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Chapter 1: The Layoff & The Glitch

The cardboard box in my hands felt heavier than the sum of its contents. A stapler, a chipped mug with a pixelated Mario mushroom on it, a framed photo of a dog that died three years ago, and a hoodie. That was it. Five years of my life, five years of optimized code, late-night server patches, and saving the ass of project managers who couldn't tell Java from JavaScript, all distilled down to twelve inches of corrugated cardboard.

I stood on the sidewalk, the drizzle of a gray Tuesday in Manhattan soaking into my dress shirt. The glass doors of the monolithic tech firm I had just been escorted out of reflected my pathetic silhouette.

Redundant.

The word echoed in my head, bouncing around like a loose screw in a hard drive. Corporate restructuring. Pivoting to AI-driven solutions. They had a hundred polite ways to say, "We don't need you anymore, Liam."

I was twenty-seven. I had a degree that was still costing me four hundred dollars a month in loan payments. I had an apartment in Queens with rent due in three days. And now, I had absolutely nothing to do tomorrow morning.

I turned away from the building, the wet pavement slick under my sneakers. The city moved around me, a river of yellow cabs and rushing pedestrians, none of them caring that my world had just imploded.

I needed a drink. I wasn’t a drinker—my tolerance was laughably low, a biological quirk that usually resulted in me falling asleep after two beers—but logic had left the building along with my security badge.



Three hours later, the world was a much softer, blurrier place.

I sat in a dive bar on the Lower East Side, the kind of place where the floor stuck to your shoes and the air smelled of stale hops and regret. It was perfect.

"Another," I mumbled, sliding my glass toward the bartender.

He looked at me, a burly guy with a beard that could scrub pots. "You sure, pal? That's your fourth whiskey. You look like you're about to reboot."

"I'm fine," I lied, my tongue feeling too large for my mouth. "I'm celebrating. Freedom. The end of the corporate shackle."

"Right. Freedom." He poured a finger of amber liquid. "Don't puke on my bar."

I stared into the glass. The liquid trembled, reflecting the neon Miller Lite sign buzzing overhead.

I should go home.

The thought was distant, like a notification on a phone buried under a pillow. I had games to play. I had a backlog of anime I hadn’t touched in months because of the crunch time at work. I could finally finish that RPG. I could...

I slammed the drink back. The burn was caustic, stripping away the lining of my throat, but it silenced the panic rising in my chest.

"Put it on my tab," I said, sliding off the stool. The floor tilted dangerously to the left. I corrected my balance, gripping the edge of the bar. "Wait. I don't have a tab. I have a severance package."

I threw a wad of cash on the damp wood—probably too much—and stumbled toward the exit.

The night air hit me like a physical blow. It had stopped raining, but the city was wrapped in a heavy, humid mist. The streetlights haloed in the fog, creating tunnels of light that stretched down the avenues.

I walked. Or rather, I navigated a series of controlled stumbles.

My feet took me on autopilot, not toward the subway, but back toward Midtown. Back toward the office. It was a stupid, drunk instinct. Like a dog returning to the house where it used to get fed.

The streets were emptier now. It must have been past two in the morning. The towering skyscrapers of Sixth Avenue loomed over me, silent sentinels of glass and steel.

I stopped in front of the building.

It looked different at night. The lobby lights were dimmed. The logo above the entrance—a stylized blue wave—seemed to mock me.

"You think you're so smart," I slurred, pointing a finger at the glass facade. "I wrote the backend for your logistics platform. Me. Without me, your shipping algorithm is garbage. You hear me? Garbage!"

My voice cracked, echoing off the empty concrete. A taxi slowed down, the driver glancing at the crazy drunk yelling at a skyscraper, then sped up.

I stepped closer to the glass. My reflection stared back. Disheveled hair, tie loose, eyes bloodshot and wide. A loser. A statistic.

"I hate you," I whispered, pressing my forehead against the cool pane. "I hate this city. I hate being disposable."

I closed my eyes, the alcohol spinning the world in lazy circles.

Then, the sensation changed.

The cool glass against my forehead lost its solidity, turning into something viscous. Like cold syrup.

I pulled back, blinking.

My reflection was gone.

Or rather, the logic of the reflection was broken. The man in the glass was smiling. A wide, distorted grin that stretched too far across his face. His eyes were completely black.

"What the hell?" I muttered, stumbling back.

The glass rippled.

No mere vibration shook the structure. The surface of the building—that massive pane of reinforced safety glass—undulated like a vertical pond disturbed by a stone. The ripples expanded outward, distorting the lobby inside, twisting the reception desk into a spiral of impossible geometry.

Then, the suction hit.

It wasn't just wind; it was a vacuum of gravity. The building inhaled.

"Whoa!"

My feet left the pavement. I flailed, grabbing at a trash can, a signpost, anything. My fingers scraped against wet metal, but the force was absolute. It yanked me forward, horizontal, flying straight into the rippling glass.

I braced for impact. I braced for the shattering of bones and the slice of shards.

But there was no crash.

I passed through the surface like a diver hitting the water, a cold, gelatinous film coating my skin for a split second. The sounds of New York—the distant sirens, the hum of traffic—cut off instantly.

Silence. Absolute, suffocating silence.

And then, I hit the ground hard.

"Oof!"

Air left my lungs. I rolled across rough concrete, scraping my palms, coming to a stop against a pillar. I gasped, coughing, trying to force oxygen back into my system. My head throbbed, the whiskey in my stomach threatening to make a reappearance.

"Okay," I wheezed, pushing myself up to my knees. "Okay. Weird dream. Passed out on the sidewalk. Just wake up, Liam."

I opened my eyes.

I wasn't on the sidewalk.

I was in the lobby. But it wasn't the lobby I knew.

The sleek, minimalist white tiles were cracked and overgrown with strange, bioluminescent moss that pulsed with a faint violet light. The reception desk was overturned, smashed as if a giant fist had come down upon it.

And the outside...

I turned to look through the glass I had just fallen through.

There was no Sixth Avenue.

The sky was a bruised purple, swirling with auroras that looked like spilled oil. The buildings across the street were there, but they were wrong. They were twisted, skeletal versions of themselves, holes blasted through their midsections, steel rebar hanging like exposed intestines. There were no cars. No people.

Just ruin.

"Where..." My voice sounded dead in the air, the acoustics flat and wrong.

I stood up, my legs shaking. The silence was heavy, pressing against my eardrums. It felt like the pause before a bass drop, full of kinetic potential and dread.

Click.

The sound came from the shadows near the elevator banks.

It wasn't a mechanical click. It sounded like a tongue snapping against the roof of a mouth, but amplified and wet.

Click-click.

I froze. The survival instinct, dormant after years of sitting in an ergonomic chair, suddenly flared to life. Adrenaline washed away the drunken haze, leaving behind a sharp, terrified clarity.

"Hello?" I called out. Stupid. The horror movie mistake.

Something moved in the darkness.

It didn't walk. It glitched.

One second it was by the elevators. The next frame, it was ten feet closer. It moved like a bad video stream, stuttering through reality.

I stepped back, my heart hammering a frantic rhythm against my ribs.

The thing stepped into the violet light filtering from the outside.

It was roughly humanoid, but that was where the familiarity ended. Its skin was a shifting texture of static, black and white noise that hurt to look at. Its limbs were too long, possessing too many joints. But the face...

The face was a smooth, white porcelain mask with no eyes, just a vertical mouth filled with needle-like teeth that vibrated with a low hum.

System Error. The words popped into my mind unbidden. That’s what it looked like. A corruption of code given flesh.

"Nice... doggy?" I whispered, retreating toward the glass wall.

The creature’s head snapped toward me. The static on its skin intensified, the hissing sound of white noise rising in volume.

It shrieked.

Nothing about the sound was organic; it sounded like the screech of a modem connecting, mixed with the scream of tearing metal. It pierced my skull, dropping me to my knees with sheer auditory pain.

Then it lunged.

I scrambled back, slipping on the moss, my hands frantically searching for a weapon. My fingers closed around a heavy jagged piece of marble from the broken floor.

The Glitch was on me.

It didn't bite. It swung a massive, elongated arm.

The blow caught me in the chest.

It felt like being hit by a car. I flew backward, the air exploding from my lungs again. I slammed into the glass wall—the same glass that had been permeable a minute ago was now as hard as diamond.

I slid down, gasping, tasting copper. Blood.

My chest burned. I looked down. My shirt was shredded. Across my ribs, three deep lacerations oozed dark blood. But the wound looked wrong. The edges were pixelated, flickering slightly before settling into raw, red meat.

Pain. Searing, hot, blinding pain.

The creature loomed over me, the static of its body casting erratic shadows. It raised both arms, the fingers extending into long, black spikes.

I'm going to die.

The thought was surprisingly calm. I was going to die in a hallucination. Unemployed, drunk, and eaten by a glitch in a purple world.

Pathetic. A pathetic end for a pathetic life.

I closed my eyes, flinching as the spikes descended.

BOOM.

Instead of a scream or a tear, the sound was a heavy, metallic impact. Heavy, metallic, and earth-shaking.

A gust of wind whipped my hair back.

I didn't feel the spikes.

I opened one eye.

The Glitch was gone. In its place, embedded deep into the cracked tile floor, was the head of a massive, oversized war hammer. The handle was pink, wrapped in gold ribbons.

"Huh?" I managed to croak.

"Man, that was a close one, wasn't it?"

The voice was light, melodic, and completely out of place in this hellscape. It sounded like Sunday morning cartoons. It sounded like a pop song.

I looked up.

Standing atop the handle of the hammer, balancing on one foot with the grace of a ballerina, was a girl.

She looked like a young woman in her early twenties. She had long, lustrous black hair that flowed as if caught in a personal breeze. She was wearing... a costume. A frilly, aggressively cute Magical Idol outfit. A white bodice with pink accents, a short, billowing skirt that defied gravity, and thigh-high white stockings that squeezed perfectly into the soft flesh of her legs.

She hopped down, landing silently.

She turned to look at me. Her eyes were glowing a vibrant, neon pink.

"Are you okay, mister?" she asked, tilting her head.

I stared at her. I stared at the blood on my chest. I stared at the smear of static on the wall where the Glitch had apparently been vaporized.

"I... what?"

"You're bleeding," she noted, her voice dripping with artificial sweetness. She walked closer, her heels clicking on the floor. She leaned down, her face inches from mine.

She was beautiful. Painfully, impossibly beautiful. Like an idol photoshopped to perfection. But there was something sharp in those pink eyes. A predator looking at a wounded gazelle.

"Where am I?" I whispered. "Is this... am I dead?"

"Not yet," she chirped. She poked my wound with a gloved finger.

"Ow!" I flinched, gritting my teeth.

"Oh, it hurts? That's good. That means you still have a connection to your soul data." She straightened up, brushing a speck of dust from her skirt. "Welcome to the Hollow. It's like the trash bin of your world. Things get deleted, they end up here."

"The Hollow..."

"And that thing," she gestured to the smear of static, "was a Glitch. They love eating new data. Fresh meat. Like you."

She smiled. It was a dazzling smile. It was the kind of smile that sold a million albums. But it sent a shiver down my spine that had nothing to do with the cold.

"So," she said, putting a finger to her chin. "Here is the situation. You are bleeding out. The noise of that battle is going to attract more Glitches. Big ones. You can't fight, you can't run, and you have no idea how to get back."

She leaned in again, her scent hitting me. Vanilla and ozone.

"You have about five minutes before you bleed out or get eaten. Probably both."

My vision was starting to blur at the edges. The pain in my chest was becoming a dull, cold numbness. "Help... me."

"Help you?" She looked surprised, but the surprise felt rehearsed. "Why should I? I'm a busy girl. Magic doesn't grow on trees, you know. It costs energy to smash things."

She stepped back, turning away as if to leave. She grabbed the handle of her massive hammer and lifted it with one hand as if it weighed nothing.

"Wait!" I tried to reach out, but my arm was heavy. "Please. I don't... I don't want to die."

She stopped. She turned her head over her shoulder, looking at me with half-lidded eyes. The pink glow intensified.

"You don't want to die?"

"No."

"You want to live?"

"Yes."

She turned around fully, walking back to me slowly. She stood over me, her skirt flaring, framing the view of her legs. She looked down at me like I was a bug she hadn't decided whether to squash or keep in a jar.

"I can save you," she said softly. Her voice dropped an octave, losing some of the idol sweetness and gaining a velvety, commanding texture. "I can heal that scratch. I can get you out of here. I can protect you."

