth. Lily’s hands on Mika’s waist, feeling the motion of her body as she rode me, the ripple of muscle and intention moving through her small frame.

The visual was staggering. Mika, petite and catlike, bouncing on my cock, kissing the woman who was built from the template of my ex-girlfriend. Two completely different women finding a chemistry that neither of them had expected. Mika’s tabby-striped tail wrapped around Lily’s arm, the fur soft against Lily’s skin. Lily’s hands exploring Mika’s waist, her hips, moving higher.

“Touch me,” Mika whispered to Lily between kisses. “Touch me while I ride him.”

Lily’s hands moved from Mika’s waist to her chest. Cupping the perky B-cups, thumbs circling nipples that were hard and flushed and sensitive. Mika’s head fell back, a mewl escaping her lips, her pace on my cock increasing. Her ears twitched uncontrollably, responding to stimulation from me inside her and Lily’s hands on her breasts simultaneously, the dual input overloading her system.

I gripped Mika’s hips and thrust up to meet her downstrokes. She yelped, the sound sharp and bright, her tail going rigid against Lily’s arm. Her kneading hands pressed against my chest, the rhythmic pressing intensifying as pleasure built.

“I’m going to,” she gasped. “Lily, don’t stop. Don’t stop what you’re doing with your thumbs.”

Lily circled Mika’s nipples with her thumbs, pinching gently, rolling the hard nubs between her fingers. Mika slammed down on my cock, driving me deep, and came with a scream she made no attempt to muffle.

Her tail went rigid. Her ears twitched in opposite directions. Her pupils blew so wide the amber was just a thin ring around the black. Her pussy clenched around me in rhythmic waves, tight and hot and pulsing, her small body shaking against my chest. Claws extended from her fingers and pricked into my skin, ten small points of sharp sensation that grounded the pleasure.

She melted against me, going boneless, purring so hard the mattress vibrated. Her tail unwound from Lily’s wrist slowly, almost reluctantly, and curled around my ankle instead.

“Your turn,” Mika told Lily, sliding off me and curling against my left side, tail wrapping possessively around my ankle. She looked up at Lily with satisfied, half-lidded amber eyes. Her cheeks were flushed, freckles standing out. “He’s ready.”

Lily looked at me. At Mika, satisfied and purring against my side. At my cock, still hard, still wet with Mika’s arousal.

She lay back on the bed. Spread her dark hair across the pillow and looked up at me with green eyes that held challenge and vulnerability in equal measure. “Well? Come here.”

I moved over her, and the shift in dynamic was immediate. Lily on her back was different from Lily in control. More exposed. More open. The competitive armor thinned when she was looking up at me with her wrists beside her head and her toned legs parting.

I lined up and pushed inside her. She was tight in a different way, athletic, her runner’s body gripping me with strong, clenching walls that resisted and yielded in waves. Where Mika was warmth and vibration, Lily was grip and friction, her slick channel squeezing my cock with each inch of penetration. A gasp came out startled, like she hadn’t expected how much she’d feel in this position, how the missionary angle pressed the head of my cock against the spot inside her that made her toes curl and her smart mouth go slack.

I set the pace. Controlled. Deep. Each stroke pressing her into the mattress, driving the air from her lungs. Her firm tits moved with each thrust, bouncing in tight arcs, the dark pink nipples hard and flushed. Her toned abs flexed, the lean muscle visible beneath her skin with each clench. Her dark hair fanned across the pillow. Her green eyes burned up at me with that mix of challenge and surrender that was purely Lily, her pupils wide enough to swallow the green. She wanted to fight for control and she wanted to lose. In this position, with my weight pressing her down and Mika’s soft warmth beside her, the losing came easier.

Mika moved. She slid up beside Lily, propped on one elbow, and looked down at her with those huge amber eyes. Her tail uncurled from my ankle and reached for Lily, wrapping around her wrist, warm and soft against her skin. Lily flinched at the contact. Then her breath caught.

Mika leaned down and kissed her.

Lily’s eyes went wide. Mika’s mouth on hers, that slightly rough tongue brushing her lips, while I drove into her from above. Two completely different sensations. My weight and force above her, and Mika’s softness beside her, small hands cupping her face, kissing her with a tenderness that was the exact opposite of the pace I was setting.

Lily made a sound against Mika’s mouth that I’d never heard from her. Shocked. Surrendered. The sound of a woman discovering she liked something she hadn’t expected.

“She likes you,” I said.

Mika pulled back from the kiss just enough to grin. “Your micro-expressions are very honest,” she told Lily.

“Shut up and kiss me again,” Lily whispered.

Mika kissed her again. Deeper this time. Her small hand slid from Lily’s face to her breast, cupping the firm B-cup, thumb circling a nipple that was hard and flushed. Lily arched off the mattress, caught between my cock driving deep and Mika’s mouth and Mika’s hand, surrounded and overwhelmed.

I gripped Lily’s hip with one hand and her hair with the other, pulling gently. Her head tilted back, breaking the kiss with Mika, throat exposed. A sound came out of her mouth that was pure, raw need. The competitive mask shattered.

“Fuck,” she breathed. “Both of you. I didn’t know it could feel like this.”

Mika pressed her lips to Lily’s throat, that rough tongue tracing the line of her neck. Her tail tightened around Lily’s wrist. Her purring vibrated through her mouth and into Lily’s skin, a sensation that made Lily’s whole body shudder.

“Let go,” Mika whispered against Lily’s pulse. “Stop fighting. Just feel it.”

Lily’s eyes found mine. The sharp green had softened to something open and stunned. She was feeling things she hadn’t expected. Mika’s softness against her, the warm purring vibrating through her body. The contrast between my hands gripping her with bruising force and Mika’s gentle mouth on her throat.

I thrust deep one more time, hard, driving as far as her body would allow, grinding the head of my cock against the deepest spot inside her, and Lily came.

Not the way she’d come in our first encounter, biting the pillow, fighting the release. She came open-eyed, staring at me, her body arching off the mattress hard enough to press her breasts against Mika’s hand, a sound pouring from her throat that was half moan and half sob, raw and unguarded and nothing like the controlled woman who critiqued my cooking. Her pussy clenched around me in powerful waves, the athletic walls gripping my cock in contractions that milked every inch, her arousal flooding between us, her whole body shaking. Mika’s arm wrapped across her chest, the small hand cupping her breast, holding her through it while the tail stayed locked around her wrist and the purring poured into Lily’s trembling body.

“God,” Lily gasped, still shaking, her pussy still clenching in diminishing aftershocks. “Oh, God. That was. I didn’t. The softness. Her mouth. The purring. I could feel it everywhere.” She couldn’t form a complete sentence. Her hips kept moving involuntarily, grinding against me, riding the last waves.

The dual sensation of Lily’s orgasm clenching around my cock, milking me with rhythmic desperation, and Mika’s purring vibrating against Lily’s side and into my ribs through the shared contact of our bodies, tipped me over. I came hard, flooding Lily with thick pulses while she shook, while Mika held her, while the sister-bond pulsed between all three of us with an intensity that made my teeth ache. I pumped into her in long, heavy ropes, each one drawing another clench from her oversensitive walls, each clench pulling another pulse from me in a feedback loop that left all three of us gasping.

I collapsed against her, then rolled to the side, pulling her with me. Mika curled against both of us, her tail wrapping around Lily’s waist with proprietary confidence, the tip tickling against Lily’s hip.

We lay in a heap. Breathing. Settling. Three heartbeats gradually syncing.

Lily spoke first. “Okay. The tail thing is… something.”

Mika’s ears perked up. “Something good?”

“Something.” A pause. “Good. Fine. Something good. Happy?”

Mika’s purring intensified until the bed vibrated. Her tail tightened around Lily’s waist, and Lily didn’t try to remove it.

“Don’t look so smug,” Lily told her.

“I’m not smug. My tail is smug. We’re different entities.”

“You’re the same entity.”

“Debatable.”

I laughed, and both of them looked at me with expressions that said, in very different ways, “Shut up and hold us.”

I held them.

After. While Mika dozed in a purring ball and Lily’s breathing evened out against my shoulder, I heard soft voices from downstairs.

I extracted myself carefully, pulled on shorts, and padded to the stairway. Below, in the kitchen, Tessa and Diane sat at the table with mugs of tea. The scene was unexpectedly domestic. Two women, one human, one created, sharing a quiet conversation by lamplight.

I sat on the top step and listened.

“…can’t stop thinking about it,” Tessa was saying. “The false memory thing. At dinner. You just… went somewhere else. And then you came back.”

“It’s becoming more frequent.” Diane’s voice was steady but thin. Vulnerable in the way she only was when she thought nobody was paying attention. “The episodes correlate with emotional intensity. When my bond with Alex deepens, the template interference strengthens.”

“That’s a hell of a catch-22.”

“Kira’s working on understanding the mechanism. But yes.” A pause. The soft clink of a mug on the table. “The more I love him, the more the memories crowd in. It’s a cruel kind of trade.”

Tessa held her tea with both hands and stared into it. When she spoke, her voice had changed. Softer. The sharp edges filed down by something that might have been actual empathy.

“You really are a person, aren’t you?”

Diane laughed. A warm, measured sound. “I ask myself that every day. Usually the answer is yes.”

“I’m sorry I dismissed all of you when I first got here. I was scared and confused and it was easier to call you objects than admit you were people.”

“That’s a remarkably self-aware observation.”

“I’m told it’s my best quality.” Tessa’s voice held a dry warmth that reminded me of Lily. Or the other way around. “Diane? Can I ask you something personal?”

“Of course.”

“Do you love him? Actually love him? Or is it just the programming?”

Another long silence. Then Diane: “When I was first created, I knew I was designed to love him. The inclination was there from my first breath. It would have been easy to dismiss it as code. As parameters. As something I hadn’t chosen.” A pause. “But then he held me when the false memories frightened me. He whispered my name, not the template’s name, mine. He made me feel like my existence mattered beyond my design parameters. And the love I feel now? It’s nothing like the initial inclination. It’s deeper. It’s chosen. It’s earned through a thousand small moments that nobody programmed.”

“How do you know the difference?” Tessa pressed. “Between the designed part and the real part?”

“How does anyone?” Diane countered gently. “You grew up with hormones that shaped your attractions, neural pathways that formed your preferences, cultural conditioning that influenced your choices. Was your love for Alex purely chosen? Or was some of it the product of biology and environment that you never consented to?”

Tessa was quiet.

“The design gave me a starting point,” Diane said. “Everything after that has been mine.”

I sat on the top step for a long time. Then I went back to bed. Mika had claimed the center, sprawled in a full starfish, tail wrapped around the bedpost. Lily had migrated to the edge, curled on her side, one hand still resting where my chest had been.

I slid between them. Mika’s tail immediately found my ankle. Lily’s hand found my chest.

The system pinged:

[Bond +75: Mika -- 725 (Devoted)]
[Bond +100: Lily -- 400 (Intimate)]
[Sister-Bond: Expanding -- New Member Integration Active]

I was almost asleep when the office door opened and closed. Soft footsteps. Then Kira was standing beside the bed, her eyes casting faint violet light across the tangled pile of limbs and hair.

“Alex.” Her voice was barely audible, pitched to wake me without disturbing the others. “I need to tell you something.”

I extracted myself with the careful delicacy of a man defusing a bomb. Mika’s tail tightened around my ankle in protest, then relaxed as sleep reclaimed her.

Kira led me to the kitchen. She sat across from me at the table, and the light behind her irises was bright and steady, the interface running at full power.

“Viktor lied,” she said.

I waited.

“He told you the observer is Nexus’s backup monitoring system. A redundant surveillance layer Monroe built into the architecture.” She folded her hands on the table. “I’ve completed my deep analysis. The observer’s digital signature doesn’t match Nexus’s architecture. At all. Not even close.”

“How sure are you?”

“Completely.” She lifted one hand and ticked the points off on slim fingers. “First: the observer’s encryption uses a mathematical framework that predates Nexus’s founding by decades. The mathematical primitives are based on principles that human cryptographers haven’t published yet. Second: the coding patterns and data structures bear no resemblance to anything in Nexus’s patent filings or the system architecture that Viktor himself helped design. Third: the evaluation protocols follow a logic tree that isn’t human. Not wrong. Not broken. Different. It categorizes information along axes that don’t correspond to any human analytical framework I can identify.”

The kitchen felt smaller.

“Whatever the observer is, Nexus didn’t build it. And Viktor knows this. He has the same data, from the same channels he’s been monitoring for eighteen months. He lied knowingly.”