"Please," I begged. My pride was gone. The layout, the whiskey, the anger—it all evaporated in the face of oblivion. I just wanted to breathe.

"But," she continued, crouching down so her face was level with mine again. She reached out, her hand cupping my cheek. Her skin was warm. "I need something in return."

"Anything," I gasped. "Money. I have... I have savings."

She laughed. A bright, bell-like sound. "Paper is useless here, silly. I need you."

She ran her thumb over my lower lip.

"I need a battery. Someone to hold my spare mana. Someone to charge me up when I run dry." Her eyes searched mine. "You have a lot of latent energy, Mister. I can smell it. You're overflowing with pent-up frustration. It's delicious."

I didn't understand half of what she was saying. My consciousness was fading.

"What... do I have to do?"

She leaned closer. Her lips were inches from mine.

"Sign a contract," she whispered. "Become mine. My property. My pet. You do what I say, when I say it. You give me whatever I want. And in exchange, I let you live."

She smiled, and this time, there was no pretense of innocence. It was a smile of absolute ownership.

"So, what do you say? Do you want to be my good little doggy?"

The darkness was closing in from the sides of my vision. The pain was fading into cold. I looked at her—this terrifying, beautiful angel of death.

I had no choice. And deep down, in a part of my brain that the alcohol had loosened, I realized I didn't want a choice. I wanted her to take control.

"Yes," I breathed. "I'll do it."

"Good boy."

She didn't wait. She crashed her lips against mine.

Her lips slammed against mine—not a kiss, but a collision. Her lips were soft, but the intent was aggressive. She forced my mouth open, her tongue invading with shocking confidence.

Heat exploded in my chest.

It started at my lips, a burning, electric current that shot down my throat and spread through my veins. It was agonizing and ecstatic all at once. The cold numbness of blood loss vanished, replaced by a raging fire.

My eyes snapped wide open.

I felt something forming around my neck. A pressure. A band of cold leather tightening, locking with a definitive, metallic snap.

She pulled back, a string of saliva connecting our mouths. She licked her lips, her pink eyes glowing with a terrifying intensity.

"Contract sealed," she purred.

I gasped, touching my neck. My fingers brushed against smooth, black leather and cold metal studs. A choker.

My wound was gone. The pain was gone. In its place was a throbbing, heavy heat in my lower belly, and a terrifying realization that my life as Liam the engineer was over.

"Now," she stood up, hefting her hammer onto her shoulder. She looked at the shadows, where dozens of new, jagged shapes were starting to emerge. "Stand up, Pochi. We have work to do."


Chapter 2: The First Pact

I clawed at my neck.

My fingers dug into the cold, polished leather, searching for a clasp, a buckle, a release mechanism—anything. There was nothing. The choker was a seamless band of black material that felt less like an accessory and more like a second skin grafted onto my throat. It pulsed with a faint, rhythmic heat, syncing perfectly with the thudding of my own pulse.

"Stop fidgeting, Pochi," Kanna said, her voice light and airy. "You'll chafe. And a chafed pet is an ugly pet."

"Get it off," I rasped. The word scraped against my throat. The miraculous healing energy from her kiss had sealed the gash on my chest, leaving behind smooth, unblemished skin, but the phantom memory of the pain still lingered. My shirt was a ruin of tatters and dried blood, exposing the torso that should have been sliced open.

"Get it off?" She tilted her head, her pink eyes widening in mock innocence. She tapped her chin with the handle of her massive, golden-wrapped hammer. "But we just got started! Besides, look around. Do you really want to be running around naked without a collar in a place like this?"

I looked.

The lobby of the office building was a war zone. The violet light filtering in from the twisted street outside cast long, jagged shadows across the broken tiles. And in those shadows, things were moving.

Click-click. Hiss.

The sound of static. The sound of bad data.

Dozens of them.

They crawled out of the elevator shafts. They seeped through the cracks in the ceiling. Some looked like the lanky, faceless humanoid that had attacked me. Others were different—low to the ground, multi-legged things that resembled spiders made of corrupted jpeg files. Their bodies flickered in and out of existence, destabilizing the reality around them.

"Glitches," Kanna hummed, sounding bored. "A whole swarm of them. They must smell your fear. It’s pretty pungent."

"We need to run," I said, stumbling back, my heels crunching on broken glass. "There are too many."

"Run?"

Kanna let out a laugh—not out of nervousness, but with the genuine amusement of someone watching a puppy trip over its own paws.

She stepped forward, placing herself between me and the encroaching horde. The air around her began to warp. Sparks of pink electricity arced from her ribbons, crackling against the floor.

"I don't run, Pochi," she said, her voice dropping that velvety octave again. She gripped the hammer with both hands. "I clean up."

One of the spider-things lunged. It moved faster than my eyes could track, a blur of jagged pixels aiming for her throat.

Kanna didn't even flinch. She pivoted on her heel, a dancer’s pirouette, and swung the hammer in a fluid, upward arc.

CRACK.

The sound was sickeningly wet, like hitting a melon with a baseball bat. The hammer connected with the creature mid-air. There was no resistance. The monster didn't just break; it shattered into a cloud of purple particles and binary code, dissolving into the air before its remains even hit the ground.

"One," she counted cheerfully.

The swarm shrieked—a collective, dissonant wail of dial-up tones and tearing metal—and surged forward.

What followed wasn't a fight so much as a massacre.

I pressed my back against the cold glass of the entrance, sliding down until I was sitting, paralyzed by the sheer, impossible violence of it.

Kanna was a blur of pink and white. She wielded that massive weapon as if it were made of styrofoam, spinning, slamming, and crushing with terrifying precision. Every impact released a shockwave of pink energy that distorted gravity. I watched as three humanoids were lifted into the air, suspended helplessly in a bubble of pink force, before she brought the hammer down on the floor beneath them.

BOOM.

The shockwave pulverized them instantly. The floor cracked, sending debris flying.

"Ha!" She giggled, twirling out of the way of a claw swipe. "Too slow! You guys are lagging!"

She was enjoying it. She was treating a life-or-death battle against eldritch abominations like a rhythm game on easy mode. Her skirt fluttered, giving flashes of those white stockings and the soft skin of her thighs, a stark, erotic contrast to the carnage she was unleashing.

It was mesmerizing. It was terrifying.

And then, I noticed something.

With every swing, with every burst of gravity magic, the glowing pink ring in her irises dimmed slightly. The neon brilliance of her outfit seemed to flicker, losing a fraction of its luster.

She smashed the last spider-thing into oblivion, breathing heavily.

"And... stay... deleted!" she shouted, driving the hammer into the ground with a finality that shook the building's foundation.

Silence returned to the lobby. The air smelled of ozone and burned sugar.

"Kanna?" I called out tentatively.

She didn't turn around immediately. She stood there, leaning heavily on the handle of her weapon. Her shoulders rose and fell. The bright, idol-perfect posture slumped.

"Tch," she clicked her tongue. "Damn it. Low battery already?"

She turned to face me.

My breath hitched.

She looked... hungry.

The pink glow in her eyes was dim, pulsating weakly like a dying ember. Her skin was flushed, a sheen of sweat clinging to her neck and chest. She looked feverish. But she didn't look exhausted. She looked like an addict in withdrawal.

She walked toward me. Her steps were heavy, deliberate. The playful bounce was gone.

"Good job," I said, my voice trembling. I tried to stand up, but my legs felt like jelly. "You got them all. We should—"

"Quiet," she cut me off.

She reached me, looming over my seated form. She dropped the hammer. It hit the floor with a heavy thud that cracked a tile, but she didn't care.

She grabbed my tie—or what was left of it—and yanked me forward. Her face was inches from mine. Her pupils were dilated, swallowing the pink iris.

"I used too much," she whispered. Her voice was husky, raw. "Gravity manipulation takes a lot of juice. And I was already running on empty when I found you."

"I... I don't understand."

"I'm starving, Pochi," she hissed. She licked her lips. Her tongue looked impossibly red against her pale skin. "And you're full."

She pushed me back. Hard.

My shoulders hit the floor. Before I could scramble away, she was straddling my waist. The weight of her body was hot, heavy, and undeniable. The frills of her skirt piled around us like a soft, fabric cage.

"Wait, what are you doing?" I panicked, gripping her wrists. They were slender, but they felt like steel cables. I couldn't move them a millimeter.

"The contract," she said, pinning my hands above my head with one hand. She was incredibly strong. "Clause one. The Pet must provide sustenance to the Master upon demand. Didn't you read the fine print? Oh, right. You didn't."

She smiled, but it was tight. Predatory.

"I need mana, Liam. Pure, unrefined life force. And you're a tank. A big, walking battery."

She sat up straight, her knees pinning my sides. With her free hand, she reached for the hem of her bodice.

"Normally, I'd take you out to dinner first," she teased, though her eyes were dead serious. "But I'm about to pass out. So we're doing the express course."

She grabbed my hand and yanked it down, pressing my palm against her chest.

Through the fabric, I could feel something hammering against my palm. It hit harder than a heartbeat, thrumming with the mechanical ferocity of an engine revving. A chaotic, thumping rhythm. And heat. She was burning up.

"Feel that?" she breathed, closing her eyes and arching her back into my hand. "It's empty. Fill it."

"How?" I stammered. The situation was insane. I was lying in the ruins of my office lobby, covered in dust, with a Magical Idol grinding her hips into my groin. And god help me, I was hard. Rock hard. The adrenaline, the fear, the sheer visual overload of her—it was short-circuiting my brain.

"You know how," she murmured. She opened her eyes, fixing me with that dim, starving gaze. "Lust is the most potent converter of soul data into mana. The more excited you are, the better it tastes. So..."

She released my hands and reached for my belt.

"Don't hold back, Pochi. Get excited for me."

The sound of my zipper unfastening seemed louder than the monster's screams.

She didn't hesitate. She shoved my ruined trousers and boxers down to my knees in one motion. The cool air of the Hollow hit my skin, followed immediately by the searing heat of her hand wrapping around me.

I gasped, my hips bucking involuntarily.

"Oh?" She looked down, a smirk playing on her lips. "Someone's eager. Good boy."

She squeezed.

It wasn't just a physical sensation. When her skin touched me, a jolt of electricity arced through my spine. It felt like she was grabbing my nervous system directly.

"It's big," she noted clinically, stroking the length of me with a firm, confident grip. "Lots of storage capacity."

She leaned down, her hair falling around us like a curtain, cutting off the rest of the world. It was just me, her, and the purple glow of the outside world reflecting in her eyes.

"I'm going to take a little from the top first," she whispered.

She lowered her head.

The first touch of her tongue was electric.

"Ah!" I cried out, my hands gripping the debris on the floor.

It wasn't just wet and warm. It felt like a vacuum. As she swirled her tongue around the sensitive head, I could physically feel energy being pulled out of me. It was a draining sensation, like blood being drawn, but accompanied by an intense, blinding pleasure that short-circuited my nervous system.

She bobbed her head, taking me into her mouth. She was tight, incredibly hot, and enthusiastic. She wasn't being gentle. She was feeding.

She sucked hard, her cheeks hollowing. Every movement of her mouth sent waves of mana flowing from my core into her. I could see it—faint particles of blue light drifting from my body and being absorbed into her skin.

"Kanna... wait... it's too much..." I groaned, my hips twitching.

She ignored me. She hummed against me, the vibration traveling straight down my shaft. She used her hand to work the base while her mouth attacked the top, creating a rhythm that was designed to extract, not to please. The pleasure was just a byproduct, the bait for the trap.

She pulled off, a string of saliva connecting us. She wiped her mouth, her eyes glowing a little brighter now.

"Better," she panted. "But not enough. That was just an appetizer. I need the main course."

She sat back up, straddling me again. She grabbed the hem of her white bodice and pulled it down, exposing her breasts.

They were perfect. Pale, shapely, with perky pink nipples that were hard and erect. But what caught my eye was the faint, geometric tattoos glowing on her skin—circuit patterns that pulsed with the same light as her eyes.

"Look at me," she commanded.

She grabbed my hands and placed them on her breasts.

"Squeeze them. Play with them. Make me feel it too."

I obeyed. My brain had shut down. I kneaded her soft flesh, my thumbs brushing over the sensitive peaks.

She moaned, a genuine sound of need. "Yes... that's it. When the donor and the receptor are both aroused, the transfer efficiency doubles."

She lifted her hips and positioned herself over me.

"No... wait, Kanna," I gasped. "If you do that... I'm going to..."

"That's the point, stupid," she grinned. "I want everything inside. Don't you dare spill a drop outside."

She sank down.

The sensation was blinding.

She was so tight it felt like she was crushing me. The walls of her insides were hot and undulating, gripping me with a supernatural force.

"Oh, god!" I arched my back, a scream tearing from my throat.

"Yes!" She threw her head back, her nails digging into my chest. "So much! It's flooding in!"

She began to ride me.

Far from the rhythmic, romantic lovemaking of movies, this was frantic. It was a desperate exchange of energy. She ground her hips down, swirling, clenching, milking every ounce of sensation from me.

I looked up at her. She was glowing again. Literally. The pink aura had returned, brighter than before, wreathing her body in light. Her hair floated around her, defying gravity.

"More, Liam! Give me more!" she demanded, leaning forward to press her chest against my face. "Taste me! Lick me!"

I opened my mouth, latching onto her nipple. It tasted sweet, like concentrated sugar and static electricity.

The combination of the suction on her breast and the crushing tightness of her pussy was too much. The pressure in my groin built to a critical mass. It wasn't just an orgasm; it felt like my soul was being pressurized.

"I'm... I'm gonna..."

"Do it!" she screamed, her eyes blazing like twin suns. She clamped down hard, her internal muscles locking around me like a vice. "Fill me up! NOW!"

I shattered.

With a guttural roar, I poured myself into her.

It felt like I was dying. The release was so intense my vision went white. I could feel the mana being ripped from my core, rushing through me and exploding into her.

Kanna gasped, her body seizing up. She threw her head back, her mouth open in a silent scream of ecstasy as she absorbed the deluge. The circuit patterns on her skin flared brilliantly, turning from pink to a deep, crimson red.

We stayed like that for what felt like an eternity, locked together in the ruins, trembling.

Slowly, the white light faded from my vision.

I lay there, utterly hollowed out. I couldn't move a finger. I felt light, floaty, like an empty husk.

Kanna collapsed on top of me, burying her face in the crook of my neck. Her breathing was ragged, hot puffs of air against my skin.

"Wow," she mumbled into my neck. Her voice was thick, satisfied. "That was... high quality. Like, vintage reserve."

She lifted her head.

She looked radiant. Her skin was flawless, glowing with health. Her eyes were two pools of vibrant, neon pink. The exhaustion was completely gone.

She smiled down at me, tracing the line of my jaw with a finger.

"You really are a super-battery, Pochi. I've never felt this full before."

She kissed my forehead gently. It was a strange contrast to the voracious hunger she had shown seconds ago.

"Okay," she said, hopping off me with restored energy. She adjusted her skirt and pulled her bodice back up, hiding the glowing circuits. "Nap time is over. We can't stay here. The smell of that mana release is going to attract things way bigger than those spiders."

I groaned, trying to sit up. The world spun. "I can't... move."

"Oh, right. Mana depletion. Takes a while to get used to." She giggled. "Don't worry, I'll carry you."

She grabbed my arm and hauled me up. I leaned against her, smelling the vanilla scent that masked the destruction around us.

"Where... are we going?"

"Home," she said.

She raised her hammer and swung it at the empty air.

Crack.

Space shattered. A spiderweb fracture appeared in reality, revealing not darkness, but the reflection of the normal, rainy New York street.

"Step through the looking glass, Pochi," she said, dragging me toward the fracture. "Your new life is waiting."

We stepped through the shards of reality, leaving the purple nightmare behind.


Chapter 3: Morning After & Reality

Sunlight hit my face like a physical insult.

I groaned, rolling over and burying my head under the pillow. My mouth tasted like copper and cheap whiskey. My head felt like it had been used as a drum kit by a heavy metal band.

Just a bad night, I told myself, squeezing my eyes shut. You got fired. You got drunk. You passed out.

It was a logical sequence of events. A sad, pathetic, but entirely grounded reality. The brain has a way of protecting itself, smoothing over the jagged edges of trauma with the putty of denial. I could almost believe it. I could almost convince myself that the purple sky, the pixelated monsters, and the girl with the pink eyes were just hallucinations born of stress and ethanol.

Then I tried to swallow.

Something hard and tight constricted around my throat.

My eyes snapped open. I lay perfectly still for a moment, staring at the cracked plaster of my ceiling. The water stain shaped like Florida was still there. The hum of the refrigerator in the kitchenette was the same.

Slowly, terrifyingly, I raised a hand to my neck.

My fingers brushed against cool, smooth leather. I traced the line of it—the metal studs, the seamless construction, the way it seemed to hug my windpipe with possessive familiarity.

I sat up so fast the room spun.

I scrambled out of bed, tripping over a pile of laundry, and stumbled into the bathroom. I gripped the edges of the sink, staring into the mirror.

It was there.

A black leather choker, about an inch wide, encircling my neck. There was no buckle. No clasp. It was a perfect, unbroken loop of material that looked alien against my pale skin.

"It wasn't a dream," I whispered.

The memory hit me then, not in a haze, but in high-definition 4K. The glass ripple. The Glitch. The hammer.

And her.

Kanna.

I looked down at my chest. The skin was smooth. Unblemished. But I remembered the claws tearing me open. I remembered the blood soaking my shirt. And I remembered the sensation of her tongue, the overwhelming, soul-shaking heat of her taking my energy.

My face heated up. The memory of the intimacy was visceral. It wasn't just the sex—which had been mind-blowing in a terrifying way—but the feeling of being drained. Of being used.

"Okay. Okay, Liam. Panic later. Solve the problem now."

I was an engineer. I solved problems. That was what I did. This was just hardware.

I went to my toolbox in the closet. I pulled out a pair of heavy-duty shears.

"Let's see how tough you are," I muttered, sliding the blade between the leather and my skin.

I squeezed. The metal bit into the leather.

ZAP.

A shock, sharp and stinging like a static discharge but ten times stronger, zapped my fingers.

"Ow!" I dropped the shears. They clattered to the linoleum.

I looked at the collar. Not a scratch. In fact, the leather seemed to shimmer slightly, as if mocking me.

"Magic," I said flatly. "It’s actually magic."

I sank onto the edge of my bathtub, head in my hands. I was unemployed. I had three hundred dollars in my checking account. And I was wearing a magical dog collar placed on me by a girl who looked like an idol but fought like a berserker.

My stomach growled, breaking the spiral of despair.

Right. Biology didn't care about existential crises. I needed coffee. I needed food.

I showered, deliberately avoiding looking at the collar in the mirror, and threw on a t-shirt. It was a high-collared one, but the black leather still peeked out. I grabbed a scarf—in the middle of June—wrapped it loosely around my neck, and walked into my small living room.

My apartment was a shoebox in Astoria. It was cheap, the floors were crooked, and the walls were paper-thin. Usually, my neighbors were quiet. The old lady on the left was deaf, and the unit on the right had been vacant for two months after the previous guy got arrested for running a crypto scam.

Thump.

A heavy sound came from the vacant apartment.

Thump. Scrape.

Moving noises.

I paused, coffee mug in hand. Someone was moving in. Great. Just what I needed. Noise and social interaction.

I tried to ignore it. I sat at my computer, waking up my dual monitors. I should update my resume. I should start looking for freelance gigs. I should be networking on LinkedIn.

Instead, I opened a browser and typed: "New York purple sky hallucination"

Zero results.

"Black leather choker cannot remove magic"

Results for BDSM forums and magic tricks. Nothing helpful.

CRASH.

Something that sounded like a stack of china plates shattering came from next door.

"Oh, come on," I groaned.

I tried to focus on my resume, but the noise continued. Dragging furniture. Dropping boxes. And... was that singing?

A muffled, high-pitched voice was humming a tune. It sounded vaguely familiar. Like the opening track of an anime I’d watched last season.

I stood up. I couldn't deal with this. I needed to vent my frustration on something, and a noisy neighbor was a socially acceptable target. I’d go over there, give a polite but firm "keep it down," and feel like I had some control over my life again.

I marched to my front door, stepped into the hallway, and turned to the door on the right. It was propped open with a heavy book.

"Excuse me," I said, leaning into the doorway. "I live next door, and I'm trying to work, so if you could—"

The words died in my throat.

The apartment was a mess of cardboard boxes. But standing in the middle of the living room, holding a stuffed shark plushie in one hand and a box cutter in the other, was her.

She looked different.

The pink eyes were gone, replaced by deep, obsidian black. The frilly Magical Idol outfit had been swapped for an oversized grey hoodie that hung off one shoulder and distressed denim shorts. She wore glasses with thick black frames, and her hair was tied up in a messy bun.

She looked like a normal, trendy art student. She looked like someone you’d see drinking boba tea in Union Square.

But the face was unmistakable. The curve of the jaw, the small mole under her left eye, the deceptively innocent smile.

She turned slowly. She didn't look surprised.

"Oh," she said. Her voice was the same—melodic, sweet, but with that hidden edge of steel. "It’s Pochi. Good morning."

I stood frozen in the hallway, my hand gripping the doorframe.

"You," I whispered.

"Me," she agreed cheerfully. She tossed the shark plushie onto a couch. "You're a bit early, though. I haven't even finished unpacking my underwear drawer."

"What are you doing here?" I hissed, stepping inside and kicking the door shut behind me. "How did you find me?"

She looked at me over the rim of her glasses, an expression of mild amusement on her face.

"Find you?" She laughed. "Puppy, we are linked by a soul-bound blood pact. I could find you if you were on Mars. The fact that the nearest available apartment was next door to yours? That's just efficiency. I hate commuting."

She walked over to a mini-fridge that was already plugged in and pulled out a bottle of water.

"Besides, I need to keep my battery close. You drain pretty fast, you know."

"I am not a battery!" I snapped. The absurdity of it all was making me bold. "And I am not your pet. You saved my life, fine. Thank you. I appreciate it. But this..." I pointed to the scarf hiding the collar. "This has to go. Take it off."

Kanna took a slow sip of water. She watched me over the bottle, her dark eyes unblinking.

"No," she said simply.

"What do you mean, no?"

"I mean no." She set the bottle down. "Do you know how expensive mana is, Liam? In the Hollow, energy is currency. I spent a fortune keeping you alive yesterday. The healing spell alone cost me a week's worth of reserves. You are currently in massive debt."

She walked toward me. She was smaller than me, maybe five-foot-three, but her presence filled the room. She moved with a predator's confidence.

"And until you pay off that debt," she poked me in the chest, hard, "you belong to me."

"I can pay you," I said desperately. "Cash. Bitcoin. whatever."

"Useless," she dismissed. "I need mana. And since you can't cast spells, you pay with your body. We went over this."

She turned her back on me and started rummaging through a box labeled 'Fragile - Hexes'.

"Now, stop whining and be useful. There's a box of heavy grimoires in the hallway. Bring them in. Put them on the shelf."

I stared at her back. The audacity. The sheer entitlement.

"I'm not moving your boxes," I said firmly. "I'm going back to my apartment. I'm going to find a bolt cutter. And I'm going to cut this thing off."

I turned to the door.

"Sit," Kanna said.

She didn't shout. She didn't raise her voice. She just spoke the word with a peculiar, resonant intonation.

My body betrayed me.

It wasn't a choice. My knees simply folded. The muscles in my legs locked up and forced me down. I collapsed onto the hardwood floor in a seiza sitting position, my hands resting on my thighs.

"What the..." I tried to stand. I couldn't. My legs wouldn't obey the signals from my brain.

Kanna turned around, a smug little smile playing on her lips. She adjusted her glasses.

"Command word," she explained, as if teaching a toddler. "The collar links your nervous system to my voice frequency. When I give a direct order using the Command Tone, your motor functions are hijacked. It’s a safety feature. Keeps the livestock from running away."

She walked over and patted my head. I tried to jerk away, but my neck muscles were frozen too.

"Good boy," she cooed. "See? We're going to get along just fine."

She released the spell with a snap of her fingers. "Release."

Control flooded back into my limbs. I scrambled back, hitting the wall, breathing hard. My heart was hammering against my ribs—not from exertion, but from the terrifying violation of autonomy.

"You... you can't just do that to people," I stammered.

"I can do it to you," she corrected. "Because you signed the contract. You nodded. You kissed me. That's a binding agreement in both worlds."

She went back to her boxes, slicing one open with the box cutter.

"My name is Kanna, by the way. Kanna Sato. I'm twenty-one, and in this world, I'm a university transfer student studying Art History. I like strawberry crepes, FPS games, and obedient boys. You should memorize that."

She pulled out a skull made of black crystal and placed it casually on the coffee table next to a stack of fashion magazines.

"So, here are the House Rules. Listen carefully, because I don't like repeating myself."