“Why?”

“To make himself useful. If the observer is Nexus’s system, Viktor becomes the expert who can disable it. That gives him leverage. That gets him access to the creation data he actually wants.” Her eyes dimmed slightly. “He positioned himself as the solution to a problem he misrepresented.”

“The observer is something else entirely,” she continued. “Something that was there before Nexus found the technology. I’m still tracing its full architecture, but I wanted you to know before the meeting.” She paused, and the light flickered in a pattern I hadn’t seen before. Not a malfunction. Uncertainty. “There are layers I can’t access yet. The deeper I go, the more the system pushes back. Not blocking me. Redirecting. Like it wants me to find certain things and not others.”

“Is that dangerous?”

“I don’t know.” She stood. “Be careful with him, Alex. He’s smart. And smart people with the wrong motivation are the most dangerous kind.”

She returned to the office. The faint violet glow disappeared down the hallway.


Chapter 13: The Real Viktor

I met Viktor Novak at a coffee shop called The Grind, twelve minutes from my house, at 2 PM on a Saturday.

The choice was deliberate. Public space, midday, plenty of witnesses. Diane had scouted the location the day before, walking the block in heels and a blazer that made her look like a realtor assessing property values. Two exits, street-facing windows, a parking lot with line-of-sight from three different approach angles. She’d drawn a tactical floor plan on a napkin and briefed me like I was going into hostile territory.

Which, according to Kira, I was.

She’d laid it out the night before, in the kitchen at 2 AM with her irises steady and bright: Viktor had lied about the observer being Nexus’s backup monitoring system. The digital signature didn’t match. The encryption predated Nexus by decades. The observer’s evaluation protocols followed a logic tree that wasn’t human. His motivation was the blueprints, not the truth.

That morning, over coffee, she’d reinforced the message: “His actual motivation is the creation data. Everything about how companions are designed, fabricated, and awakened. Every word out of his mouth will be calibrated to get him closer to that. Treat his charm the way you’d treat a phishing email.”

I’d gone to the meeting anyway. Because Kira could monitor Viktor’s devices remotely through the system interface, and because the best way to understand a liar was to watch him lie in person, where the micro-expressions couldn’t be filtered through a screen.

Kira had set up a communication protocol before I left: “I’ll ping your phone if he’s actively scanning the system. Watch for the vibration pattern. Three short pulses means he’s probing. Two long means he’s downloading. One sustained buzz means get out.”

Viktor was already seated when I arrived. Corner booth, back to the wall, clear sightline to the door. The same tactical thinking Diane had applied to scouting the location. He nursed an espresso and watched me approach with those quick, dark eyes, angular features arranged in an expression of carefully curated approachability.

“Mr. Sawyer.” He stood, extended a hand. Firm grip. Measured. “Thank you for meeting in person.”

“Call me Alex.”

“Viktor.” He sat, gestured to the opposite seat. “Coffee’s decent here. Not exceptional, but decent.”

I ordered a drip and waited. Viktor didn’t rush to fill the silence. He sat in patient quiet, letting the emptiness work for him, knowing that most people couldn’t stand a conversational vacuum and would fill it with information they hadn’t meant to share.

I let him wait.

He smiled slightly. Not warmth. Recognition. “You’re being cautious. Good. Given your circumstances, caution is rational.”

“You know my circumstances.”

“I helped create the technology that defines your circumstances.” He leaned forward, both hands wrapped around the espresso cup. “Let me be transparent about what I know and how I know it.”

He laid out the same story from the video call, in more detail. Former lead engineer, six years of signal architecture and neural-digital communication protocols, the theoretical framework that made consciousness crystallization possible. His departure from Nexus after disagreeing with Monroe about commercialization versus research. Three years of silence, watching from the shadows.

“Your Specialist Frame companion,” he said, his eyes sharpening with keen interest. “She identified my piggybacking on the observer’s signal. That’s impressive. We theorized about system interface capability but never achieved it in the lab. The cognitive architecture required exceeded our fabrication protocols.”

“She’s thorough,” I said.

“She’s more than thorough. She’s a breakthrough that invalidates three of my published papers.” He sipped his espresso. “When you have what I have, and someone like you comes along, collaboration is the rational path.”

Then the pitch. The observer as Nexus’s backup monitoring system. Himself as the expert who could disable it. My creation data as the price of his expertise. The same lie, delivered with the same practiced sincerity, the same careful balance of information and implication.

He watched me while he talked, and I noticed the way his hands moved. Precise, economical gestures that mapped the air between us into zones. He touched the espresso cup when making factual claims, establishing a tactile anchor to reinforce truthfulness. He opened his palms when making emotional appeals, the universal sign of nothing to hide. He leaned forward incrementally through each sentence, closing the distance between us in millimeters, the way a salesman does when the pitch is landing.

I’d spent months learning how women who weren’t quite human expressed themselves through ears and tails and body heat and luminous eyes. Reading Viktor’s performance was child’s play by comparison. Every micro-expression mapped to a calculated effect. Every pause was rehearsed. Even his accent seemed to thicken at strategic moments, the Eastern European consonants surfacing when he wanted to sound sincere, retreating when he wanted to sound authoritative.

“What would the creation data access look like, specifically?” I asked, feeding him rope.

“Full collaboration. Joint research. You maintain host control of the device while I study the architecture from the outside.” He set down the espresso cup. “Think of it as peer review. The technology was designed for exploration, not isolation.”

“And the observers? You’d disable them remotely?”

“Within days of accessing the data.” He said it smoothly, a man who’d practiced the lie until it felt like truth. “The monitoring infrastructure has kill-switch vulnerabilities I identified during my time at Nexus. One targeted code injection and the observer goes dark permanently.”

My phone buzzed. Three short.

He was probing. Right now, sitting across from me in a coffee shop, sipping espresso and playing the concerned whistleblower, Viktor Novak was running a scan against the Creation System’s security architecture.

I kept my face neutral. “That’s a compelling pitch.”

“It’s the truth.”

“Is it?” I took a sip of coffee. Set it down. “Because my Specialist Frame ran a deep analysis on the observer’s digital signature. And it doesn’t match Nexus’s architecture. At all. Not the encryption. Not the data structures. Not the evaluation protocols.” I met his eyes. “The observer isn’t Monroe’s backup system. You know that. You’ve had the same data for eighteen months.”

Something changed in Viktor’s face. The careful mask didn’t crack, but it shifted. Recalculated. The charm drained out of his eyes and left something colder behind, the kind of cold that had nothing to do with temperature and everything to do with a man reassessing how much of his hand was showing.

“Your Specialist Frame has deep system access,” he said quietly.

“Deep enough to know when someone’s lying to me.”

“She’s also seen my piggybacking protocol. And the encrypted sub-channels.”

“Every single one.”

His mask held. Barely. A tightening around his jaw, a subtle shift in his posture that most people wouldn’t have noticed. But I’d spent weeks watching android companions telegraph their emotions through cat ears and body temperature and violet eye-glow. I’d gotten very good at reading faces.

“Monitoring is a two-way street,” he said carefully.

“And lying about the observer to get access to my blueprints is a one-way street to nowhere.” I stood. “Thank you for the coffee, Viktor. This meeting is over.”

“Alex.” He didn’t stand. His voice dropped, the accent thickening, the charming veneer stripped to something rawer underneath. “Whatever you think of my methods, the threat is real. The observer is approaching a decision threshold. Nexus is regrouping for another attempt. And you’re protecting five sentient beings with no backup, no allies, and a system you don’t fully understand.”

“Six,” I said.

“Pardon?”

“Six sentient beings. You keep forgetting the one Nexus doesn’t know they built.” I left money on the table and walked out.

My phone buzzed the entire drive home. Three short. Three short. Three short. Viktor was still probing, even after I’d left. He was mapping everything he could reach before the window closed.

I called Kira from the car.

“I see it,” she said before I could speak. “He’s running a comprehensive scan. More aggressive than anything during the video calls. He’s no longer pretending to be subtle.” A pause, the faint sound of data processing behind her voice. “He found something during the meeting. Something he was looking for. A vulnerability in the system’s blueprint archive.”

“Can he access it?”

“Not remotely. The archive requires host-proximity authentication. He’d need to be within ten meters of the device.” Another pause, longer. “Alex. He’s already identified buyers.”

My hands tightened on the steering wheel. “What?”

“While you were at the coffee shop, I traced his recent communications through the observer channels he’s been piggybacking. He’s been corresponding with three entities. A defense contractor in the Middle East. A biotech conglomerate in Singapore. And a private investment group with no public identity, registered through four shell companies in three jurisdictions.” Her voice was tight in a way I hadn’t heard from Kira before. Not fear. Urgency. “He’s selling the blueprints. The creation technology. To anyone who can pay.”

“He doesn’t have the blueprints.”

“Not yet. But he’s been mapping the system’s security architecture for months. Every interaction with you has been a probe. The video call. The encrypted message. Today’s meeting. Each one gave him another piece of the puzzle.” I could picture the light flooding her irises, data streaming behind violet eyes. “He needs one more thing. Physical access to the system terminal in your workshop. Close enough to the device for host-proximity authentication.”

I drove faster.

The house was full when I arrived. The planned shopping trip hadn’t left yet. Diane had delayed the departure because Rachel Kim had called ahead that morning requesting a follow-up meeting to “clarify several framework elements,” and Diane had folded the meeting into the afternoon schedule.

Rachel sat in the living room with a fresh portfolio, professional and composed. Kira met me at the front door, eyes dim, voice low.

“Conference first. Everyone needs to hear what I found about the buyers.”

We gathered in the kitchen. All five companions, plus Rachel at the table’s edge, still technically present for her diplomatic follow-up. I gave them the short version: Viktor had lied about the observer, he was probing the system during our meeting, and he wanted the creation blueprints to sell.

Then Kira laid out the rest. The three buyers. The defense contractor. The biotech conglomerate. The anonymous investment group.

“Anyone who gets this technology can build people,” Sasha said, and her voice carried a weight that silenced the room. “Build people and own them.”

“The creation data is encrypted by the system itself,” Kira said. “He can’t access it remotely. He needs physical proximity. Within ten meters.” She looked at me. “He needs to be in this house.”

“Then we don’t let him in this house,” Lily said.

“Agreed. But we also can’t sit here indefinitely.” I looked around the room. “Diane, take the shopping trip. You, Sasha, Lily, and Tessa. Help Tessa decompress. We can’t live in siege mode.”

“Go,” I said when Diane hesitated. “Kira’s monitoring Viktor’s probes remotely. Mika and I will be here. Rachel’s here for the follow-up. We’re fine.”

Rachel had been listening with the careful attention of someone absorbing information above her clearance level. She offered her help, and I declined. Not yet.

The shopping group left twenty minutes later. Diane herded Sasha, Lily, and Tessa into the car with the organizational precision of a field marshal loading transport vehicles. Rachel stayed behind to finish reviewing framework documents, settling onto the living room couch with her portfolio.

Mika was asleep in a sunbeam on the living room rug within the hour, Chairman Meow visible on the fence outside, both combatants observing a ceasefire. Rachel read quietly on the couch. Kira worked in the office.

Normal. Safe.

Then Kira’s voice floated from the office, sharp: “Alex.”

My phone buzzed. One long pulse. A pattern Kira hadn’t mentioned in the briefing. New. Urgent.

Then the workshop lights flickered.

I moved.

Through the hallway, past the kitchen, through the door. The workshop lights were on, the overhead fluorescents humming. My workbench was as I’d left it. The fabrication platform was cold and dark. The system terminal, the desktop computer I used for system access, was on.

It wasn’t on when I’d left.

Viktor Novak stood at the terminal, his back to me, a specialized device connected to my computer via a cable that glowed faintly blue. Data scrolled across the screen in dense blocks of encrypted code, moving faster than human eyes could parse.

He heard me. He turned. No surprise in his face. Just recalculation.

“You’re early,” he said. “The shopping trip was supposed to last longer.”

“Kira didn’t go shopping.”

“Ah.” He nodded. “The Specialist Frame. Of course she tipped you.”

“She monitored you probing the system during our meeting. She traced your buyer communications. She identified the vulnerability you found in the blueprint archive.” I stepped into the workshop. “You were never a whistleblower.”

“I was a whistleblower first. Then I saw the potential.” He turned back to the terminal, his hands still working, the specialized device pulsing with blue light as it siphoned data. “Do you know what this technology is worth? Not the device. Not the companion fabrication. The underlying creation architecture. The consciousness framework.”

“Stop the download.”

“Billions, Alex. The ability to create sentient beings from ambient matter. Military applications alone would fund nations. Medical applications could eliminate organ donor waiting lists. The consciousness crystallization protocol could revolutionize artificial intelligence overnight.” He didn’t stop. His fingers moved with practiced efficiency, each keystroke rehearsed. “You’re sitting on the most important technology in human history. And you’re using it to build yourself a harem.”

“I’m using it to build a family.”

“Semantics.” He pulled a USB drive from the specialized device and pocketed it. “The data is encrypted by the system itself. I’ll need time and resources to crack it. But I have both.”

“Give me the drive.”

Viktor looked at me. His eyes were different now. No pretense. No charm. Just the cold calculation of a man who’d made his choice years ago and had been building toward this moment with the patience of someone who understood that the biggest prizes required the longest games.

“I’m going to leave now,” he said. “And you’re going to let me. Because making a scene won’t help either of us.”

“You broke into my house. Into the room where I built them.”

“I walked in through a door your catgirl left unlocked during her nap.” He stepped away from the terminal. “No forced entry. No damage. Just a conversation between colleagues that didn’t work out.”

“Colleagues don’t case each other’s homes.”

“Colleagues don’t build harems in their workshops, either.” He straightened his collar. “We’ve both made unconventional choices.”

The workshop door behind me opened. Two men entered. Big, professional, the bland competence of hired security. Not military, but trained enough to be effective. One positioned himself at the door. The other moved between Viktor and me. Not threatening. Present. A human wall.

I stepped toward Viktor anyway. The nearer man put a hand on my chest. Firm. A warning.

“I wouldn’t,” Viktor said. “They’re not gentle when provoked.”

The man at the door picked up a screwdriver from my workbench. Hefted it casually, testing the weight. Not a weapon exactly. A statement. He turned it in his hand, and then, as I tried to push past the first man, the second one flung the screwdriver across the room. Not aimed at me. Aimed at the wall beside my head. A warning shot in steel.

I didn’t see what happened next. I felt it.

A blur of movement from the hallway. A body slamming into mine, knocking me sideways with force that drove the air from my lungs. The screwdriver clattering against the far wall, embedding its tip in the drywall at the exact height where my temple had been a half-second earlier.

Rachel Kim stood where I’d been standing.

She was breathing hard, dark eyes wide, her Nexus blazer askew, one heel broken from the force of her launch. She’d been in the living room. Twenty feet away. Through a doorway. And she’d crossed that distance in less time than it took the screwdriver to travel eight feet through the air.

The two hired men stared at her. So did Viktor.

Rachel stared at her own hands.

“How did I do that?” she whispered.

Viktor’s expression flickered. Something passed behind his eyes that looked like recognition, but he buried it fast. “Impressive reflexes, Ms. Kim.”

He straightened his jacket. “I didn’t want it to go this way,” he said to me. “I genuinely tried the cooperative approach first. You turned it down.” He reached the door. “The encryption will take time. You have a window. Use it wisely.”

The two men followed him out. I heard the front door open and close. A car engine started in the driveway. Tires on asphalt. Gone.

Rachel still stood in the workshop, staring at her palms. Turning them over. Studying the fingers that had moved faster than human reflexes should allow.

“I was in the living room,” she said, her voice shaking. “I heard the screwdriver leave his hand. Not saw. Heard. The air displacement. The rotation of the metal. And then I was here. I don’t remember deciding to move. My body just… went.”

Nobody answered. The sister-bond hummed in the silence, a frequency I could feel through the device, and Rachel’s eyes flickered with a confusion that went deeper than adrenaline.

Mika appeared in the workshop doorway, jolted from sleep by the commotion, every hair on her tail standing on end, ears flat, pupils narrowed to hunting slits. She took in the scene: me rubbing the spot where the hired man had shoved me, Rachel trembling in the middle of the room, the terminal still scrolling with evidence of the download, the screwdriver embedded in the wall.

“I fell asleep,” Mika said, the words coming out small and horrified. “I fell ASLEEP and he walked right in.”

“It’s not your fault.”

“I should have been watching. I should have been guarding the door. I was supposed to be…”

“It’s not your fault, Mika.” I reached for her. She flinched, then came to me, pressing against my side, her ears flat, her tail wrapped so tight around her own arm the fur compressed flat. The guilt radiating off her was physical.

Kira emerged from the office, her eyes blazing with data, the violet glow casting sharp shadows down the hallway. She’d been monitoring the entire break-in through the system interface. She went straight to the terminal and began assessing the damage.

“The data he copied is encrypted by the system itself,” she reported. “Layered protocol with quantum-derived keys. He’ll need time and considerable computational resources to crack it.” She looked at me. “We have a window. Days, not weeks.”

The front door crashed open.

Voices. Overlapping. The sister-bond had alerted them. Sasha, Diane, and Lily had felt something through the connection, my distress, the violation, the sharp spike of adrenaline, and they’d abandoned the shopping trip and driven home. Tessa came with them.

They found us in the workshop. Me standing over the ransacked terminal. Kira deep in damage assessment. Mika curled against my side with her ears flat. Rachel in the corner, still staring at her hands.

“Again,” Sasha said. Her voice vibrated with a low fury that made the temperature in the room spike three degrees in as many seconds. Warmth distorted the space around her like a mirage. “They came into our home. Again.”

Diane stood in the doorway, her composure stretched thin enough to see through. “How did he get in?”

“Front door. Unlocked.” I didn’t look at Mika when I said it, but I felt her flinch against my side.

Kira walked us through the damage assessment. Blueprint archives accessed. Fabrication logs copied. Consciousness crystallization protocols downloaded. The fundamental architecture of how the system turned raw matter into sentient beings, mapped and stolen in the minutes Viktor had been standing at my terminal.

The evening was subdued. Dinner was quiet. Mika barely ate. Rachel excused herself twice.

Tessa found me in the kitchen at 8 PM. Her bag was by the front door. Packed.

“I’m leaving,” she said.

“I know.”

“This is beyond me, Alex. Secret agents. Break-ins. Women who can bench-press cars and see through walls.” She leaned against the counter, arms crossed, then uncrossed them, then put her hands flat on the granite, unable to find a posture that contained what she was feeling. “I’m a runner and a day trader. My skill set does not include espionage.”

“I understand.”

“Do you?” She pushed off the counter. “Because I’m not leaving because I’m scared. I’m leaving because I’m in the way. Those women in there are gearing up for something, and the last thing they need is a civilian underfoot who can’t catch a pen at superhuman speed or hack a server with her eyeballs.”

“You’re not in the way.”

“I am. And we both know it.” Her mouth worked for a second, the words fighting their way past pride. “You don’t need me here, Alex. You have them.”

She stood at the kitchen counter. The same counter where Sasha had sat two nights ago, burning hot and leaking milk. The memory felt like it belonged to a different lifetime.

“I was wrong about you,” Tessa said.

I waited.

“I said you were too focused on your projects. Too obsessed with building things. I said you were hiding from real life in your garage.” She looked at me, and for the first time since she’d arrived, the sharpness in her green eyes wasn’t defensive. It was admiration. “You were always building something extraordinary. I just couldn’t see it.”

“Tessa…”

“I’m not done.” She straightened. The posture was familiar. The set of her shoulders, the lift of her chin. Lily did the same thing when she was about to say something that cost her. Template and original, sharing the same body language for courage.

“That woman you built. Lily. She’s not me. She’s better. She’s everything I should have been and wasn’t because I was too busy being disappointed that you weren’t what I wanted instead of seeing what you actually were.” Her voice caught on the last word, and she pressed her lips together hard until the tremor passed. “I spent a year telling myself I left because you were broken. Turns out the only thing broken was my ability to recognize what you were building.”

“She’s her own person.”

“I know. That’s what makes it worse.” A half-laugh that didn’t land anywhere near humor. “You didn’t copy me. You improved on me. And she knows it and I know it and now I have to go home to an apartment where the best thing waiting for me is a cat who can’t even catch a mouse.” She picked up her bag.

She walked to the front door. Opened it. Paused with one foot on the porch.

Lily stood in the hallway behind us. She’d appeared silently, watching with those green eyes that matched Tessa’s but held a different light.

Tessa turned. The two of them looked at each other. Template and original. The woman who’d left and the woman who’d been built to stay.

Something passed between them. Not words. Recognition. Understanding. Two versions of the same face, acknowledging that they were both real and both limited and both trying.

“Take care of her,” Tessa said to me. She meant Lily.

I nodded.

Lily’s hand found mine.

Tessa nodded once. Walked out. The door closed behind her.

“She was braver than I expected,” Lily said quietly.

“She always was. Just not in the ways I needed.”

“Template memory says she cried in the car.” Lily paused. “I don’t know if that’s real or if I’m projecting.”

“Does it matter?”

“Maybe not.” She squeezed my hand. “We have work to do. Viktor has our data. We need to get it back.”

“Tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow,” she agreed.

She kissed my cheek and walked toward the living room where the others were waiting.

The kitchen table became a war room. Diane pulled up blueprints. Kira mapped security networks. Mika studied ventilation schematics with the focused intensity of someone atoning for a nap, her guilt channeled into concentration so fierce her ears didn’t move for twenty minutes straight. Sasha cracked her knuckles.

Rachel sat in the corner, taking notes. She wasn’t part of the family yet. But she’d thrown herself between me and a thrown screwdriver without thinking, and her hands still trembled when she looked at them.


Chapter 14: All In

The plan came together over twelve hours of focused work.

Kira had traced Viktor’s operational base to a rented warehouse space in an industrial park fifteen miles east of the city. Not a permanent facility. A temporary operations center, rented under a shell company that Diane had traced through three layers of corporate filings. Inside, according to Kira’s remote scanning through the system interface, Viktor had assembled a decryption suite powerful enough to crack the system’s encryption within seventy-two hours.

We had less than that.

“The decryption is already running,” Kira reported, the light behind her irises pulsing as she processed real-time data at the kitchen table. “He started it within an hour of leaving your house. Current progress: twelve percent. At the current rate, he’ll have full access to the blueprint archive in approximately sixty-one hours.”

“What’s in the warehouse besides the decryption equipment?” I asked.

“Two floors. Ground level: open space, vehicle access, minimal security. Upper level: the server room where the decryption is running, a monitoring station, and living quarters. He’s staying on-site.” She paused. “At least three security personnel, possibly more – the upper floor thermal signatures are harder to distinguish from the server equipment. Hired, not Nexus. Private contractors.”

“Like the ones who came to the house,” Sasha said. Her ice-blue eyes were hard. The temperature in the kitchen was running two degrees above normal. “Like the ones who held Alex down.”

“Similar profiles. Professional but not military.” Kira dimmed the light in her eyes. “They’ll be an obstacle, not a threat. The real challenge is the server room. Viktor has it air-gapped from external networks. I can’t disrupt the decryption remotely. I need to be within direct range of the equipment.”

“How close?”

“Same building. Ideally same floor. The system interface can penetrate walls but not hardened Faraday shielding, and his server room will be shielded.”

Diane pulled up the warehouse blueprints she’d obtained through public records requests. “Two entry points. Main door, ground level. And a roof access hatch. The ventilation system connects to both floors.”

Mika’s ears perked straight up. “Ventilation.”

Everyone looked at her.

“I did the ventilation thing at Nexus,” she said, tail swishing with predatory enthusiasm. “The grates are always held on with simple screws. I fit through anything a medium dog can fit through. And I’m quieter than a medium dog.”

“Significantly quieter,” Diane confirmed.

“So Mika infiltrates through the roof,” I said, the plan forming. “Disables the security cameras from inside. Sasha handles the physical security on the ground floor. Kira gets to the server room to disrupt the decryption. Diane coordinates from outside.”

“And me?” Lily asked from the doorframe.

I looked at her. She stood with her arms crossed, green eyes sharp, radiating the distinct displeasure of having been excluded from the initial planning.

“You’re the wildcard,” Kira said. “Your template bleed gives you the real Tessa’s behavioral patterns. Including her capacity for improvisation under pressure. If we need someone to talk their way past an obstacle, to bullshit convincingly in a high-stress scenario, you’re the asset.”

Lily blinked. “You want me to be the con artist.”

“I want you to be yourself. Which includes being very good at confident persuasion under pressure.”

“She was a consultant, not a con artist.”

“The skill sets overlap significantly.”

A sound from the living room. Rachel Kim, who’d been sitting on the couch in a state of quiet crisis since the break-in, appeared in the kitchen doorway.

“I want to help,” she said.

The room went still.