She held up one finger.

"Rule One: You are on call twenty-four seven. If I text you, you come. If I call you, you answer. If I knock on the wall," she rapped her knuckles against the shared wall, "you get your ass over here in thirty seconds or less."

Two fingers.

"Rule Two: Mana hygiene. Your bodily fluids are my fuel source. That means no wasting them. No jerking off. No sleeping with other girls. You save every drop for me. If I taste someone else's mana on you, I'll be very, very upset. And you don't want to see me upset."

My face burned. "You can't be serious. No jerking off?"

“Purity is potency, Pochi," she winked.

Three fingers.

"Rule Three: Absolute secrecy. Normal people can't see the Hollow, and they can't know about it. If you blab, the Enforcers—scary guys in grey suits—will come and wipe your memory. And they usually wipe everything else too, like how to use a spoon or hold your bladder. So, zip it."

She dusted off her hands. "Simple, right?"

I sat there, slumped against the wall. This was insanity. But the memory of the Command Tone was fresh in my muscles. The collar was real. The monster was real.

"Why me?" I asked. It was the only question that mattered. "There are eight million people in this city. Why did you pick me?"

Kanna stopped unpacking. She looked at me, and for a second, the mask of the trendy college girl slipped. I saw the warrior from the night before. The ancient, tired look in her eyes.

"Because you were empty," she said softly.

"What?"

"Most people... they're full of noise," she said, gesturing vaguely. "Ambitions, loves, hates, connections. Their souls are cluttered. But you... when I saw you in the glass... you were hollow. You had given up. And a hollow vessel holds the most power."

She shrugged, the moment passing. She returned to her cheerful persona instantly.

"Plus, you have a really nice dick. That helps."

She pointed to the hallway.

"Now. The books. Chop chop."

I looked at her. I looked at the door. I looked at the heavy boxes of grimoires waiting in the hall.

I was Liam. I was an engineer. I was a rational man.

But I was also terrified, fascinated, and utterly controlled.

I stood up. My legs felt heavy, but they moved.

"Fine," I grumbled. "But I'm not organizing your underwear drawer."

"We'll see," she grinned.

I walked into the hallway and picked up the first box. It was impossibly heavy, smelling of old leather and grave dirt.

As I carried it into her apartment, watching her hum along to a pop song while arranging cursed artifacts on a generic IKEA shelf, I realized two things.

First, my career in tech was definitely over.

And second, my life as Kanna Sato's personal battery was just beginning.



We spent the next three hours unpacking.

It was a surreal experience. I learned that Kanna possessed a chaotic duality that was hard to keep up with. One minute, she was explaining the horrific history of a cursed dagger she was hanging on the wall ("It makes the owner go blind if they don't feed it chicken blood once a month, cute right?"). The next, she was complaining about the lack of good bubble tea shops in the neighborhood.

I also learned that the collar wasn't just a leash. It was a receiver.

As I worked, sweating under the weight of her occult library, I could feel her. Not physically, but empathetically. When she was happy (finding a limited edition figure), the collar felt warm and pleasant. When she was annoyed (stubbing her toe), it tightened slightly, transmitting a dull throb of irritation.

"It's a resonance link," she explained when I asked why my neck hurt when she dropped a plate. She was sitting on the counter, swinging her legs, eating a bag of chips while I swept the floor. "We share a sensory buffer. It helps during combat. I can sense your fear, you can sense my intent. It makes us a better team."

"I don't want to be a team," I muttered, sweeping dust into a pan. "I want to file for unemployment."

"You can do both," she said, munching a chip. "The government pays you to sit around, I pay you in not dying to serve me. It’s a win-win."

She jumped down from the counter.

"Okay, break time. I'm hungry."

"I can order pizza," I offered, mostly because I wanted to sit down.

"Not that kind of hungry," she said.

The air in the room changed instantly. The casual atmosphere evaporated, replaced by a thick, heavy tension.

She stood in front of me, looking up. The sunlight from the window caught the dust motes dancing between us. She wasn't glowing, but the intensity in her dark eyes pinned me in place.

"I used a little magic to open the locks on the heavy boxes," she said, her voice dropping to a whisper. "And the Command Tone earlier... it burns calories."

She stepped into my personal space. Her hand reached out, grabbing the ends of the scarf I had used to hide the collar. She pulled it loose, letting it fall to the floor.

She ran a finger along the leather band.

"My tank is running a little low, Pochi."

My breath hitched. My body reacted instantly, a traitor to my mind. The memory of the pleasure from the night before overrode the fear. My heart rate spiked.

"Kanna, it's... it's the middle of the day," I whispered. "The window is open."

"So?" She smirked. "Let the neighbors watch. Maybe they'll learn something."

She didn't push me down this time. She simply unzipped her hoodie. Underneath, she was wearing a simple white tank top. It was thin. I could see the outline of her bra.

"I don't need a full fill-up," she said, stepping closer until her chest brushed against my stomach. "Just a snack. A top-up."

She reached down and squeezed my crotch through my jeans.

I gasped, my hands instinctively gripping her shoulders.

"See?" she purred. "You're always ready for me. That's what makes you a good pet."

She stood on her tiptoes.

"Kiss me, Liam. And mean it. If you don't put enough passion into it, I'll have to punish you."

I looked into her eyes. I saw the abyss there, the demand, the hunger. And god help me, I saw the promise of that electric, mind-numbing release.

I leaned down.

Our lips met, and the world dissolved into static again. It wasn't as violent as the first time. It was slower, deeper. Her tongue slid into my mouth, tasting of salt and chips, but carrying that same high-voltage charge.

I felt the drain immediately—a slow, syrupy pull from my chest. It made my knees weak. It made my head spin. But it felt... good. It felt like I was being useful. Like the emptiness inside me was finally being put to work.

She wrapped her arms around my neck, pulling me down, deepening the kiss until I was drowning in her.

When she finally pulled back, her cheeks were flushed a healthy pink. She licked her lips, looking satisfied.

"Thanks for the meal," she whispered.

She patted my cheek, then turned around and walked toward her bedroom.

"Okay, get out. I have online classes in ten minutes. I'll text you if I need you to kill a spider or give me a foot massage."

She slammed the bedroom door.

I stood in the middle of her living room, hard, dizzy, and confused, staring at the closed door.

I touched the collar. It was warm.

I walked back to my apartment, dazed. I sat down at my computer. The screen had gone to sleep. I jiggled the mouse.

My resume was still there. Liam Miller. Senior Backend Engineer.

It felt like looking at a document from a past life.

I deleted the file.

Then I opened a new browser tab. I stared at the search bar.

I typed: "How to be a good familiar."

I hesitated, then deleted it.

I typed: "local gyms open 24 hours"

If I was going to survive this, if I was going to be a battery for a Magical Idol who treated reality like a playground, I needed to get in shape. I needed stamina.

Because if Chapter 2 was just the "appetizer," I had a feeling the main course was going to kill me if I wasn't ready.

I leaned back in my chair, listening to the muffled sound of Kanna's professor talking about Art History through the wall.

"What have I gotten myself into?" I whispered.

But as I touched the leather around my neck, a small, treacherous part of me smiled.

At least I wasn't redundant anymore.


Chapter 4: The Mana Gauge

My lungs burned. It was a good burn, the kind that came from exertion rather than terror, but it was exhausting all the same.

I racked the barbell, the metal clanging loudly in the empty gym. It was 3:00 AM. One of the benefits of being unemployed and legally non-existent to the daylight world was that I could utilize the 24-hour fitness center when only the insomniacs and the obsessive were around.

I sat up on the bench, wiping sweat from my forehead with a towel. I caught my reflection in the wall-to-wall mirror.

I looked different. Not like I’d turned into Captain America in three days, but the shadows under my eyes were darker, and there was a tension in my jaw that hadn't been there when I was debugging code for a living. And then there was the scarf. I wore a lightweight, athletic moisture-wicking scarf even while bench-pressing. It was ridiculous, but necessary.

The leather collar underneath it felt heavy, a constant physical reminder of my new status.

Three days.

Three days since I became a pet. Three days of waiting for the other shoe to drop.

BZZZT.

The vibration didn't come from my phone. It came from my neck.

I jumped, nearly dropping my water bottle. The collar hummed against my windpipe—a low, insistent frequency that bypassed my ears and went straight to my brain stem. It wasn't painful, but it was impossible to ignore. It was a summons.

I grabbed my phone from the floor. A single text message was waiting.

Master (Kanna): Walkies. Now. 🦴

The dog bone emoji felt like a calculated insult.

I didn't hesitate. I didn't finish my cool-down. I didn't shower. The "Rule One" of the contract—thirty seconds or less—echoed in my head. I grabbed my bag and sprinted out of the gym, into the cool night air of Astoria.



When I burst into Kanna’s apartment four minutes later (I had run the three blocks), I was panting, sweat cooling on my skin.

"I'm here," I gasped, leaning against the doorframe.

Kanna was sitting on her couch, painting her toenails. She was wearing a fluffy white bathrobe, her hair wrapped in a towel. The juxtaposition of her domestic relaxation and my frantic sprint was jarring.

"You're sweaty," she observed without looking up, carefully applying a coat of pastel pink polish to her big toe. "Did you run? Good boy. Cardio is important for stamina."

"You buzzed me," I said, walking further into the room. The apartment smelled of nail polish remover and that omnipresent vanilla scent she wore.

"I did." She capped the polish and blew on her toes. "We're going on a field trip. My reserves are dipping again, and I want to try an experiment."

"Experiment?" The word made my stomach tighten. "What kind of experiment?"

"Don't make that face, Pochi. I'm not going to dissect you." She wiggled her toes, inspecting the color. "I need to calibrate your output. Last time... that was messy. Efficient, sure, but messy. You dumped everything at once. It’s like trying to fill a water balloon with a fire hose. A lot gets wasted."

She stood up, untying the belt of her robe.

I instinctively looked away, turning my head toward the kitchen.

"Oh, don't be shy now," she teased. "You've seen everything already."

There was a rustle of fabric, followed by a flash of light that lit up the room like a camera strobe.

"Okay, turn around."

I looked back.

She had transformed. The bathrobe was gone, replaced by the Magical Idol battle regalia. The white bodice hugged her torso, the pink ribbons defied gravity, and the skirt was dangerously short. She held her massive golden hammer in one hand, resting it casually on her shoulder.

Her eyes had shifted from black to the glowing neon pink.

"We're going to the Hollow," she announced. "I found a quiet spot. Low Glitch density. Perfect for training."

She walked over to the full-length mirror in the hallway. She didn't look at her reflection. Instead, she placed her hand against the glass.

The surface rippled. The reflection of the hallway dissolved into a swirling vortex of violet and grey.

"Ladies first," she said, gesturing with her head.

I swallowed hard. The memory of the cold, viscous transition was still fresh. But disobeying wasn't an option. The collar was already humming with anticipation, syncing with her proximity.

I stepped into the glass.



The sensation never got better. It felt like walking through a wall of freezing gelatin. The air was sucked out of my lungs, replaced by a heavy, static-charged atmosphere that tasted of ozone.

I stumbled out onto cracked concrete.

We weren't in the office building this time. We were in a playground. Or what used to be a playground.

The sky above was the familiar bruised purple, churning with silent storms. The jungle gym was a twisted skeletal structure of rusted metal, looking more like a cage than a plaything. The swings hung from chains that disappeared into the dark clouds above, swaying gently in a wind I couldn't feel.

"Where is this?" I asked, my voice sounding flat in the dead air.

"Astoria Park," Kanna said, stepping out of the mirror—which, on this side, was a jagged shard of glass floating in mid-air. "Or the Hollow's memory of it. It’s quiet here. The Glitches usually congregate around high-stress areas like offices and subways. Playgrounds are... melancholy. The data here is old and sad. Monsters don't like the taste of it."

She walked over to a concrete bench that was surprisingly intact, though covered in the same bioluminescent moss I’d seen before. She sat down, crossing her legs. She placed the hammer on the ground next to her.

"Come here, Liam."

She patted the space in front of her. Not the bench. The ground.

I walked over. The moss crunched softly under my sneakers. I knelt in front of her, the position feeling alarmingly natural now. The collar felt tighter, reacting to the ambient mana of the Hollow.

"Okay, lesson time," she said, leaning forward, her elbows on her knees. She looked like a coach giving a halftime speech, if the coach was a supernatural entity in a miniskirt. "Your body generates mana naturally. Everyone does. It's a byproduct of the soul processing reality. Usually, it just dissipates. But since the contract, your mana is funneled to the collar."