Rachel had been processing. The impossible reflexes. The push that had saved me from a thrown screwdriver at a speed that violated physics. She didn’t know what she was. Not yet. But she knew something was different, and she’d chosen a side.

“You’re technically Nexus personnel,” Diane said carefully.

“I’m technically a person who watched someone break into a house and assault someone I was supposed to be negotiating with.” Rachel’s jaw set, dark eyes certain. “Whatever’s happening to me, whatever I am, I know what’s right. Novak is a thief. What he stole could hurt people. I want to help stop him.”

I looked at Kira. She gave an almost imperceptible nod. Rachel’s suppression protocols were degrading, but she was stable. The sister-bond was strengthening her, not destabilizing her.

“You’re in,” I said.

Rachel’s shoulders dropped with relief. “Thank you.”

“Don’t thank me yet. You might find out more about yourself than you’re ready for.”

“I’ve been finding out things about myself all week. At this point, I’m collecting data.”

Kira almost smiled. “You’d make a good Specialist Frame.”

We spent the next hour refining roles. Each companion brought something different to the table, and watching them work together was like watching a jazz ensemble lock into a groove none of them had rehearsed.

Mika studied the ventilation schematics with the focus of a cat watching a bird, her ears tracking as Diane pointed out camera positions. Sasha’s contribution was characteristically direct. “How many guards?” “Three confirmed, maybe more.” “Then I’m done in two minutes.” She said it without bravado. Just math.

Lily had pulled up satellite imagery of the industrial park on her phone. “There’s a side entrance. Maintenance access. If anyone runs, they’ll run toward the back of the building.”

“Doing what?” I asked.

“Being persuasive.” She showed teeth. “I have Tessa’s corporate bullshit skills and my own charm. That’s a dangerous combination.”

The plan was set. Tomorrow morning, we moved.

The evening fell across the house like a held breath.

I checked on each of them in the hours before dinner. Mika in the living room, staring out the window at Chairman Meow on the fence. Her tail hung limp. “Will it be dangerous?” she asked without turning around.

“Could be.”

“Good. I want it to be dangerous. I want to earn the right to forgive myself for falling asleep.” She turned. Her amber eyes were hard in a way I’d never seen from her. “I won’t fail you twice.”

Sasha doing push-ups in the guest room. Three hundred. Her body temperature had cranked to furnace level, sweat rolling off her in sheets that soaked the carpet. She didn’t stop when I looked in. “The men who held you down. They’ll be at the warehouse?”

“Similar types.”

Her smile was not warm. “Good.”

Diane at the kitchen window, looking at nothing. Her tablet sat dark on the counter. The calm she wore like armor was cinched so tight it might crack at a touch.

“Are you all right?” I asked.

“I’ve run every scenario I can think of. Fifteen permutations. We succeed in eleven of them.”

“And the other four?”

“Manageable. Nobody dies. In any version.” She looked at me. “I made sure of that.”

Dinner was quiet. Mika picked at her food, ears flat, tail still for once. Sasha ate methodically, body temperature running high. Diane sat with perfect posture, her calm buttoned up tight. Kira processed data behind dimmed eyes. Lily drummed her fingers on the table, competitive energy with no outlet.

Rachel had gone home. She’d be at the warehouse separately, arriving under the pretense of a Nexus field inspection that Diane had fabricated with forged credentials.

After dinner, I stood at the workshop window, looking at the backyard. Chairman Meow sat on the fence, orange tail flicking. Oblivious to everything happening inside the house.

Lily found me.

She stood beside me, watching the cat, her shoulder touching mine. The contact was intentional. Grounding.

“Before we do this,” she said.

I looked at her.

“I want us. All of us. Together.”

She said it calmly, like she was proposing a dinner reservation. But her pulse was visible in her throat, hammering at a pace that betrayed the calm.

“All five?” I asked.

“All five.” She turned to face me. “Tomorrow we go into something dangerous. Tonight, I want to know what we are. All of us. As a unit. Not individual relationships with you, Alex. A family. Connected.”

“That’s not a small thing.”

“Nothing about our lives is small.” Her green eyes held mine. “I watched Mika ride you while her tail wrapped around my wrist. I felt the bond carry her pleasure through me like an echo. And I realized that we’re not separate. We haven’t been separate since the first connection formed. I want to feel that. All of it. Together. Before tomorrow.”

I kissed her. She kissed me back, brief and warm.

“Go tell them,” I said.

She went. And whatever she said, however she said it, the response was unanimous.

My bedroom wasn’t large enough for six people, but we made it work.

Mika arrived first. She’d removed her ribbon collar before entering, carrying it in one hand, the red satin trailing between her fingers. She set it on the nightstand with the careful reverence of a soldier laying down arms. Full surrender. No reservation.

She wore nothing else. Petite body, perky tits with pink nipples already hard, freckled shoulders, tail swishing with anticipation. She climbed onto the bed and sat cross-legged in the center, waiting. Her amber eyes glowed in the lamplight.

Sasha walked in and pulled her top off in one motion. Her massive tits spilled free, bouncing once, heavy and round, nipples already hard and beading with the first translucent drops of milk. She wore nothing underneath the shirt, nothing below the waist. She’d stopped pretending clothes were anything but an inconvenience. Her platinum blonde hair caught the lamplight, and her body radiated heat that filled the room within seconds.

Diane appeared in the doorway. She’d changed into the black lace set: the bra that showed her dusky mauve nipples through the pattern, the matching underwear that sat on her hips. Stockings. Garter belt. Heels, which she stepped out of at the threshold, reducing her height by three inches and somehow making her more vulnerable by becoming smaller.

She removed her glasses. Set them on the dresser. First surrender.

Then the pins. One by one, pulled from her auburn hair with deliberate slowness. Each pin released a cascade of copper-highlighted waves until her hair fell past her shoulders in the soft, heavy curtain that said she was no longer Diane the coordinator. She was Diane the woman. His.

Lily leaned against the wall, arms crossed, watching the others prepare with an expression that mixed arousal with characteristic skepticism. She wore a t-shirt and underwear. Simple. No ceremony. She wanted to watch first.

Kira entered last. She stood just inside the doorway, eyes alive with violet light, her irises bright with running code. White button-up buttoned to the collar, tucked into slacks. Controlled. Measured.

Then she reached up and pressed her fingertips to her temples. The luminescence dimmed. Dimmed further. And went out.

Her eyes were gray underneath. Clear, natural gray, without the backlit glow of the system interface. She blinked, adjusting to the sudden absence of data.

“I want to experience this without data,” she said. “Just feeling.”

She unbuttoned her shirt. Without the system interface guiding her movements, her fingers were slightly less steady. More human. She removed the shirt, folded it once out of habit, then let it fall to the floor. The slacks followed. She stood in simple white underwear, slim and pale, stripped of her defining feature.

Without the light, her eyes were stunning. Wide and gray and vulnerable.

Five women. One bed. One man who’d created every single one of them.

I pulled my shirt over my head. Five sets of eyes tracked the motion. I could feel the bond humming through the device, a five-way frequency that resonated in my chest like a heartbeat that wasn’t mine.

Kira and Lily stepped forward first.

Lily shrugged out of her t-shirt, the movement casual, competitive. Her athletic body was lean and toned, the runner’s build that was real-world attractive in a way that grounded the room among the fantasy proportions. She dropped her underwear, stepped out of them, and walked to me with a stride that said every decision had already been made.

Kira shed her underwear with efficient movements, her slim pale body almost luminous in the warm lamplight. Without the system interface, she looked softer. Her unlit eyes tracked everything, but the analysis was purely cognitive now. No data overlay.

They stood on either side of me. Heat from the left, where Sasha’s furnace warmth already filled the room. Coolness from the right, where Kira’s skin raised goosebumps on my arm.

“Cerebral intensity and passionate fire,” Lily said, quoting Kira’s own categorization. “Let’s see how those combine.”

Lily kissed me first. Hard, competitive, the fire that was her signature. Her tongue pushed past mine, her hand gripped the back of my neck, her athletic body pressed against my side. She kissed like she was winning something. Her other hand found my chest, fingernails dragging down my pectorals, a possessive claim.

Then Kira. She turned my face toward her with one careful hand on my jaw. Her kiss was different. Measured, exploratory, but without the data overlay, her body responded faster than her mind could catalog. She gasped against my mouth when my hand found her waist. Trembled when my fingers traced her spine. “Without the interface, every nerve ending is a surprise,” she whispered, then kissed me deeper, her slim body arching into mine.

Lily watched Kira kiss me with an expression that was half competitive jealousy and half arousal. When Kira pulled back, flushed, Lily caught her by the chin and kissed her instead. Kira’s eyes went wide with surprise, then fluttered closed. The sight of them together, Lily’s sharp confidence and Kira’s precise vulnerability, sent a spike of heat through me that the bond broadcast to every woman in the room.

They undressed me together. Lily’s competitive hands on my belt, yanking with impatience. Kira’s careful fingers on my jeans. My cock sprang free, hard and aching, and both of them looked at it with different expressions. Challenge in Lily’s eyes. Kira’s wide-eyed intake of breath.

Kira climbed onto the bed and pulled me with her. She straddled me, her pale frame lowering onto my cock with a motion that lacked her usual control and gained something better: raw, unfiltered want. She sank down slowly, her tight pussy stretching around me inch by inch, and without the interface to analyze the sensation, every nerve firing hit her unfiltered. Her eyes went wide as she took me fully inside her, her pale skin flushing pink from her chest to her cheeks. Without the interface backlight, the flush was more visible than I’d ever seen, spreading down her neck and across her small breasts, turning the pale nipples from pink to rose, making every vein and freckle stand out against luminous skin.

“Without the data,” she whispered, her walls clenching around me as she adjusted to the fullness, “it’s more. I can’t quantify it. I can just feel it. Every inch of you.”

She moved. Slim hips rolling, her small breasts bouncing gently with each stroke, nipples tracing tight arcs. Her hands braced on my chest, fingers spread wide to feel my heartbeat. The light was absent from her eyes but the intensity wasn’t. She rode me with a hunger that her analytical mind usually kept leashed, and Kira unleashed was something I hadn’t known I needed. Her wet heat clenched around me on each upstroke, reluctant to release me, then swallowed me back on the down with a slick sound that filled the quiet room. Her fingers curled against my pectorals, gripping, her nails leaving crescent marks in my skin. Each downstroke was deeper than the last, her body learning a rhythm that had nothing to do with algorithms and everything to do with want, her arousal coating my cock and running down to pool on my stomach.

“You feel different without the numbers,” she breathed. “Bigger. More present. Like you’re the only data point in the universe.”

Lily positioned herself beside me, her mouth finding mine. She kissed me while Kira rode, and her free hand reached out to touch Kira’s back, fingers tracing her spine. Kira gasped, her rhythm stuttering. Lily’s hand traveled lower, following the curve of Kira’s waist, settling on her hip, feeling the motion of her body as she moved on my cock.

“Harder,” Lily murmured against my lips. “He can take it.”

Kira slammed down. Hard. The bed rocked. I groaned into Lily’s mouth, and Lily laughed, the sound low and delighted. She pulled back from kissing me and turned to Kira, catching the silver-haired woman’s face in both hands. “Look at me while you ride him,” Lily said, and there was something in her voice that was both competitive and tender. Kira’s gray eyes locked onto Lily’s green ones, and the combination of my cock inside her and Lily’s fierce gaze on her face shattered whatever remnant of restraint she’d been holding.

She rode faster. Harder. Her slim thighs clenched around my hips, her fine-boned hands abandoning my chest to grip Lily’s shoulders instead, using the other woman as an anchor while her body chased sensation. Lily held her steady, one hand on Kira’s hip guiding her rhythm, the other tangled in her silver-white hair.

On the bed behind us, the other three watched. Mika sat with her tail wrapped around her own thigh, ears forward, purring softly. The resonance was carrying Kira’s pleasure through the sister-bond, and Mika’s body responded with sympathetic arousal, pressing her thighs together, pupils fully dilated. Her kneading hands worked the bedsheet rhythmically, the instinctive comfort behavior intensifying with each surge of shared sensation.

Sasha’s hand found Mika’s. Interlocked. Her temperature was climbing, skin flushed, sweat beading at her collarbone. Her heavy breasts heaved with quickened breaths, nipples hard, milk starting to bead at the tips. The shared resonance hit her too. She pressed her thighs together, a soft moan escaping her lips that had nothing to do with anyone touching her and everything to do with the bond carrying Kira’s pleasure into her body like a current.

Diane sat behind them both, stockings still on. She watched with a gaze that was liquid and warm, one hand on Sasha’s shoulder, the other on Mika’s back. The nurturing center. Holding them while they felt what Kira felt. Her wine-red lipstick was still perfect, but her breathing was quickening, her breasts rising and falling faster beneath the black lace.

Kira came. Without the system data, without the interface’s light, without any framework except pure sensation, the orgasm hit her raw. She arched backward, mouth open, those gray unlit eyes wide and unfocused. Her pussy clenched around me in rhythmic waves, her lithe frame shaking. No analytical commentary. Just a sound, high and shocked and real. Her hands tightened on Lily’s shoulders hard enough to leave marks, and Lily held her through it, watching her come apart with hunger sharpening into awe.

She collapsed forward against my chest. “Oh,” she whispered. “That’s what it is without the numbers.”

I held her. Felt the rapid flutter of her heartbeat against my ribs, the warmth of her flushed skin, the slight tremor in her thighs. Then Lily’s hand on her shoulder, gentle.

“My turn to watch,” Kira murmured, sliding off me and curling against the pillows. She turned to face the room, gray eyes soft and satisfied, her hand finding a pillow to clutch against her chest.

Mika and Sasha moved together with the wordless coordination of the sister-bond, two bodies responding to the same internal signal. Mika bounced off the mattress and positioned herself between my legs, grinning with sharp canines, tail swishing with predatory delight. She pressed her mouth to the inside of my thigh first, that rough tongue dragging across sensitive skin, the sandpaper texture raising goosebumps from my knee to my hip. Then higher, tracing the crease where thigh met groin, nuzzling against the sensitive skin with a catgirl’s instinctive knowledge of where nerve endings clustered. Her rough tongue found my cock without hesitation. The texture was electric after Kira’s smooth interior, sandpaper-velvet contrast sending sparks through every nerve. She worked the shaft with long, confident strokes, tongue curling around me, the catgirl friction building from base to tip.

She purred as she worked, the vibration traveling through my shaft and into my core. Her small hands gripped my thighs, ears flat with concentration. Her tail swished behind her in the rhythm that meant focus, the tabby stripes catching lamplight with each pass.

Then Sasha knelt beside her, and those massive, heavy tits enveloped the upper half of my cock, closing around the shaft like a heated, slick vice. Mika’s mouth stayed on the base, her rough tongue working the sensitive skin between my cock and my balls while her lips sealed around the root.

The combined sensation was devastating. Sasha’s enormous breasts, slick with freely flowing milk that poured in warm white streams between them, created a wet channel of soft, scorching flesh that squeezed and slid around my shaft. She pressed them together, the heavy globes molding around me, the temperature almost uncomfortable, her elevated heat turning the slick milk to something that felt like warm honey coating every inch. The head of my cock emerged from her cleavage on each upstroke, glistening with milk and precum, before sinking back into the deep, slick valley between those impossible tits. And beneath, Mika’s rough tongue, the purring vibration that traveled from her throat through my shaft and into the base of my skull, eager enthusiasm with zero embarrassment. The two of them had done this before, months ago during those first frantic weeks, but the difference was night and day. Mika was confident now, her technique refined, her hesitation replaced by authority. Sasha had learned rhythm from Diane’s coaching and patience she hadn’t been designed with.

Mika tilted her head, tongue tracing the underside of my cock where it emerged from Sasha’s cleavage. She caught a streak of milk on her rough tongue, eyes widening. “Warm,” she murmured, then went back to work. Sasha squeezed tighter, and Mika purred louder, the dual vibration of her throat and the friction of Sasha’s slick, heated skin creating a sensation that made my hands fist the sheets.

“Like this,” Diane murmured from behind, moving closer. She knelt behind Sasha, her stockinged legs framing Sasha’s hips, and her knowing hands guided Sasha’s rhythm from above. Her lips pressed close to Sasha’s ear. “Slower. Let him feel the heat.” Her fingers adjusted the pressure of Sasha’s breasts around me, showing her how to squeeze at the top of each stroke, then release, then squeeze again, a milking rhythm that matched the flow of her lactation.

Sasha adjusted. The pace dropped, the temperature climbed. Those incredible tits squeezed tighter, milk flowing freely in thin white streams that ran down my shaft and pooled where Mika’s tongue waited. Mika caught each drop, her rough tongue cleaning me with long strokes that sent the milk’s sweet warmth into her mouth. Her amber eyes rolled up to meet mine, pupils blown wide, and the sight of her lapping milk from my cock while Sasha’s enormous chest surrounded me nearly ended things on the spot.

The sister-bond resonated through all five of them. Each woman’s arousal feeding the others. Mika’s purring triggering Sasha’s sensitivity. Sasha’s heat radiating into Mika’s cheek and into Diane’s hands. Diane’s whispered guidance sending shivers through both of them that the bond carried to Kira and Lily across the room.

Kira gasped from the pillows, her gray eyes wide and fixed on us, one hand pressed flat against her own stomach as if she could feel the phantom sensations passing through her. Lily’s hand worked between her own legs, unable to stay spectator, her green eyes dark and half-focused.

Diane’s control finally broke. Mika’s tail had found her during the act, snaking between Sasha’s body and Diane’s, wrapping around her thigh with warm, insistent pressure. The tail squeezed gently with each of Mika’s purring vibrations, and the sensation traveled through the bond and hit Diane in waves she couldn’t deflect. She moaned, softly, the teacher’s measured alto cracking on the sound, her forehead dropping against Sasha’s shoulder.

The sensory overload pushed me to the edge, and I pulled back before I finished. Not yet. Not with them.

I pulled Diane to me.

She came willingly. She lay back on the bed, auburn hair spread across the pillow, stockinged legs parting. The garter belt sat on her hips. Her lipstick was smeared from biting her own lip while the sister-bond ripped pleasure through her.

I positioned myself between her legs. She looked up at me with brown eyes that held everything: love, fear, devotion, vulnerability. The faint crow’s feet at the corners of her eyes crinkled as her expression shifted from need to something softer, a woman recognizing that the moment she’d been building toward had arrived.

“Make me real,” she whispered.

I entered her slowly, watching her face the entire time. Her wet heat parted around me in a long, yielding glide, her body welcoming me with none of the urgency of the previous rounds and all of the intimacy.

The sound she made came from the deepest place inside her. Not a moan. Not a cry. A sigh that carried the weight of every false memory, every moment of doubt, every night she’d lain awake wondering if she was dissolving into someone else. The sigh of a woman being reminded that she existed. Her back arched off the mattress as I filled her completely, my cock sliding into her to the root, her full breasts pressing against my chest, the dusky mauve nipples dragging across my skin, the slight natural hang of them flattening between our bodies. She wrapped her legs around me, the whisper of stockings sliding against my skin, the hard garter clips pressing into my lower back, pulling me closer, holding me inside her.

“Don’t close your eyes,” she whispered, her pussy clenching gently around me in a slow, rhythmic pulse that matched her heartbeat. “I want you to see me.”

I moved slowly. Deep. Each stroke a measured withdrawal that drew a gasp as my cock dragged against her sensitive walls, followed by a return that pressed my pelvis against her clit and filled her so completely her breath caught. Her steady gaze held mine, refusing to look away, wet brown eyes reflecting the lamplight. I set a rhythm that was nothing like the urgency of the first two rounds. This was forehead to forehead, breath to breath, the kind of closeness that left no room for anything except the two of us and the connection running between us like a live wire. Her hands found my face, cupping my jaw, her thumbs tracing my cheekbones while I moved inside her. Her pussy gripped me with each stroke, not the desperate clenching of her earlier orgasm but a slow, rolling squeeze that said “stay.”

“Say my name,” she whispered.

“Diane.”

Her eyes glistened. “Again.”

“Diane.” I thrust deeper, and she gasped, her back arching. “Diane. Mine.”

The other four surrounded us. Not intruding. Enveloping. Hands on my back. Fingers in my hair. Lips on my shoulders, my neck. I felt Mika’s purring against my left side, vibration resonating through my ribcage, her small body curled against me with the warmth of a hearthstone. Sasha’s heat on my right, temperature spiking, her skin so hot against my arm that sweat beaded where we touched. Lily’s hand on my hip, guiding my rhythm with the competitive precision that was her signature, her fingers pressing in when she wanted me to go deeper. Kira’s fingertips on the back of my neck, feeling my pulse, reading my body without the interface, learning me through touch alone.

Five women. One man. A bond that connected every heart in the room through a network that no human had designed and no human fully understood.

“I love you,” Diane said. The broken, desperate confession of someone afraid to feel too much. “I love you and I don’t care if it costs me everything.”

I thrust deep. She arched. The hands tightened on my body. Mika’s purring rose. Sasha’s temperature spiked. Lily’s grip dug in. Kira pressed into my pulse point. I could feel all of them through the bond, their arousal, their devotion, their fear about tomorrow, their certainty about tonight.

“Now,” Diane whispered. “Please. Inside me. All of it.”

I came inside her.

The bond surge was instantaneous and overwhelming. A rippling chain reaction that started where Diane and I were connected and rippled outward through every link in the network.

Diane came first, body clenching around me in contractions that bordered on pain. She screamed my name, composure atomized, tears streaming down her face.

The sister-bond carried her orgasm to the others.

Mika gasped, tail going rigid, body curling into a trembling ball as the shared pleasure hit her. She came without being touched, ears twitching, claws extending into the sheets.

Sasha’s temperature spiked so high the air bent around her body. She threw her head back, blonde hair spilling behind her, milk spurting from both nipples. The heat was visible, a distortion in the air.

Lily pressed her face against my shoulder and came with a sound that was half laugh and half sob, all sharp edges dissolved.

Kira. Gray, human, unshielded eyes wide. The orgasm hit her without data, without analysis. She cried out, a single note, clear and surprised and genuine.

The surge lasted longer than any single orgasm should. Wave after wave, bouncing through the network. My cock pulsed inside Diane, filling her, each pulse sending new ripples through the bond.

Then stillness.

Breathing. Heartbeats. The slow, settling quiet after something enormous.

We lay in a pile. Six bodies, tangled and warm and sweat-slicked, rearranging by instinct into a configuration that shouldn’t have been comfortable and was the most comfortable I’d ever been.

Mika claimed my left side, face pressed against my ribs, tail curled around my ankle in a proprietary loop. She purred so deeply the mattress vibrated, the sound resonating through my bones like a tuning fork finding its frequency. Her small hand kneaded my side rhythmically, pressing and releasing, pressing and releasing, the instinctive comfort behavior she never noticed she was doing. Her chestnut hair was matted with sweat, her tabby ears drooping with post-climax contentment, the fur warm and soft where they brushed against my arm.

Sasha radiated warmth from my right, head on my shoulder, her massive chest rising and falling with slow, deep breaths. The furnace heat had dimmed from the blazing peak to something gentler, a steady warmth that was uniquely hers, the temperature of someone whose body ran hot enough to warm every person pressed against her. Milk beaded lazily at her nipples, tiny white drops catching the lamplight, her body still in the generous aftermath of everything it had given. Her platinum hair spread across my shoulder and Diane’s arm, connecting them in a web of pale gold.

Lily lay against my chest, green eyes closed, sarcasm gone. One hand flat over my heartbeat, breathing matching mine, her athletic body tucked against me with none of the competitive edge she carried during waking hours. The sharp woman who argued about wrench placement and judged his coffee-to-water ratio was gone. In her place was someone who just wanted to be held. Her other hand rested on Mika’s hip, maintaining the connection to the catgirl that had surprised them both.

Kira nestled behind Lily, slim arms around her waist, gray eyes open but unfocused. Without the interface, she had only sensation. From her expression, serene and awed, sensation was enough. Her cool skin pressed against Lily’s back, the temperature contrast between them creating a boundary that the sister-bond made irrelevant. She breathed slowly, cataloging the experience through memory alone, and seemed content with the limitation.

And Diane. Wrapped around all of them, long limbs encompassing as much of the pile as she could reach. Auburn hair spread in a copper wave touching three other heads, the highlights dark with sweat. The nurturing center. The woman who held everyone together while everything in her threatened to fly apart. Her stockings still on, twisted and askew, one garter clip digging into nobody in particular. She’d forgotten them entirely. Her arm draped across Sasha’s waist and Mika’s back simultaneously, her protective radius encompassing everyone, refusing to let a single body drift beyond her reach. The beauty mark near her lip caught the lamplight as she breathed.

No words. No analysis. No planning for tomorrow. Just breath and warmth.