She reached out and tapped the leather band with a gloved finger.

"Right now, you're an open faucet. When you get scared, or angry, or... excited... you just spray mana everywhere. It's raw. Unrefined."

"And that's bad?" I asked.

"It's weak," she corrected. "Quantity is fine, but quality is what wins battles. I need high-octane fuel. I need you to compress it."

"Compress it. How?"

She smiled. It was the smile that I was beginning to learn meant trouble. It was sweet, angelic, and absolutely sadistic.

"Pressure," she whispered. "Denial. Wanting something so bad you think you're going to die, but not getting it. That frustration? That builds density. That turns raw soul data into diamond-grade mana."

She spread her legs slightly.

The movement was subtle, but in the gloom of the Hollow, it was hypnotic. The frills of her petticoat rustled. The white stockings, tight against her skin, disappeared into the shadows of her skirt.

"I want you to get hard," she commanded. "But you are not allowed to cum. Not until I say so. And spoiler alert: I'm not going to say so for a long time."

My mouth went dry. "Kanna, I... I can't just turn it on like a switch."

"Oh, I think you can."

She lifted her right leg and placed her foot on my chest.

The sole of her white boot pressed against my sternum. Then, she slowly slid it down. Over my stomach. Over my belt buckle.

"You're a healthy young man who hasn't been with a woman in... what? Years? Ever?" She giggled. "And you're kneeling in front of a Magical Idol who owns your soul. If that doesn't do it for you, I made a bad investment."

She pressed the heel of her boot directly against my crotch.

I gasped. The pressure was firm, unyielding. Even through the denim of my jeans, the sensation was electric.

"There it is," she purred, watching my reaction. "I can feel the spike in the connection. It's starting."

She withdrew her foot and leaned back, bracing her hands on the bench behind her. She lifted her skirt a few inches higher. Not enough to reveal everything, but enough to show the expanse of soft, pale skin above her stockings—the absolute territory.

"Closer," she ordered. "Put your hands behind your back."

I shuffled forward on my knees, the gravel biting into my skin, but I hardly felt it. My eyes were locked on her legs. The glowing pink circuits on her skin were pulsing in a slow, rhythmic beat.

"Closer."

I moved until my face was inches from her knees. The scent of her—vanilla, ozone, and something muskier, something feminine—filled my head.

"Good. Now, look. Don't touch. Just look."

She brought her knees together, capturing my head between her thighs.

It was a vice. Her legs were incredibly strong, the muscles taut beneath the soft skin. She squeezed, the pressure on my temples bordering on painful.

"This is the Mana Gauge," she said softly. "I'm going to stimulate you. You're going to build up energy. And just when you think you're going to explode, you're going to hold it. You're going to push that energy into the collar instead."

She began to move her legs.

One thigh slid up, the other down. The friction against my cheeks was maddening. The fabric of her stockings was smooth, cool against my heated skin.

"Open your mouth," she instructed.

I obeyed.

She shifted, moving one leg so that her inner thigh pressed against my lips.

"Lick."

I hesitated for a fraction of a second.

"That wasn't a request, Pochi." The tone dropped. The Command followed.

I licked.

The skin of her inner thigh was incredibly soft, hot to the touch. I tasted salt and power.

"Yes..." She let out a soft breath, her head tilting back slightly. "That creates the circuit. Mucous membrane contact initiates transfer. But don't drain it yet. Keep it circulating."

She reached down with one hand. Her gloved fingers brushed against the bulge in my jeans.

"You're hard," she noted, her voice dropping to a whisper. "So hard. Does it hurt?"

"Yes," I choked out. It did. It was a throbbing, aching pressure that demanded release.

"Good. Let it hurt. The pain is the compressor."

She undid my belt. She unzipped my jeans.

When she freed me, the cool air of the Hollow was a shock, quickly replaced by the heat of her hand. But she didn't stroke me. She didn't offer relief.

She trapped me between her calves.

She squeezed her lower legs together, sandwiching my erection between the sleek material of her boots and the softness of her calves.

"Thighs are nice, aren't they?" she teased, looking down at me with glowing eyes. "Soft. Warm. Better than your hand."

She began to rub.

It was slow. Agonizingly slow. She moved her legs in a scissoring motion, dragging the fabric and skin against me. She knew exactly where the sensitive spots were, and she targeted them with cruel precision.

"Nngh..." A groan escaped my throat.

"Hold it," she snapped. "Focus on the collar. Feel the heat rising from your groin? Don't let it leave your body. Push it up. Push it to me."

I tried. I squeezed my eyes shut, trying to visualize the energy. The pleasure was building like a tidal wave, a physical force crashing against the dam of my self-control.

"Look at me!"

I opened my eyes.

She was leaning over me, her hair creating a curtain around us. Her eyes were blazing. Her lips were parted.

"You want to cum inside me, don't you?" she taunted. "You want to bury yourself in me and let go of all that stress. But you can't. Not yet."

She sped up. Her calves tightened. The friction increased.

"Kanna... please..."

"No."

"I'm close... I can't..."

"You can!" Her voice resonated with power. "Give it to me! But not the fluid—give me the heat!"

She squeezed her legs together with crushing force, stopping all movement.

The sensation was overwhelming. I was on the edge, teetering over the precipice of orgasm. My body screamed for release. My hips bucked involuntarily against her shins.

"Hold it!" she commanded.

I gritted my teeth so hard I thought they would crack. I tensed every muscle in my body, fighting the biological imperative.

Don't cum. Don't cum. Push it up.

I felt a shift.

The pressure in my groin didn't vanish, but it... transmuted. The burning sensation traveled up my spine, bypassing the nerves of my lower body, and slammed into the base of my neck.

The collar flared hot.

"Yes!" Kanna gasped. Her eyes widened, the pink light intensifying until it was blinding.

She leaned down and kissed me.

It wasn't like the first time. This wasn't a draining kiss. It was a siphon. I felt the condensed energy—the frustration, the lust, the denial—being ripped out of the collar and into her.

It was a cerebral ecstasy. My brain felt like it was being massaged by electricity.

She pulled back, gasping. Her skin was glowing brilliantly now, the circuit patterns intricate and bright.

"That..." she panted, her face flushed, "was high octane."

She released my head from her thighs. She moved her legs back, freeing me.

I slumped forward, catching myself on my hands. I was still hard. Painfully, throbbingly hard. The physical pressure hadn't gone away, only the metaphysical energy. I was suffering from the worst case of blue balls in the history of the universe.

"You didn't let me finish," I wheezed, looking up at her.

"Of course not," she said, smoothing down her skirt. She looked revitalized, powerful, practically vibrating with energy. "If you finish, the tension breaks. The mana density drops. You have to stay like that."

"Stay like... like this?" I gestured to my exposed, aching state.

"Yep." She stood up and grabbed her hammer. "Consider it a storage tank. The longer you hold it, the more potent the next batch will be."

Screeeech.

A sound cut through the air. High-pitched, dissonant, like metal scraping on glass.

I scrambled to zip up my jeans, fear momentarily overriding the ache.

"I thought you said this place was quiet," I said, fumbling with my belt.

"It is," Kanna said, her voice shifting into combat mode. She spun the hammer, the heavy head whistling through the air. "But a mana source that dense? It's like lighting a flare in a dark room. We attracted a moth."

From the shadows beneath the slide, something emerged.

It wasn't a spider or a humanoid. It was a bird. Or a mockery of one. It was the size of a minivan, its wings made of flickering, triangular polygons that didn't quite connect. It had no beak, just a gaping maw of static.

A Glitch Vulture.

It shrieked again, spreading its wings. The air around it distorted.

"Stay here, Pochi," Kanna said, a cruel, excited grin spreading across her face. "Watch what your frustration bought us."

She didn't wait for the bird to attack. She launched herself.

There was no build-up. One second she was standing on the gravel, the next she was airborne. The pink aura around her was explosive.

"Gravity Hammer: Crush!"

She swung.

The hammer didn't just hit the bird. It hit the space around the bird. A sphere of pink light erupted on impact.

BOOM.

The sound was deafening. The Glitch Vulture didn't even have time to scream. The gravity well she created imploded, crushing the monster into a ball of compressed data the size of a marble, before it winked out of existence.

Kanna landed lightly on the top of the slide. She spun the hammer and rested it on her shoulder.

"See?" she called down to me. "Clean. Efficient. One hit."

She hopped down, walking back to where I was still kneeling, trying to calm my racing heart and aching body.

She leaned down, tapping my nose with her finger.

"That's the power of denial, Liam. Keep that in mind."

She turned toward the shard of mirror floating in the air.

"Let's go home. I have a paper due at midnight, and you need to take a cold shower."

I watched her walk away, the pink ribbons of her outfit swaying.

I was terrified. I was in pain. I was being used as a literal battery.

But as I watched the sway of her hips, and felt the residual buzz of the connection in the collar, I realized something disturbing.

I wanted to do it again.

I stood up, adjusting my jeans, and followed her into the glass.


Chapter 5: Public Play in Empty NY

The silence of Times Square was the loudest thing I had ever heard.

In the real world, this intersection was the beating heart of chaos. It was a cacophony of taxi horns, tourists shouting in a dozen languages, buskers drumming on plastic buckets, and the relentless, seizure-inducing flash of LED billboards selling everything from sodas to Broadway shows. It was a place that never slept, never blinked, and never shut up.

In the Hollow, it was a mausoleum.

We stepped out of a fractured reflection in a storefront window—what used to be a massive clothing retailer—and onto the street. The asphalt was cracked, veins of that pulsating violet moss running through the fissures like infected blood.

But it was the screens that froze the breath in my throat.

The towering billboards were still active, but they weren't playing ads. They were displaying static. Endless, shifting snow of black and white noise. And occasionally, if you looked out of the corner of your eye, the static would coalesce into shapes. Giant, blinking eyes. Twisted mouths. They watched. They judged.

"Creepy, isn't it?" Kanna’s voice cut through the dead air.

She stood in the middle of Seventh Avenue, twirling her hammer like a baton. The pink glow of her Magical Idol outfit was the only vibrant thing in this monochrome nightmare. The light reflected off the wet pavement, creating a spotlight where she stood.

"Why are we here?" I asked, pulling my jacket tighter. The Hollow was colder tonight. Or maybe it was just the location. "This place... it feels heavy."

"It is heavy," she agreed, looking up at the towering canyon of screens. "Times Square is a nexus of attention. Millions of eyes focus here every day. In the Hollow, that residual attention lingers. It creates a pressure field."

She turned to me, a mischievous grin spreading across her face.

"Perfect for tonight's lesson."

I took a step back. "Lesson? I thought we were hunting."

"We are," she chirped. "But first, I need to top off the tank. And since we already covered 'Denial' at the playground, I thought we'd try a different flavor tonight."

She raised her hand. A beam of pink light shot from her fingertips, connecting to the collar around my neck. It solidified instantly into a glowing, translucent chain.

She gave it a sharp tug.

My head snapped forward, the leather digging into my throat. I stumbled toward her, barely keeping my balance.

"Flavor?" I choked out, regaining my footing.

"Shame," she said simply.

She wrapped the chain around her hand, shortening the leash until I was forced to stand right next to her.

"Shame is a powerful emotional spike, Liam. It triggers a fight-or-flight response, floods the system with adrenaline, and heightens sensory input. When you feel exposed, your soul data vibrates at a much higher frequency."

She gestured to the empty, silent amphitheater of the intersection.

"And where better to feel exposed than the center of the world?"

"There's no one here," I argued, glancing around at the desolate streets. "It's just us and the Glitches."

"Is it?" She leaned in, her voice dropping to a whisper. "Look at the screens, Pochi. Look at the windows. Can't you feel them? The ghosts of a million tourists? The weight of the city watching you?"

I looked. The static on the giant billboard above where the red steps would be in the real world seemed to swirl. It felt like a stadium full of people holding their breath. The paranoia was irrational, but in this dimension, irrationality was the physics engine.

"I... I guess."

"Good." She tugged the leash again, pulling me down. "On your knees."

I hesitated. The ground was wet and gritty.

"Command," she warned, her eyes flashing.

I dropped to my knees. The cold dampness soaked through my jeans instantly.

"Now," she said, circling me slowly. The chain passed over my head, tangling slightly in my hair before she pulled it free. "Take it out."

My heart hammered against my ribs. "Here? In the open?"

"Do you see a bathroom nearby?" She laughed. "Yes, here. I want to see it."