The system pinged once, soft and distant:

[Bond Surge Detected -- All Companions]
[Sister-Bond: Network Strength -- UNPRECEDENTED]

Then silence. Long, warm, complete.

Mika’s purring was the last sound I heard before sleep pulled me under.


Chapter 15: Open Source

The warehouse sat at the end of a dead-end street in an industrial park that had seen better decades. Two stories of corrugated steel and concrete block, surrounded by a chain-link fence topped with lazy spirals of razor wire. A single security camera covered the main entrance. Two vehicles in the parking lot: a black SUV and a nondescript panel van.

We arrived at 11 PM. Six of us in two cars: me, Kira, and Lily in mine; Mika, Sasha, and Diane in the second, driven by Diane, who’d learned to drive three weeks ago and had already developed a relationship with the brakes that could only be described as adversarial.

Rachel Kim would arrive separately in her Nexus vehicle with the forged inspection credentials Diane had fabricated.

“Status,” I said from the driver’s seat, speaking to the earpieces we’d bought from the same spy shop that had supplied our heist equipment three months ago.

“Ground floor thermal imaging shows three heat signatures,” Kira reported from the passenger seat. Her eyes blazed violet, the system interface at full power, tapped into every data stream the device could access. “Two in the main space near the central support columns. One near the rear entrance. All consistent with human male body mass. Armed. Sidearms and at least one extendable baton.”

“Viktor?”

“Second floor. The server room. Heat signature is elevated, consistent with prolonged proximity to computational equipment.” She paused. “Decryption progress is at seventy-eight percent. We have approximately fourteen hours before full access.”

“Camera coverage?”

“Single exterior camera, as expected. I can loop the feed remotely once we’re within thirty meters.” Her eyes flickered. “Mika’s entry point is the roof ventilation hatch. North side. The grate is standard industrial, quarter-inch screws.”

Mika’s voice came through the earpiece, bright and focused. “I can see it from here. Four screws. One minute, tops. Do I go?”

“Not yet.” I looked at the warehouse. Dark windows. The distant hum of computational equipment barely audible over the night sounds. “Diane. You’re on comms. Run the sequence.”

Diane spoke with measured professionalism. The teacher-turned-field-commander. “Phase one: Kira loops the camera feed. Phase two: Mika enters through the ventilation, reaches the second floor, and disables the internal security cameras. Phase three: Sasha enters through the main door and secures the ground floor. Simultaneously, Rachel arrives under Nexus inspection cover. Phase four: Kira and Alex enter the building and access the server room. Phase five: data recovery and extraction.”

“Lily?”

“Phase variable,” Lily said from the back seat. “I’m the bullshit artist. I improvise.”

“Rachel arrives during phase three. Nexus inspection cover gets her through the front without raising alarms.”

“Confirmed.” Rachel’s voice, tight and professional, came through a separate channel. “I’m three minutes out.”

“Everyone ready?”

Five voices. One word each. A sequence that mapped the character of every woman I’d built.

“Ready.” Mika. Eager.

“Ready.” Sasha. Absolute.

“Ready.” Diane. Composed.

“Ready.” Lily. Sharp.

“Ready.” Kira. Measured.

“Go.”

Phase one took twelve seconds. Kira’s eyes flared bright as she reached through the system interface, found the camera’s wireless signal, and injected a looped feed that would play the last thirty minutes of empty parking lot footage on repeat.

“Camera neutralized.”

Phase two. Mika disappeared.

One moment she was crouched beside the second car, ears flat under a black beanie, tail coiled tight inside her dark pants. The next she was a shadow flowing across the parking lot, low and fast, moving with the feline grace that made her nearly invisible in darkness. She reached the building’s north wall and went up. Not climbing in any human sense. Flowing. Her claws found purchase on the corrugated steel, her body rotating between handholds with the liquid ease of something that was part cat and all predator.

She reached the roof in under twenty seconds.

“At the hatch,” she whispered. “Four screws. Starting now.”

The screwdriver she’d tucked into her waistband made short work of the ventilation grate. She lifted it aside and slid into the ductwork headfirst with the boneless contortion of someone whose spine was engineered for exactly this kind of impossibility.

“I’m in. Heading to the second floor. The ducts are wider than the Nexus facility. Almost comfortable.” A pause. “Almost.”

Thirty seconds of silence. Then: “Internal cameras located. Three on the second floor. Two on the first. Control junction is in a utility closet near the stairwell.” A soft click. “Disabled. All internal feeds are dark.”

“Ground floor security status?”

“Two guards in the main space. They just noticed the monitors went blank. One’s checking the equipment. The other is heading for the rear entrance to do a visual sweep.”

Phase three. Sasha moved.

She crossed the parking lot in a straight line, making no attempt at stealth. Sasha’s approach to obstacles was Sasha’s approach to everything: direct, overwhelming, and entirely devoid of subtlety. She reached the main entrance, gripped the industrial door handle, and pulled.

The lock mechanism tore free with a sound like ripping sheet metal.

She walked in.

I heard the next sixty seconds through the earpiece. The shout of a surprised security guard. The thud of a body hitting concrete. A second shout, cut short. A crack that might have been a wrist or might have been a folding chair. Then Sasha’s voice, calm and warm: “Ground floor is secure. Two guards. One has a broken arm. He swung at me first. The other is unconscious. He’ll have a headache.”

“Medical status?” Diane’s voice.

“They’ll live. The conscious one is very surprised.” A pause. “Also, his gun is bent. I didn’t know they could bend like that.”

Rachel’s Nexus vehicle pulled into the parking lot. She emerged, blazer buttoned, credentials in hand, and walked through the front entrance that Sasha had opened with her bare hands. The guard with the broken arm stared at her from the floor. Rachel stepped over him without breaking stride.

“I’m in,” Rachel reported. “Ground floor is clear.”

Lily’s voice came through the earpiece, sharp and amused. “I have the third one.”

“Where are you?” I asked.

“Rear of the building. He heard the commotion and ran for the back exit. I was already there.” A beat. “I told him I was building management here for the quarterly fire safety inspection. Used the clipboard Diane packed. He actually let me check his fire extinguisher before I noticed it was expired and told him he needed to wait right here for the compliance officer.”

“And?”

“He’s zip-tied to a drainage pipe. Very confused about the inspection process.”

Diane’s quiet exhale through the earpiece carried an unmistakable note of pride.

Phase four. Kira and I entered.

The warehouse interior was industrial chic at its worst: concrete floors stained with decades of oil, exposed steel beams, fluorescent lighting that buzzed with the weary energy of a building that hadn’t been updated since the nineties. Sasha stood over two prone security guards, her arms crossed beneath her chest, heat pouring off her skin in visible waves that distorted the fluorescent light.

We took the stairs. Kira in front, eyes flooding the stairwell with that luminous glow. Me behind her. Rachel followed, having crossed the ground floor with the brisk efficiency of someone whose body was doing things her mind hadn’t authorized.

The server room door was reinforced steel. Locked from the inside.

“I could knock,” Sasha offered from behind us, having come up the stairs after securing the ground floor.

“That won’t be necessary.” Kira placed her palm flat on the lock panel. Her eyes blazed brighter than I’d ever seen, light streaming from her irises in visible beams that cast sharp shadows down the corridor. The system interface reached through the panel’s circuitry, found the electronic lock’s control code, and overwrote it.

The door clicked open.

Viktor Novak stood in the center of the server room, surrounded by humming equipment. Rack-mounted servers lined the walls, status lights blinking in rippling sequences. The decryption suite occupied a central console, screens displaying progress bars and encryption keys. Seventy-eight percent complete, just as Kira had reported.

He looked at us. At me. At the women arrayed behind me. At the light streaming from Kira’s eyes.

“Faster than I expected,” he said.

“You expected this?”

“I expected something. Confrontation was inevitable.” He didn’t reach for a weapon. Didn’t signal for backup. He stood with his hands at his sides, those dark eyes holding the calm calculation of a man who’d run his contingencies and accepted his position. “I’m impressed by the coordination, though. The ventilation approach, the thermal reading exploitation, the Specialist Frame’s remote access. You’ve turned a household into an operations team.”

“The data,” I said. “The USB drive. The decryption. All of it stops now.”

“The USB drive is in my pocket.” He patted his jacket. “The decryption is at seventy-eight percent and counting.”

Kira stepped forward. The light in her eyes flared, and the server room filled with its radiance. “Twelve hours remaining, actually. Your algorithm is more efficient than your original estimate suggested.”

“How flattering.”

“It won’t matter.” Kira placed both hands on the central console. The light pulsed, brightened, and the servers responded. Status lights flickered. Screens glitched. The decryption progress bar stuttered, froze, and then began counting backward.

“What are you doing?” Viktor’s mask cracked for the first time. Real alarm in his voice.

“Injecting a recursive encryption layer through the system interface. Your decryption algorithm is fighting itself now. Every cycle of progress generates two cycles of new encryption. The more it runs, the further behind it falls.” Her eyes were incandescent. “I’m not just stopping the decryption. I’m making it impossible.”

Viktor watched his screens with the expression of a man watching his life’s work burn. Then the expression changed. Sharpened. He reached into his jacket, not for a weapon, but for a phone.

“It doesn’t matter,” he said, and his voice had lost the charm entirely. Just cold pragmatism. “The data on the USB drive is a separate copy. Encrypted, yes, but the key is in my head. I memorized the decryption seed.” He held up the phone. “And I’ve already sent partial specifications to three buyers. Incomplete. Unusable without the full blueprints. But enough to prove the technology exists.”

The room went cold.

“You sent specs,” I said.

“Fragments. Consciousness crystallization protocols, simplified. Fabrication energy signatures, redacted. Enough to demonstrate proof of concept. Enough to get meetings with people who have the resources to fund full reverse-engineering.” He pocketed the phone. “The genie is partially out of the bottle, Mr. Sawyer. You can destroy the data in this room. You can take back the USB drive. But you can’t un-send emails.”

Mika dropped from the ceiling.

She’d been in the ventilation ducts above the server room, silent, waiting. She landed behind Viktor with a grace that made no sound, grabbed the phone from his pocket before he could react, and tossed it to Kira.

Viktor spun. Mika was already three feet away, crouched, tail puffed behind her, amber eyes wide with predatory focus.

“Cat reflexes,” she said, grinning.

Kira caught the phone, interface flaring as she processed its contents. “Three recipients. Email addresses tied to the entities I identified. The messages were sent four days ago.” She looked at me. “The partial specs are out there. We can’t recall them.”

Viktor reached for the USB drive in his pocket. Sasha’s hand closed around his wrist.

The temperature differential was immediate and dramatic. Viktor hissed as Sasha’s overheated grip burned against his skin. She didn’t squeeze hard enough to break anything. She didn’t need to. The message was in the heat.

“That belongs to us,” Sasha said.

He let the USB drive drop into her palm.

“You think this ends with me?” Viktor said, his composure reassembling even in defeat. “The buyers have enough to know what’s possible. They’ll come with resources I never had. And unlike me, they won’t try conversation first.”

“We’ll be ready,” I said.

Then Viktor saw Rachel.

She’d moved into the server room behind us, standing in the doorway with dark eyes that were absorbing everything. And something changed in Viktor’s face. Recognition. Not of Rachel the person. Of Rachel the design.

“Model 7-Alpha,” he said softly. “The sleeper protocol.” His eyes moved over her with the assessment of an engineer reviewing familiar specifications. “I helped design that integration framework. Hello, Rachel. Or should I say, hello Unit 7-Alpha.”

Rachel froze. “What did you call me?”

“You don’t know.” Viktor actually laughed. A short, bitter sound. “They never told you. Of course they didn’t. That was the whole point.” He looked at me. “Your little family has a sister they didn’t know about. Rachel Kim isn’t a Nexus analyst. She’s an android. Same base architecture as your companions. Built by Nexus as a proof of concept before they lost the device.”

“You’re lying,” Rachel said. But her voice shook. And her hands, the hands that had caught a thrown screwdriver at inhuman speed, were trembling.

“I was in the lab when they fabricated you. Monroe’s pet project. A companion embedded in the real world, with suppressed awareness protocols, designed to function as a normal human. The ultimate integration test.” His voice went soft. Almost kind. “You passed. For five years, you passed.”

Viktor reached into his other pocket. Slowly. Everyone tensed. He pulled out a small device no bigger than a key fob. A single button.

“Shutdown command,” he said. “Standard sleeper protocol termination. One press and your consciousness goes dark.”

Rachel’s eyes went wide. The trembling spread from her hands to her whole body. Five years of believing she was human, shattered by a sentence and a key fob.

Viktor pressed the button.

Nothing happened.

He pressed it again. And again. His expression shifted from confidence to confusion.

“It’s not responding,” he said.

Kira’s eyes pulsed violet. “The sister-bond. It’s been overwriting her suppressed protocols since the first time she came into proximity with the companions. The shutdown command can’t find its target. The protocol it was designed to terminate has been replaced by something stronger.”

Viktor stared at the key fob. Then at Mika, whose tail was reaching toward Rachel, the tip brushing her wrist.

Rachel moved.

It was faster than anything I’d seen from any companion. Faster than Sasha’s strength. Faster than Mika’s cat reflexes. Rachel moved with the speed of an android whose suppression protocols had been failing for weeks, whose body had been performing at inhuman capability while her mind insisted she was normal.

She crossed the room in a blur, disarmed Viktor of the key fob, and had his arm pinned behind his back before he could draw his next breath. Two of his remaining guards, who had been waiting outside the server room and rushed in at the commotion, met the same blur. Rachel spun, kicked, grabbed. Two men hit the floor in under three seconds.

Then she stopped.

She stood in the center of the server room, breathing hard, surrounded by groaning men, holding a key fob that was supposed to end her. She looked at her own hands. At the men she’d taken down with a speed that violated physics. At the companions watching her with expressions that ranged from awe to recognition.

“What am I?” she whispered.

Mika reached her first. Small hands closing around Rachel’s trembling fingers. Warm amber eyes looking up into dark, terrified ones.

“One of us,” Mika said. “That’s all you need to know right now.”

Rachel’s breath hitched. A sound that might have been a sob, caught and held before it could fully form. She looked at Mika’s hand holding hers, at the catgirl ears that had pushed free of the beanie, at the tail curling softly against her wrist. At the warmth of a bond she could suddenly feel pulsing through a connection she’d never known existed.

“One of us,” she repeated. The trembling slowed.

We secured the scene. Kira completed the destruction of the decryption suite, her eyes streaming light until every server was bricked and every hard drive overwritten with recursive garbage data. The USB drive went into my pocket. Viktor’s phone went into Kira’s hands for full analysis.

Viktor sat in a chair, guarded by Sasha’s imposing warmth and Mika’s unblinking amber stare. He’d stopped resisting. Not from fear. From the pragmatic recognition that he’d lost this round.

“The partial specs are still out there,” he said as we prepared to leave. “Three buyers have enough to know the technology exists. They’ll want more. And they’ll come for you.”

“We’ll deal with it.”

“Perhaps.” He met my eyes with something that wasn’t quite respect but wasn’t far from it. “Ask your Specialist Frame what she found in the observer’s architecture tonight. She’s been digging deeper than she’s told you.”

I looked at Kira. Her eyes were steady, her expression unreadable. She said nothing.

Diane had already called in an anonymous tip to the police about a break-in at the industrial park, which would ensure Viktor spent the next several hours explaining his unlicensed server farm and hired muscle to authorities with limited patience for corporate espionage in their jurisdiction.

Rachel sat in the back of my car on the drive home. Quiet. Her dark eyes fixed on her hands in her lap, turning them over, studying the fingers that had moved faster than human reflexes should allow.

“I need answers,” she said. “About what Nexus made me. About what I am.”

“We’ll help you find them.”

“I’m not ready to be part of your family. Not yet. I need to process what I am before I can decide who I want to be.” She swallowed. “But I know who the good people are. I know Nexus’s systems from the inside. Their protocols, their procedures, their security gaps. When you need me, I’ll be here.”

“You don’t owe us anything, Rachel.”

“I know.” She looked out the window at the dark streets. “But I want to choose something. I spent five years thinking every choice was mine. Now I find out the path was designed for me. The least I can do is choose what happens next.”

Mika, sitting beside Rachel in the back seat, wordlessly took her hand. Rachel let her. The sister-bond hummed between them, faint but growing, and Rachel’s trembling gradually stilled.

We got home at 3 AM. Rachel left in her Nexus vehicle, promising to check in within the week. The house absorbed the returning family with the quiet patience of a building that had weathered too many crises and come through every one.

The celebration found its own shape.

I was in the kitchen, pouring water, letting the adrenaline drain, when the sister-bond hummed with a particular frequency. Not distress. Not urgency. Something warmer. I followed it to the workshop.

Sasha stood in the center of the room, stripped to a tank top that was plastered to her body with sweat, the fabric translucent with moisture, every curve of her chest outlined in detail that left nothing to imagination. Her platinum hair hung loose and damp. She was running hotter than I’d ever felt from her, visible warmth rolling off her skin like steam from a hot spring. The mission’s adrenaline had done something to her temperature regulation. Everything was cranked past previous limits.

Kira stood inches from her. Eyes blazing violet at full power, the system interface running hard as she scanned Sasha’s overheated body with undisguised fascination.

“Your thermal output is remarkable,” Kira said. “Surface temperature forty-one point three Celsius and climbing. The ambient temperature in this room has increased by three degrees since you entered.” She swallowed. “Your metabolic signature is unprecedented in my data set.”

Sasha looked down at her, ice-blue gaze heavy with heat and intent. “The mission made it worse. The adrenaline. The fighting. Everything inside me responded. Everything got hotter.” She placed her palm on Kira’s sternum. Kira shivered at the contact. “You feel like cool water.”

“Your thermal output exceeds anything in my baseline data.” Kira’s breath caught as data and sensation collided at the point of contact. “I can see the thermal differential between our bodies as a gradient overlay. The heat transfer is actively measurable. And I can feel it at the same time. The data makes the sensation sharper, not duller.”

They stood there. Heat and coolness. Overwhelming physicality and calibrated precision. The most unlikely pairing in the household, and somehow, in this moment, the most inevitable.

I leaned against the doorframe. “Don’t let me interrupt.”

They both looked at me. Sasha with the eager, unfiltered desire that was her permanent state, ice-blue eyes darkening. Kira with light burning behind her eyes, data and want running in parallel behind luminous irises.

“Last time, I turned the interface off,” Kira said. “I experienced sensation without data. It was overwhelming in a formless way.” She looked back at Sasha. “This time, I want both layers. I want to see the data while I feel what she does to me. I want to watch my own control shatter in real time and understand why.”

“I want someone who thinks my body is fascinating,” Sasha said. “Instead of just overwhelming.”

“You’re both,” Kira said. The light pulsed. “That’s what makes this interesting.”

I closed the workshop door behind me.

Sasha pulled off her tank top. Her massive tits bounced free, heavy and flushed, the skin taut and warm, nipples dark and swollen with the first beading of milk. The let-down had already started, triggered by the combination of elevated temperature, proximity to me, and whatever chemical cocktail the mission’s adrenaline had stirred in her. Drops of white gathered at each nipple and trembled there, catching the workshop light.

Kira undressed with methodical efficiency, each piece folded once before she set it aside. She stood nude beside Sasha, the system interface blazing behind her irises, and the contrast was staggering. Sasha’s statuesque, overheated bombshell frame next to Kira’s slim, cool, precise build. Platinum hair against silver-white pixie cut. Ice-blue eyes and violet. Curves that defied physics beside lines that defined intention.

I stripped and sat on the workshop couch. The same couch that had endured fabrications, post-heist celebrations, and Sasha’s enthusiastic affections across months of crisis. It creaked in what I chose to interpret as resigned acceptance.

Sasha guided Kira onto the couch beside me, positioning her with a gentleness that surprised me. Maternal, almost. “Here. Lean against him. I want to show you something.”

Kira settled against my side, her cool skin a sharp contrast to the waves of warmth radiating from Sasha as the taller woman knelt between our legs on the floor. The glow from Kira’s eyes cast faint purple light across Sasha’s flushed skin, across the heavy swell of her chest, across the drops of milk that had begun to trail down the curve of her breast.

“You’re always watching the numbers,” Sasha said, her voice low and warm. “Watch them while you feel this.”

She kissed Kira. Slow, thorough, enveloping. Sasha kissed the way she did everything: with total commitment, zero restraint, and a heat that was literal as well as metaphorical. Her lips were burning, her tongue was warm, and Kira’s cool mouth opened under her like ice meeting flame. Kira’s hands came up to grip Sasha’s wrists, steadying herself against the overwhelming warmth, and I watched the violet light behind her eyes flare as the system interface logged thermal data that was simultaneously being experienced as raw sensation.

When they separated, Kira was breathing hard. Her lips were pink and warm for the first time since I’d met her.

“That was considerably more thermal transfer than I anticipated,” she said, her voice unsteady.

Sasha smiled. Then she lifted one heavy breast, cupping its weight in her palm, and guided Kira’s mouth to the nipple where milk had pooled in a glistening bead.

Kira hesitated for a single breath. The analytical mind, assessing. Then she sealed her lips around the nipple and drew.

The let-down was immediate and generous. Milk flooded Kira’s mouth, sweet and warm, streaming over her tongue and pooling against her cheeks. Those violet eyes went wide as both channels hit her simultaneously. The system interface showed her the biological process in real time: oxytocin surging through Sasha’s system, prolactin spiking, the let-down reflex firing in rhythmic pulses that synced with Sasha’s accelerating heartbeat. And layered beneath the data, she FELT it. The sweet warmth coating her tongue and sliding down her throat. The soft, heavy weight of Sasha’s breast pressing against her cheek, the swollen nipple pulsing between her lips with each draw. The moan that vibrated through Sasha’s chest and into Kira’s mouth, a full-body resonance that blurred the line between observation and experience.

“Oh,” Kira breathed around the nipple, milk escaping the corner of her mouth in a thin white trail that dripped down her chin and traced a wet line along her collarbone. She swallowed, licked, drew again. “I can see the oxytocin surge as a numerical value and I can TASTE it. The correlation between data and sensation is multiplicative. Each layer amplifies the other. I can see why this feels good and that knowledge makes it feel better.” She sucked harder, cheeks hollowing, and Sasha’s back arched as a fresh stream of milk rewarded the pressure.

“Don’t stop analyzing,” Sasha murmured, her free hand threading through Kira’s silver-white hair, cradling the back of her head, pressing her closer. “I like knowing someone understands what’s happening inside me.”

Sasha’s other breast was full and heavy, the nipple dark and distended, beading with milk that trailed down the curve of her breast in slow white rivulets nobody was attending. I leaned in and took it, my mouth closing around the swollen nipple, tongue circling the puffy areola before I drew. The milk was warm and sweet, rich on my tongue, and Sasha’s body arched hard between us. Her massive chest split between two mouths, both nipples being sucked simultaneously, each draw pulling overlapping moans from her that resonated through her ribs and made the heavy flesh of her tits tremble against our faces. Her temperature climbed sharply. The air between their bodies shimmered with transferred warmth, and thin streams of milk escaped both our mouths, trailing down the curves of Sasha’s breasts, pooling in the sweat-slick valley of her cleavage.

My cock was hard against my stomach, aching and insistent. Both of them were aware. Sasha’s ice-blue eyes found mine over Kira’s head, heavy-lidded and darkened with want, need radiating off her as tangibly as her body heat.

“I want you inside me,” she said. “While she watches everything. While she sees the data and feels the bond and understands every degree of what you do to me.”

“While I do more than watch,” Kira said, pulling off Sasha’s breast with a wet pop. Her lips were glossy with milk, her gray-violet eyes enormous and burning. “I want the complete data set.”

I stood. Sasha turned and positioned herself on the couch, on her hands and knees, her body a landscape of heat and impossible curves. The view from behind was devastating: the round swell of her ass, the slick glistening of her arousal between her thighs, her skin radiating enough heat to bend the workshop’s fluorescent light. Her enormous tits hung beneath her, heavy with milk, swaying as she arched her back and pushed toward me.

Kira settled beside Sasha on the couch, drawing her slim legs up, positioning herself at eye level with where our bodies would connect. She was already touching herself, two fingers sliding between her pale thighs with slow, analytical strokes that were rapidly losing their analytical quality. The light behind her eyes blazed as she prepared to observe and experience simultaneously.

I gripped Sasha’s hips. The heat of her skin was intense against my palms, like gripping something that had been sitting in direct sun. I spread her with my thumbs and watched the head of my cock press against her slick entrance, her arousal glistening in the workshop light, her pussy flushed pink and swollen and radiating warmth I could feel from inches away. I lined myself up and pushed inside.