My hands shook as I reached for my belt. This was insane. It was one thing to be intimate in the privacy of an apartment, or even the secluded shadows of the playground. But this was wide open space. The sightlines were endless. Anyone—anything—could see us.

"Hurry up," she snapped, tapping the head of her hammer against the pavement. Clack. Clack.

I unzipped my jeans. I pushed them down to my thighs.

The cold air hit me. I shriveled slightly, the vulnerability washing over me like ice water. I felt naked, absurd, and small. A man kneeling in the ruins of a city, exposed for the amusement of a girl in a frilly skirt.

"Aww, it's shy," Kanna teased. She crouched down in front of me, the pink light of her eyes examining me clinically. "That's the shame working. It constricts the blood flow initially. But once we break through that..."

She reached out. She didn't touch me with her skin. She touched me with the handle of her hammer.

The gold-wrapped metal was cold and hard. she slid it under my semi-soft length, lifting it up.

"Look at yourself," she commanded, gesturing to the reflective glass of a nearby newsstand.

I looked. The distortion made it worse. I looked like a pathetic animal on a leash.

"Tell me what you feel," she demanded.

"Cold," I whispered. "Ridiculous."

"And?"

"Turned on."

The admission hung in the air. It was true. The humiliation was a drug. The sheer wrongness of the situation was firing synapses in my brain that I didn't know existed. My blood began to pump harder, fighting the cold, rushing to the point of contact.

"I knew it," she grinned. "You're a natural exhibitionist. Or maybe just a natural sub. Either way, it's working."

She dropped the leash and grabbed me.

Her hand was warm, a shocking contrast to the air and the metal. She squeezed firm, pumping once, twice. I hardened instantly, responding to her touch with traitorous eagerness.

"Stand up," she ordered.

I scrambled to my feet, my pants around my thighs, waddling awkwardly.

"Walk," she said, pointing down Seventh Avenue.

"Like this?"

"Like that. Hands behind your head. Chest out. Show the world what you've got."

I started to walk. It was the longest walk of my life. My boots scraped on the asphalt. The wind bit at my exposed skin. I felt the imaginary eyes of the billboards boring into me. Every step sent a jolt of arousal through my system. I was parading myself. I was an object.

Kanna walked beside me, humming a cheerful tune, swinging her hammer. She wasn't looking at me. She was scanning the rooftops, the alleys.

"The mana is rising," she commented casually, as if checking a weather report. "The shame is acting like a pressure cooker. Keep going. I want you to feel like everyone is laughing at you."

"Is that... part of the spell?" I gritted out, my face burning.

"Nope. That's just for my entertainment," she winked.

We reached the center of the intersection. The famous "Bowtie" where Broadway and Seventh cross.

"Stop," she said.

I halted. I was fully erect now, throbbing in the cold air, leaking pre-cum that glistened in the neon light of her aura.

"This is the spot," she said. "Maximum exposure."

She stepped in front of me. She dropped the hammer.

"Now, we harvest."

She didn't kneel. She pushed me back until I was leaning against a concrete barricade—one of those heavy blocks meant to stop truck attacks.

"The mana you're generating right now is spicy," she said, running a finger down my chest, over the collar, and down to my navel. "It tastes like adrenaline and embarrassment. My favorite."

She grabbed my hips, pulling me forward away from the barricade so I was standing freely again.

Then, she lifted her leg.

She placed her boot on the barricade next to my hip, opening her stance wide. She grabbed the back of my neck with one hand, forcing my head down.

"Kiss me first. Transfer the top layer."

I kissed her. It was frantic. The setting, the exposure, the weird taboo thrill of it all made me aggressive. I pushed my tongue into her mouth, tasting her. She tasted like ozone and static electricity.

She groaned into my mouth, her hand tightening on the back of my neck.

"Yes... that's it... feed me..."

She broke the kiss, breathless. Her eyes were glowing brighter, the pink light illuminating the falling specks of dust—or maybe data—around us.

"Now," she whispered, looking down. "Let's get the rest."

She sank to her knees.

In the middle of Times Square, surrounded by the ghosts of the city, she took me into her mouth.

It wasn't gentle. It was ravenous.

The moment her lips closed around me, the world narrowed. The static on the screens seemed to scream. The ground beneath my feet felt like it was vibrating.

"Kanna..." I gasped, looking up at the sky. The purple clouds churned.

She worked me with a rhythm that was terrifyingly efficient. Her tongue swirled, her suction tight and demanding. She used her hands to knead my thighs, anchoring herself.

I looked down. The sight was permanently burned into my retina. The top of her head, her black hair spilling over my legs, the frantic bobbing motion, and the glow of her magic absorbing the energy I was releasing.

Every stroke pulled more than just physical sensation. It pulled my anxiety, my shame, my fear. It transmuted the negative emotions into raw power. I felt lighter, dizzier.

"I'm... getting close..." I warned, my hands hovering over her head, afraid to touch her but needing to hold on.

She didn't stop. She sped up. She started to hum against me again, that vibration that went straight to my bone marrow.

Screeee-onk.

A sound tore through the air.

It wasn't a Glitch scream. It was a siren. A distorted, digital police siren.

I froze. "Kanna?"

She pulled off, a string of saliva and light connecting us. She didn't look worried. She looked annoyed.

"Ignore it," she commanded, wiping her mouth. "Just background noise. The city's immune system trying to reboot."

"It's getting louder."

"I said ignore it!"

She grabbed me again, harder this time. Her nails dug into my hips.

"You are not done. You don't get to stop until I'm full. Focus on me. Only me."

She went back down, but this time she used "Deep Throat" magic—or maybe just sheer skill. She took me all the way to the base, gagging slightly, her eyes watering, but pushing through.

The sensation was blinding. The combination of the choking tightness, the heat, and the sheer visual of her debasing herself in this public ruin broke something in my brain.

"Kanna! I can't hold it!"

"Don't!" she mumbled around me. "Give it to me!"

The climax hit me like a physical blow.

I arched my back, crying out to the empty city. I poured into her. Wave after wave of mana-laden release. It felt like I was expelling my soul.

She drank it all. She swallowed convulsively, her throat working, accepting everything.

The release went on for seconds that felt like hours. My vision went white. My knees buckled.

I collapsed forward.

She caught me.

She stood up, holding my weight easily. She was glowing like a supernova now. The pink light was so intense it hurt to look at her. Her skin was flushed, her chest heaving.

"Wow," she breathed, licking a stray drop from her lip. "Exhibitionist mana... it has a kick. Like spicy tuna."

I slid down to the ground, panting, trying to pull my pants up with trembling fingers. I felt hollowed out again, but also... calm. The shame was gone. Replaced by a strange, floaty serenity.

"Did we... did we get it?" I mumbled.

"We got it," she confirmed. She flexed her hand, and the hammer flew from where she dropped it, snapping into her palm. "I'm at 120% capacity. I could nuke this whole block."

SCREEEE-ONK.

The siren was right on top of us.

From the side street, a massive shape emerged. It looked like an NYPD cruiser, but it was twenty feet tall, walked on mechanical legs, and had a gaping maw filled with spinning saw blades where the windshield should be.

"Patrol Glitch," Kanna identified it, sounding almost bored. "Mid-tier. Annoying armor."

She looked down at me.

"Can you walk, Pochi?"

"Give me... a minute."

"We don't have a minute."

She reached down, grabbed the back of my jacket, and hauled me to my feet.

"Stay behind the barrier. Enjoy the show. You paid for the ticket, after all."

She turned toward the monster.

The Patrol Glitch revved its saw blades. A voice boomed from its speaker—a corrupted, slowed-down recording.

"Moooove... aloooong... citizen..."

Kanna smiled. It was the smile of a predator who had just eaten a full meal and was ready to play with her food.

"Sorry, officer," she called out, her voice amplified by magic. "I'm afraid I'm going to have to resist arrest."

She leaped.

The jump was impossible. She soared fifty feet into the air, silhouetted against the static-filled screens of Times Square. She raised the hammer high. It glowed with a blinding crimson light—the color of my shame, processed into destruction.

"Mana Burst: Red Light Stop!"

She swung down.

The hammer grew in mid-air, a massive construct of red energy forming around the metal head, becoming the size of a bus.

She slammed it onto the Patrol unit.

CRUNCH.

There was no explosion. Just the sound of metal being compressed into a pancake instantly. The ground shook violently, knocking me off my feet again.

When the dust settled, the glitch was gone. There was just a flat, metallic crater in the middle of the intersection.

Kanna landed in the center of the crater. She spun her hammer and posed, flashing a peace sign to an invisible camera.

"Victory!" she cheered.

She walked back to me, her aura slowly dimming back to a manageable pink.

"Not bad, right?" She offered me a hand.

I looked at her hand. Then I looked at the crater.

"You're terrifying," I said, taking her hand.

"And you," she pulled me up, leaning close to whisper in my ear, "are a very dirty boy. We're going to have so much fun."

She let go and started walking back toward the reflection we came from.

"Come on. I want pizza. Real pizza. And you're buying."

I buttoned my jeans, fixed my jacket, and followed her.

The silence of Times Square returned, but the screens didn't feel like they were judging me anymore. They felt like they were watching a star.

And as I touched the collar at my neck, I realized with a jolt of horror that I was proud to be the one holding her leash. Even if, in reality, she was the one holding mine.


Chapter 6: The Engineer's Analysis

I was a battery.

That was the hard, uncomfortable truth I came to terms with while staring at the three monitors on my desk. The blue light washed over my face, illuminating the dark circles under my eyes.

In the tech world, batteries were consumables. You used them until they couldn't hold a charge anymore, and then you tossed them in the recycling bin and slotted in a fresh one. Kanna had saved my life, yes. She had given me a purpose, twisted as it was. But how long would that last?

"Efficiency drops over time," I muttered to myself, tapping a pen against my lips. "Chemical degradation. Cycle limits."

If I was just a mana source, I had an expiration date. Eventually, the trauma of the Hollow or the sheer physical exhaustion of being drained by a supernatural succubus would break me. And when I broke? Kanna would find another depressed, lonely guy with a high soul-density. New York was full of them.

I didn't want to be replaced.

It wasn't just fear of death anymore. It was... something else. A possessive, gnawing need to be the one holding her leash, even if the collar was around my neck.

I looked at the screens in front of me. Spreadsheets, maps, and lines of code.

"I need to be more than a battery," I whispered. "I need to be the operating system."

I was a Senior Backend Engineer. I didn't solve problems by hitting them with a hammer; I solved them by understanding the architecture. And the Hollow? The Hollow was just a system. A corrupted, buggy, dangerous system, but a system nonetheless.

I had spent the last twenty-four hours—when I wasn't being dragged out for "walkies"—dumping everything I remembered into a database.

Observation 1: Entry Points.

The glass doesn't just liquefy randomly. It reacts to specific frequencies of emotional resonance. The office building (Despair). The playground (Melancholy). Times Square (Anxiety/Exposure).

Observation 2: Glitch Behavior.

They aren't animals. They don't have biological drives. They execute loops. The Spider-Glitches in the lobby patrolled a grid pattern. The Vulture at the playground circled in a perfect sine wave before attacking.

Observation 3: The Code.

When Kanna smashed a Glitch, it dissolved into particles. But for a split second, before the render failed, I saw it. Geometry. Fractals. Binary.

"It's an overlay," I realized, typing furiously. "The Hollow isn't a separate dimension. It's a server-side mirror of reality running on corrupted data."

If it was software, it could be predicted. It could be exploited.

Knock, knock, knock.

The sound came from the wall shared with Kanna’s apartment.

"Pochi! I'm bored!" Her voice was muffled but clear. "Come entertain me!"

I looked at my work. It was crude. A heat map of Manhattan overlaid with real-time subway delay data and sentiment analysis from Twitter (people complaining about traffic, rent, noise).

"Hold on," I shouted back. "I'm coming over. I have something to show you."



Kanna was lying upside down on her couch, her legs kicking in the air, reading a manga. She was wearing a pair of tiny athletic shorts and an oversized t-shirt that said 'NOPE' in bold letters.

"You took three minutes," she noted, not looking up from the book. "I should add a shock feature to that collar."

"I was working," I said, stepping over a pile of shoes she hadn't put away.

"Working?" She flipped a page. "You're unemployed, Liam. Your job is to stay hydrated and wait for me to get horny."

"I was working on us," I corrected. I placed my laptop on the coffee table, pushing aside a half-eaten bag of gummy bears. "Look at this."

Kanna sighed, a long, dramatic exhale that ruffled her bangs. She rolled off the couch, landing gracefully on her feet, and crouched over the laptop.