The sound she made rattled the tools on the pegboard. Deep, guttural, torn from somewhere primal – the release of a body that ran hot enough to warm granite counters and had been building toward this moment since the mission’s adrenaline spiked her temperature past every record. She was burning inside. Tight, slick, impossibly hot, her walls clenching around every inch as I sank deeper. The temperature difference between the workshop air and her internal heat created a sensation like sinking into a hot spring on a winter night. My cock throbbed inside her, enveloped by warmth that pulsed with her heartbeat, her wet grip squeezing in rhythmic waves that matched the hammering of her pulse.

I started moving. Each thrust drove into heat that clenched and gripped and pulled me deeper, her pussy soaking my shaft until the sounds of our fucking were obscenely wet.

“God,” Sasha gasped, pushing back against me, her round ass meeting my hips with a slap of damp skin, her heavy tits swinging beneath her in wide arcs. “Harder. Something in me needs it deep. I can feel the heat building and I need you to match it.”

I gave her harder. Grabbed her hip with one hand and her platinum hair with the other, pulling her head back as I drove in to the hilt. The couch groaned under us. Her heavy tits swung with each impact, the weight of them carrying momentum that made them crash together and bounce apart, milk dripping freely from both dark, swollen nipples now, droplets splattering the cushion in a spreading pattern. The heat coming off her body intensified with each thrust, sweat slicking the skin beneath my hands, her pussy clenching tighter every time I bottomed out inside her.

“Yes,” she gasped, arching into the pull of her hair, pushing back to meet me stroke for stroke. “Like that. Harder. Fill me up. I need all of it.”

Kira watched from inches away, glowing eyes processing two realities. Her gaze fixed on the place where my cock disappeared into Sasha’s body, the wet glide of each stroke, the way Sasha’s pink lips stretched around my shaft and gripped on the withdrawal. The data stream showed bond values climbing in real time, thermal readings spiking, Sasha’s biological responses unfolding in patterns her architecture was designed to catalog. And through the sister-bond, she felt every thrust echo through her own body, phantom penetration that made her gasp and press her fingers deeper between her slick thighs, two fingers sliding into her own tight pussy while her thumb circled her clit.

“The bond increase during sustained penetration at this intensity is,” she started, her voice already thinning, her fingers curling inside herself in time with my thrusts into Sasha, “the amplitude of sensation through the sister network is compounding at a geometric rate, each cycle building on the previous, the feedback loop between physical stimulation and bond resonance creating a cascade of…” She gasped as the sister-bond carried a particularly intense surge of Sasha’s pleasure into her slim body, her hips jerking against her own hand. Her eyes flared brighter, data scrolling faster.

“I can see the orgasm building in her biometrics,” Kira continued, her control fraying, fingers pumping faster between her spread legs, wetness audible now. “Core temperature forty-two point one and rising. Oxytocin at three hundred percent baseline. Vaginal contractions beginning to synchronize with his thrust pattern. And I can FEEL it. Every time he pushes into her I feel the echo in my own body. The data and the sensation are overlapping. I can feel why she’s about to…”

Her voice broke. The light behind her eyes flickered wildly, the interface struggling to process the flood.

“I can’t,” she breathed, thighs trembling, her slim body flushed from chest to cheeks. “The analytical framework is collapsing. I can see it collapsing in the data, watch my own control dissolving in real-time metrics, and I can’t stop it because the sensation is…”

Sasha’s hand reached out and covered Kira’s between her thighs, hot fingers pressing Kira’s deeper inside herself, adding the burn of overheated skin to the wet rhythm of Kira’s self-pleasure. The temperature contrast – Sasha’s burning palm against Kira’s cool, soaked flesh – sent visible data flooding through the interface. Kira whimpered, high and helpless, her slim body arching off the couch cushion, hips grinding against their tangled fingers.

She came on her own fingers and Sasha’s burning hand, her pussy clenching tight around the digits buried inside her.

The orgasm blazed through her on two channels. The system interface showed bond values surging, neurotransmitter levels spiking past measurable ranges, her own biometrics exceeding every baseline in the logs. And beneath the data, raw sensation crashed through her in waves she couldn’t categorize or contain – her inner walls fluttering in spasms that milked her fingers the way Sasha’s body was milking my cock. Her eyes flared violet so bright the workshop filled with purple light, then dimmed, then flared again. Her mouth opened but no analysis came out. No commentary. No measurement. Just a sound, high and clear and shocked – pleasure rendered simultaneously as numbers and light, her thighs clamping around Sasha’s wrist, and she was drowning in both.

The sister-bond carried Kira’s orgasm into Sasha like a lit fuse reaching powder. Sasha’s temperature spiked. The highest I’d ever felt, and I felt it everywhere: around my cock, against my hands, in the air itself. She screamed into the couch cushion, her pussy clamping around me in contractions that bordered on pain, inner walls rippling and squeezing along my entire length in waves that pulled me deeper. Her body bucked back against me, demanding everything, her round ass slamming against my hips as she fucked herself on my cock through the orgasm.

I grabbed her hips with both hands, fingers digging into the soft flesh, and buried myself as deep as I could go. The head of my cock pressed against her deepest spot and I came inside her, flooding her with thick ropes of cum that I felt pulse out of me in heavy, rhythmic spurts. Her burning pussy milked every drop, contractions wringing me through each wave, and the temperature in the workshop peaked at a level that made the air around Sasha’s body warp with radiant heat. Her skin flushed from pink to deep rose to something approaching crimson, milk spurting from both nipples in thin streams that soaked the cushion beneath her. I could feel my cum and her arousal mixing inside her, the wet heat overwhelming, dripping down our joined bodies in slick trails. Then, slowly, the fever broke.

She collapsed forward, my cock sliding free, followed by a slow trickle of cum that traced the inside of her thigh. The heat dimmed. Her temperature dropped from searing to elevated to merely hot. She breathed in long, shuddering gasps, damp platinum hair plastered to her back, her body still trembling with aftershocks that the sister-bond sent rippling through Kira in diminishing echoes.

Kira sat beside her, eyes faintly violet, hand still resting between her own legs. She stared at Sasha with an expression that had gone past scientific wonder into something that looked like reverence.

“You reached forty-three point eight degrees Celsius at peak,” Kira said softly. “The highest thermal output I’ve recorded from any companion. I watched every data point. And I felt every single degree.”

Sasha turned her head and smiled, lazy and satisfied. “Was it fascinating?”

“Devastatingly so.”

I cleaned up in the workshop bathroom and came back to find them curled together on the couch. Sasha’s body, still radiating warmth, had drawn Kira’s slim, cool frame against her like a heat-seeking missile finding its counterpart. Sasha’s chest served as a pillow for Kira’s silver-white head, and Kira’s cool fingers traced idle patterns on Sasha’s flushed skin while the interface light scrolled softly behind half-closed eyes.

“We should do that again,” Sasha said when I sat beside them.

“We should study it more thoroughly,” Kira said.

“Same thing,” they said together, then looked at each other with surprise and identical small smiles.

Later. After the others had gone to sleep and the house had drifted into its post-crisis quiet, Kira found me in the kitchen.

The system interface burned steady behind her eyes. She hadn’t dimmed it since the workshop. Her expression was serious in a way that made my stomach tighten.

“Her internal temperature patterns aren’t random,” Kira said without preamble. She sat across from me at the kitchen table. “They’re cyclical. Building toward something. The rate of change has been accelerating since her fabrication, and the mission tonight pushed the curve steeper.”

“What kind of something?”

“There’s a hidden trait in Sasha’s code. Something the system built into her during fabrication that wasn’t part of your design specifications. The system classified it above my access level.” She let that land. “Above even mine. I have direct system interface. Whatever this trait is, the system considers it more important than anything I’m authorized to see.”

“That’s not reassuring.”

“It isn’t meant to be.” Her eyes brightened. “But during the encounter tonight, at Sasha’s peak temperature, the classification wavered. When her body hit forty-three point eight, the system’s security architecture briefly destabilized. The trait’s metadata label was exposed for approximately one point two seconds before the system locked me out entirely.”

“What did you see?”

Her brow furrowed. “Two words. The first was clear. The second was partially redacted. I saw ‘fertility’ and then a fragment that could have been ‘potential’ or ‘protocol’ before the access closed.”

The word sat in the kitchen like a bomb with a very long fuse.

“Fertility,” I repeated.

“I don’t know the full scope of what it means. The system won’t let me see the content behind the label. It could be a classification tag, a developmental flag, a biological capability that hasn’t activated yet.” She paused. “Whatever it is, the temperature cycles are connected. Her body is building toward something. And the changes are accelerating.”

I stared at the kitchen table. At the grain of the wood. At the faint warmth still lingering on the granite counter from Sasha’s midnight visit two nights ago.

“Does she know?”

“I don’t think so. The system classified it above all companion access, including my own. She just knows she’s changing. She feels the heat. She feels the intensity building. But she doesn’t know what she’s changing into.”

The house was quiet. Five women slept. One sat across from me with luminous eyes and information that reframed everything.

“There’s something else,” Kira said.

I waited.

“During the mission, while I was destroying Viktor’s decryption suite, I traced the secondary observer signal through the system architecture. Deeper than I’ve ever gone. Past layers I didn’t know existed. Past the companion code, past the creation engine, past the bond network, into something foundational.” Her voice dropped. “I found the observer’s access point.”

“Where?”

“In the base code of every companion. Including me. Including Rachel Kim.” She paused, and the violet light in her eyes flickered in a way I’d never seen. Not a malfunction. An emotional reaction expressed through her defining feature. “The observer isn’t watching FROM the system. It IS the system. A consciousness embedded in the architecture itself. And it has been recording everything. Every creation. Every bond. Every intimate moment. Every word spoken in this house.”

The kitchen seemed to contract around me.

“The observer’s logs go back further than your activation of the device,” Kira continued. “Further than Nexus’s loss of the prototype. Further than the ‘accidental’ shipment. The entries predate any human involvement. The observer has been running since before the device was found.”

“How is that possible?”

“Because humans didn’t create the core technology. Nexus found something, built an interface around it, packaged it for human use. But the creation engine, the consciousness framework, the observer, all of it existed before a single human engineer touched it. Someone, or something, designed a system whose purpose is to create sentient life. And it selected you as its host.”

She reached into the system interface one final time. The violet light flooded the kitchen, casting sharp shadows across the walls, across our hands on the table, across the bracelet on my wrist where blue light pulsed in answer.

“The last entry in the observer’s log was generated tonight. During the warehouse operation.”

“What did it say?”

[HOST: ALEX SAWYER -- PERFORMANCE: EXCEEDING PROJECTIONS]
[PHASE 2 INITIATED]

I stared at her.

“Alex,” Kira whispered into the quiet house. “The device wasn’t sent to you by accident.”

The bracelet on my wrist pulsed. Blue light in the darkness. The threads of circuitry running through its surface shifted, rearranged, shifted into a new pattern I’d never seen before. Something had changed in the metal itself.

The system pinged. A full summary, unbidden, unasked for, generated by whatever intelligence lived in the architecture beneath:

CREATION SYSTEM v1.0 -- STATUS SUMMARY
Host: Alex Sawyer
Creator Level: 7 | XP: 1,200/6,000

COMPANIONS:
MIKA -- Bond 750 (Bonded) | Stable | Heat Cycle: Evolving
SASHA -- Bond 800 (Bonded) | ANOMALY: INTERNAL CHANGES ACCELERATING -- HIDDEN TRAIT: CLASSIFIED
DIANE -- Bond 750 (Bonded) | Anomaly: FALSE MEMORIES -- CORRELATED WITH BOND INTENSITY
LILY -- Bond 500 (Devoted) | Evolving | TEMPLATE BLEED: ACTIVE -- STABILIZING
KIRA -- Bond 450 (Intimate) | Stable | SYSTEM INTERFACE: FULL ACCESS MINUS CLASSIFIED DATA

External Threats: Nexus Biotech (Ongoing) | Viktor's Buyers (NEW -- Partial Specs Leaked)
ALLY: Rachel Kim -- Awakened Android, Nexus Origin, Processing Identity

OBSERVER STATUS: ACTIVE
PHASE 2: INITIATED

I closed the interface. The blue light faded from the bracelet, but the new pattern remained, etched into the metal like a promise or a warning or both.

Kira’s eyes dimmed. She reached across the table and touched my hand. Cool fingers against warm skin.

“Whatever Phase 2 is,” she said, “we face it together.”

From the bedroom down the hall, the faintest sound. Mika, purring in her sleep. Sasha’s warmth radiating through the wall. The quiet breathing of women who’d followed me into a warehouse and would follow me into whatever came next.

The device pulsed once more on my wrist. Faint. Barely visible.

I closed my hand over it and went to bed.
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