"Maps? Squiggly lines?" She looked at me, unimpressed. "If this is your attempt at abstract art, stick to coding."

"It's a predictive model," I explained, pointing to a cluster of red dots in the Lower East Side. "I've been cross-referencing Glitch manifestations with human emotional data. Specifically, negative sentiment spikes on social media."

"Nerd stuff," she dismissed, reaching for a gummy bear. "Glitches appear where the air feels heavy. I just sniff them out. It's instinct."

"Instinct is good," I countered, trying to keep my voice steady. "But instinct is reactive. You wander around until you find something. That wastes time. It wastes mana."

I pulled up a graph.

"This is the Delancey Street subway station. For the past week, there have been massive delays. Construction noise. Overcrowding. The sentiment analysis is deep red. Anger. Frustration. Claustrophobia."

I tapped the screen.

"I predict a high-level Glitch spawn there. Within the next two hours."

Kanna chewed the gummy bear thoughtfully. She looked at the screen, then at me. Her dark eyes narrowed slightly.

"You think you can predict the Hollow with a spreadsheet?"

"I think the Hollow follows a logic," I said. "It's a broken logic, but it's consistent. Glitches are bugs. And bugs happen where the code is stressed."

She stood up, dusting sugar off her fingers. She walked around me, her gaze traveling up and down my body. It made the skin on my neck prickle under the collar.

"You're trying really hard to be useful, aren't you?" she mused. "Afraid I'll trade you in for a newer model?"

My breath hitched. She saw right through me.

"I'm an engineer, Kanna. I optimize. Let me optimize this."

She stopped in front of me. She reached out and flicked the collar.

Thwack.

"Okay, Elon Musk," she grinned, her eyes flashing with a hint of challenge. "Let's test your hypothesis. We go to Delancey Street. If there's a big, juicy Glitch there, I'll admit you're smart. Maybe even give you a reward."

Her voice dropped a register on the word 'reward'.

"And if I'm wrong?"

Her grin widened, revealing teeth that looked a little too sharp.

"Then we play a game called 'How much mana can I drain before Liam passes out.' Spoiler: It's a painful game."

She grabbed her hoodie from the back of the couch.

"Let's go. The subway awaits."



The Hollow version of the Delancey Street station was a nightmare of claustrophobia.

The ceiling was low, dripping with a black, viscous sludge that smelled like burning rubber. The tracks were twisted into impossible knots, looping up the walls and across the ceiling like steel vines. The platform was covered in ankle-deep fog that swirled around our feet.

It was silent, except for the distant, rhythmic thump-thump-thump coming from the tunnel. It sounded like a giant, distorted heartbeat.

"It stinks down here," Kanna complained, her voice echoing strangely. She was in her Magical Idol form now, the pink light of her outfit struggling to push back the oppressive gloom. "And it's cramped. I can't swing my hammer properly."

"That's part of the data profile," I whispered, holding my phone. The screen was flickering, the UI glitching, but the map I had cached was still visible. "Claustrophobia. Confinement. Whatever is down here, it feeds on the feeling of being trapped."

I scanned the darkness. My eyes were adjusting to the Hollow. I wasn't just seeing shapes anymore; I was starting to see the static. The edges of the pillars shimmered with white noise. The dripping sludge had a pixelated texture.

"There," I pointed to the far end of the platform, where the tunnel mouth gaped like a black throat. "The signal density is off the charts."

Kanna stepped in front of me, summoning her hammer. "Stay behind me, Pochi. If you're right, this might get messy."

The heartbeat grew louder. THUMP. THUMP.

Then, the tunnel exhaled.

A gust of wind, smelling of rust and old sweat, blasted past us.

And it emerged.

It wasn't a biological creature. It was a train. But not a train made of metal. It was a train made of flesh and fused bodies.

It was a Centipede-Glitch, but the segments were twisted, agonizingly stretched human torsos—faceless, grey mannequins fused together in a long, undulating chain. The legs were jagged turnstiles made of bone. The head was a conductor's booth, but the window was a single, massive, red eye that strobed like a warning light.

“S-S-STAND CLEAR... CLEAR... OF THE CLOSING... DOOOOORS...”

The voice was a corrupted audio sample, slowed down to a demonic growl.

"Ew," Kanna wrinkled her nose. "Commuter trauma manifested as a flesh-train. That is gross, even for this place."

"It's a 'Delay' class," I said, my mind racing as I analyzed the creature's movement. "Look at the way it flickers. It's not moving smoothly. It's skipping frames."

"I don't care about frames," Kanna shouted, launching herself forward. "I'm going to derail it!"

She swung her hammer.

"Gravity Impact!"

The hammer descended, aiming for the creature's head for what should have been a direct hit. But just before impact, the creature glitched—vanishing for a microsecond only to reappear ten feet to the left.

WHOOSH.

Kanna's hammer hit empty air. The momentum carried her forward, leaving her exposed.

"What?" she gasped.

The flesh-train whipped its tail—a mass of tangled cables and rebar. It slammed into Kanna.

CRASH.

She flew backward, smashing into a tiled pillar. Dust and debris rained down.

"Kanna!" I yelled.

She shook her head, standing up quickly. "I'm fine! Just... slippery little bastard. It teleported!"

"It didn't teleport!" I shouted, watching the creature circle for another pass. The red eye was locked on her. "It's lag! High latency! It's not where you see it!"

"English, Liam!" she screamed, dodging a bite from the turnstile-legs.

"The visual render is behind the physical position!" I explained, scrambling up onto a broken bench to get a better view. "You're swinging at a ghost! You have to aim ahead of it!"

"Ahead? How far ahead?"

The creature shrieked, the sound of screeching brakes amplifying until my teeth hurt. It coiled, preparing to lunge at her again.

I watched the flicker. Tick. Tock. Glitch.

There was a rhythm. A pattern. It reset every three seconds.

"One and a half seconds!" I yelled. "It's leading its visual by one point five seconds! Aim where it will be, not where it is!"

Kanna looked at me, then back at the monster. She hesitated. For a warrior who relied on instinct, hitting empty air went against every fiber of her being.

"Trust me!" I roared. The command word slipped out—not magical, just pure, desperate authority.

The creature lunged.

Kanna didn't look at the monster. She looked at the empty space to its right.

She grit her teeth, her eyes blazing pink.

"If you're wrong, I'm going to kill you myself!"

She spun, her hammer glowing with a concentrated, heavy light. She swung with everything she had—aiming at nothing.

The creature flickered.

It shifted position, snapping into reality exactly where she was swinging.

CRACK-BOOM.

The impact was cataclysmic.

The hammer connected squarely with the conductor-head. The force of the blow, combined with the creature's own momentum, shattered it.

The flesh-train exploded. Not into blood, but into a shower of error messages, corrupted pixels, and violet light. The shockwave blew the fog away, clearing the platform instantly.

Kanna landed, skidding backward on her heels, creating sparks against the concrete.

Silence returned to the station.

I stood on the bench, my heart pounding in my ears. The air was filled with floating particles of data, slowly dissolving.

Kanna stood amidst the ruin, her chest heaving. She lowered her hammer.

She turned to look at me.

Her expression was unreadable. The pink glow in her eyes was soft, pulsing gently. She walked toward me, her heels clicking on the tile.

She stopped at the foot of the bench. I was still standing on it, so for once, I was taller than her.

"One point five seconds," she murmured.

"It was a consistent lag spike," I said, my voice shaky. "Backend logic."

She stared at me. Then, a slow smile spread across her face. It wasn't the predatory smile, or the fake idol smile. It was... impressed.

"You really are a nerd, aren't you?"

"I told you," I said, stepping down from the bench. My legs felt like rubber. "I can optimize."

She reached out and grabbed my tie—or rather, the collar of my jacket. She pulled me close.

"You didn't just provide mana," she said softly. "You provided a solution. That's... new."

She ran a finger down my cheek.

"Usually, pets just sit there and look pretty. But you... you're a smart dog. A clever boy."

The praise hit me harder than I expected. It wasn't just survival. It was validation. I had proved my worth.

"Does this mean I get the reward?" I asked, bold with adrenaline.

Kanna laughed. She wrapped her arms around my neck, pressing her body against mine. Her armor was hard, but she was soft underneath.

"Oh, absolutely," she purred. "We're going home. And since you like analyzing things so much..."

She bit her lower lip, her eyes darkening with lust.

"I have a few new positions I want you to figure out. Think you can handle the geometry?"

"I'm a quick learner," I managed to say.

"Good."

She snapped her fingers. The air behind us cracked open, revealing the portal back to her apartment.

"Let's go, Pochi. Class is in session."



Back in her apartment, the transition from combat to domestic intimacy was jarringly fast. Kanna didn't even bother to detransform fully before she pushed me onto the couch.

"Stay," she commanded.

She walked over to the mini-fridge, grabbed a soda, cracked it open, and downed half of it in one go. Then, she turned to me, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand.

"That was actually kind of hot," she admitted, walking back to the couch. "You shouting orders. 'Trust me!' You sounded like a real man for a second."

"I am a real man," I grumbled, loosening my scarf.

"You're my man," she corrected, straddling my lap. "My property. But..."

She leaned forward, her hands resting on my chest. Her pink eyes bore into mine.

"I like that you're not helpless. It makes the game more fun if you can play back."

She kissed me. It was slow, languid, and tasted of grape soda. There was no mana drain this time. It was just a kiss. A reward.

"You were right about the subway," she whispered against my lips. "So, I'm going to listen to you. What's the next target?"

I blinked, surprised. "You're asking me?"

"I'm consulting my strategist," she grinned. "If you can predict the spawns, we can farm them. More kills, more mana, more power. I want to be the strongest, Liam. I want to own this city. Can you help me do that?"

I looked at her. The ambition in her eyes was naked and raw. She wasn't just a Magical Idol fighting monsters; she was a queen building an empire. And she was offering me a place at her side. Not just as a battery, but as an architect.

"Yes," I said, feeling a new kind of fire in my gut. "I can map the whole city. I can find every Glitch nest in the five boroughs."

"Perfect."

She sat back, grinding her hips down on me. I hissed at the friction.

"But first," she said, reaching for the hem of her skirt. "We celebrate the victory. And since you were so smart today..."

She pulled a small, silver object out of her pocket. It looked like a remote control.

"I did add that feature to the collar," she winked.

She pressed a button.

A gentle, vibrating hum started at my neck. It wasn't unpleasant. In fact, it sent shivers down my spine that radiated straight to my groin.

"It resonates with your nerve endings," she explained, watching my reaction with glee. "Sensory enhancement. Everything you feel is about to be doubled."

She tossed the remote onto the cushion next to my head.

"Now," she said, unzipping her bodice. "Analyze this."

As she lowered herself onto me, and the vibration in the collar synced with the pounding of my heart, I knew one thing for certain.

I wasn't just surviving the Hollow anymore. I was beginning to master it. And the girl riding me? She wasn't just my captor. She was my partner.

And god help us, we were going to break this city wide open.


Chapter 7: Sweet Torture

Sunday in Queens was usually a symphony of lawnmowers, distant sirens, and the smell of someone burning toast. But inside Kanna’s apartment, the world was hermetically sealed, smelling of vanilla candles and freshly brewed tea.

Rain drummed a lazy rhythm against the windowpane, blurring the view of the street below. It was a gray, drowsy afternoon—the kind of day made for naps and doing absolutely nothing.

I, however, was doing dishes.

"You missed a spot," Kanna’s voice drifted from the living room.

I paused, holding up a plate. It was spotless. "I didn't miss a spot. This plate is cleaner than my conscience."

"The rim, Pochi. The rim has a smudge."

I sighed, grabbing the sponge again. "You have magical powers that can crush gravity, but you can't scrub a plate?"

"I have magical powers so I don't have to scrub a plate," she corrected, the logic impenetrable.

I finished the dishes, dried my hands, and walked into the living room. Kanna was sitting on the plush beige rug in the center of the room, leaning back against the sofa. She was wearing a pair of grey sweatpants that hung low on her hips and a loose, off-the-shoulder knit sweater that exposed the smooth curve of her collarbone. Her hair was down, a curtain of silk cascading over her shoulders.

She looked impossibly normal. If you ignored the fact that she had decimated a flesh-train in a nightmare dimension two days ago, she was just a college girl enjoying a rainy weekend.

She patted the space on the rug in front of her. Specifically, she patted her lap.

"Come here," she said softly.

I hesitated. "Is this a trap?"

"It's maintenance," she said, holding up a small, slender bamboo tool with a tiny fluff ball on the end. "Your ears are probably full of gunk. It blocks the mana flow."

"That sounds like pseudoscience," I muttered, but I walked over.

"It's ancient wisdom. Now, lie down."

I lowered myself onto the rug. I hesitated again before laying my head on her lap. It felt... intimate. Far more intimate than the frantic, life-or-death sex we’d had in the Hollow. This was domestic. This was tender.

I settled my head onto her thighs. They were soft, warm, and smelled faintly of lavender detergent.

"Turn your head," she instructed, her fingers gently combing through my hair.

I turned, exposing my left ear.

"This is called mimikaki," she explained, her voice low and soothing. "It's very important for bonding. The Master takes care of the Pet’s senses."

"In America, we just use Q-tips and risk rupturing our eardrums," I mumbled, closing my eyes.

"Barbarians," she whispered.

I felt the cool bamboo touch the outer rim of my ear. I flinched slightly.

"Relax," she commanded. "If you move, I might poke your brain. And you need that for the mapping software."

I forced my muscles to unclench. Her touch was incredibly precise. She navigated the curves of my ear with a surgeon’s steady hand. The sensation was strange—a ticklish, scratching feeling that sent shivers racing down my neck and shoulders. It was pleasant, in a weirdly vulnerable way. I was completely at her mercy, my head cradled in her lap, a sharp object inside my head.

"You're tense," she noted, her free hand stroking my cheek. "You're always thinking, aren't you? Analyzing. Calculating."

"It's what I do."

"Stop it," she said. "For the next hour, you don't have to think. You don't have to plan. You just have to exist."

She scraped a sensitive spot deep in my ear canal.

"Ah..." A sound escaped my throat involuntarily.

"There it is," she hummed. "The sweet spot."

The scratching sound resonated through my skull, loud and immersive. It was hypnotic. The combination of the rain, the warmth of her thighs, and the rhythmic cleaning was putting me into a trance. My breathing slowed. The knot of anxiety that had lived in my chest since the layoff began to loosen.

"You did good this week, Liam," she said softly. "The map works. We hunted three Glitches yesterday. My reserves are at ninety percent."

"Glad to be of service," I murmured, my eyes heavy.

"You are," she said. She pulled the bamboo pick out and blew on it gently. "Turn over. Other side."

I rolled my head. Now I was facing her stomach. The soft fabric of her sweater brushed against my nose. I could feel the slow rise and fall of her breathing.

She started on the right ear.

"You know," she said conversationally, "keeping a pet isn't just about feeding. It's about grooming. It's about making sure they know who they belong to."

Her hand drifted from my cheek down to my neck. She traced the leather of the collar with her thumb.

"Does it chafe?" she asked.

"A little," I admitted. "In the shower mostly."

"I'll get you some oil for it," she said. "Can't have you getting a rash. It ruins the aesthetic."

She finished with the ear pick and set it on the coffee table. But she didn't tell me to get up. She kept her hand on my head, weaving her fingers through my hair, massaging my scalp.

It felt amazing. I let out a long sigh, my body sinking deeper into the rug.

"You like that?" she asked.

"Mmm."

"You're like a cat," she giggled. "You pretend to be all grumpy and independent, but the moment someone scratches behind your ears, you melt."

I opened my eyes.

I was looking straight up at her. From this angle, she looked like a giantess. Her chin, the curve of her lips, the dark lashes framing her eyes. She was looking down at me with an expression I couldn't quite place. It wasn't the hunger I saw in the Hollow. It was possessive, yes, but softer. Affectionate?

"Kanna," I said quietly.

"What?"

"Why are you doing this? The nice stuff. You have the contract. You don't need to... pamper me."

She stopped moving her fingers. She looked down at me, her eyes dark pools.

"You think this is just pampering?" She smiled, but the smile didn't reach her eyes. It was the dangerous smile again. "This is calibration, Liam. If I just break you, you're useless. I need you pliable. I need you addicted."

She leaned forward, her hair creating a canopy around my face.

"I need you to crave this peace. Because the only place you can get it is right here. On my lap."

She shifted her weight.

My head moved with her thighs. And then, I felt it.

Something hard pressing against the back of my head.

"You're reacting," she whispered.

I was. The intimacy, the scent of her, the softness—it had bypassed my brain and gone straight to my biology. I was hard. Painfully hard, pressing against the zipper of my jeans.

"I can't help it," I rasped. "You're... very close."

"I am," she agreed.

She didn't move away. Instead, she swung her leg over my head.

In one fluid motion, she transitioned from a pillow to a rider. She straddled my chest, her knees pinning my arms to the rug. She sat up straight, her weight settling on my sternum, pressing the air from my lungs.

"Don't move," she commanded.

I froze.

She looked down at me from her throne. The loose sweater slipped off one shoulder completely, revealing a black bra strap.

"We have time today," she said, her voice dropping to a smoky whisper. "No monsters. No time limits. No rushing."

She slid backward slowly.

She moved from my chest to my stomach. Then lower. She settled her hips directly over my crotch.

"Oh god," I groaned, my hips bucking instinctively.

"Ah-ah," she tutted, pressing her hand onto my chest to pin me down. "I said, don't move. You are the furniture. Furniture doesn't wiggle."

She ground down.

Even through the layers of clothes—her sweatpants, my jeans—the friction was electric. She was heavy in the best possible way. Solid. Real.

"You're hard as a rock," she noted, biting her lip as she rotated her hips. "Does it hurt?"

"Yes," I gasped. "The denim... it's tight."

"Let's fix that."

She sat up on her knees, hovering over me. She reached for my belt. She undid it with agonizing slowness, her eyes never leaving mine. She unzipped my jeans. She pulled them down, along with my boxers, just enough to free me.

I sprang free, red and throbbing.

She looked at it. She reached out and wrapped her hand around the base.

"So eager," she teased. "Begging for attention."

She lifted her hips. She hooked her thumbs into the waistband of her sweatpants and panties. She shoved them down in one motion, kicking them away.

She was naked from the waist down. Her legs were pale and smooth. Her pussy was wet, glistening in the dim light of the rainy afternoon.

"Kanna..." I reached up, wanting to touch her.

She caught my wrists. She pinned them back to the floor, interlacing her fingers with mine.

"No touching," she whispered. "Just feeling."

She positioned herself. She hovered the wet entrance of her body over the tip of mine.

She didn't sink down. She just teased. She rubbed the head of my cock against her clit, creating a wet, slippery friction that made my toes curl.

"Please," I begged. "Just... sit down."

"Begging is good," she smiled. "But not yet."

She lowered herself an inch. The head slipped inside. The heat was suffocating.

"So tight," I hissed through gritted teeth.

"You have no idea."

She sank another inch. Then stopped.

"See, Liam? I control the depth. I control the speed. I control you."

She leaned forward, her hair brushing my face. She kissed me. It wasn't the mana-draining kiss. It was deep, wet, and languid. Her tongue explored my mouth with the same ownership she exerted over my body.

As she kissed me, she finally, slowly, sank all the way down.

I muffled a scream into her mouth.

The sensation of being sheathed in her was absolute. She was incredibly tight, gripping me with a pulsing rhythm. She settled her weight fully on me, our pelvic bones grinding together.

She broke the kiss, sitting up straight. She arched her back, letting out a long, shaky breath.

"There," she sighed. "Connected."

She began to move.

It was a slow, rolling grind. She wasn't bouncing. She was churning. She moved her hips in circles, exploring every angle, stimulating nerves I didn't know I had.

I lay there, my hands pinned by hers, watching her ride me.

It was the most beautiful, erotic thing I had ever seen. Her head was thrown back, her neck exposed, the leather collar reflected in her dark eyes when she looked down at me. The sweater hung loosely on her frame, contrasting with the naked, wet action of our hips.

"You feel... full," she murmured, her eyes half-closed. "Not just mana. Physically full."

She tightened her internal muscles.

"Fuck!" I arched my back, trying to thrust up.

She slammed her hands down on my chest, stopping me.

"Don't. Move." Her voice was sharp, breathless. "I do the work. You just take it."

She picked up the pace.

Slap. Slap. Slap.

The sound of flesh meeting flesh filled the quiet room, underscored by the rain outside.

She leaned forward again, placing her hands on the rug beside my head. She looked deep into my eyes.

"Who do you belong to?" she whispered, her breath hot on my face.

"You," I gasped. "I belong to you."

"Say my name."

"Kanna. I belong to Kanna."

"Good boy."

She smiled, and this time, it was genuine. It was radiant.

She started to bounce.

The shift in rhythm shattered my composure. She rose and fell, snapping her hips down with force. Each impact sent a jolt of pleasure straight to my spine. I could feel the mana beginning to rise—not the sharp, painful extraction of the Hollow, but a warm, golden flow. It was mixing. Her energy and mine, cycling back and forth in a loop of feedback.

"I can feel you," she panted. "You're getting close."

"Kanna, I'm... I'm gonna..."

"Not yet," she hissed. "Look at me. Look at my eyes."

I forced my eyes open. I locked gaze with her. Her pupils were blown wide.

"We go together," she commanded. "Don't you dare leave me behind."

She reached down between us. Her fingers found her clit, already swollen and slick.

She rubbed circles while she rode me. The added stimulation was too much. Her breath hitched. Her rhythm became erratic, desperate.

"Liam... Liam!"

"Kanna!"

"Now! Give it to me!"

She clamped down. She slammed her hips down and ground them into me, burying me as deep as I could go.

I unraveled.

It wasn't a drain. It was an offering. I poured myself into her, my hips twitching uncontrollably. I felt her walls spasming around me, milking me dry.

She cried out, a high, keen sound that was muffled by the rain. She shuddered violently, collapsing forward onto my chest.

We lay there for a long time.

The only sounds were our ragged breathing and the relentless rain. The smell of sex and vanilla hung heavy in the air.

I wrapped my arms around her. She didn't stop me. She nuzzled her face into my neck, right over the collar.

"That was..." she mumbled, her voice thick with sleepiness. "That was good maintenance."

"Yeah," I breathed, stroking her hair. "Great maintenance."

She lifted her head slowly. Her hair was messy, her lips swollen. She looked soft.

"You're getting better at this," she said, tracing a line down my chest. "Your mana capacity is increasing. You didn't pass out this time."

"I've been working out," I said.

She laughed softly. She rolled off me, curling up on the rug like a cat, pulling the hem of her sweater down to cover herself.

"Hey, Liam?"

"Yeah?"

"Don't go back to your apartment yet."

I paused, zip of my jeans halfway up. "Why? Do you need something else?"

"No," she said, closing her eyes. "I just... I want a pillow. Come here."

She patted the rug behind her.

I looked at her. The fierce, terrifying Magical Idol was gone. In her place was just a lonely girl who didn't want to sleep alone on a rainy Sunday.

I took off my jeans completely and lay down behind her. I spooned her, pulling the blanket from the couch over us.

She wiggled backward, pressing her back against my chest. She took my arm and wrapped it around her waist.

"Comfortable?" she murmured.

"Yeah," I whispered, smelling her hair.

"Good. Now sleep. We have a busy week ahead."

Within seconds, her breathing evened out.

I lay awake for a few minutes, staring at the grey light filtering through the window. I felt the warmth of her body against mine. I felt the steady beat of her heart under my hand.

For the first time since the glass sucked me in, I didn't feel terrified. I didn't feel like a victim.

I felt... at home.

And that was the scariest thing of all.

I closed my eyes, tightening my hold on her waist, and let the rain lull me to sleep. The collar around my neck felt less like a shackle and more like a wedding ring.

We were bound. And I wasn't sure I ever wanted to be free.


Chapter 8: The Glitch Hound

The Greenwich Village of the Hollow was a labyrinth of madness.

In the real world, the Village was already a navigational headache—a tangle of streets that defied the rigid grid system of Manhattan, twisting and turning in defiant, bohemian angles. In the Hollow, it was a fractious knot of geometry that made my eyes bleed if I stared at the horizon for too long.

Brownstones leaned over the streets at impossible angles, their stoops fusing together to form jagged barricades. The cobblestones were not stone, but oversized, calcified keys from a computer keyboard, clacking softly under our feet as we walked. The ivy clinging to the brick facades was made of tangled fiber-optic cables, pulsating with a sickly, faint green light.

"I hate this map," Kanna muttered, swinging her hammer idly as we navigated a narrow alleyway that smelled of wet copper and old code. "It’s a dead end. Again."

"It's not a dead end," I corrected, tapping the screen of the tablet I’d salvaged from my apartment. "It's a rendering loop. See that fire hydrant? We've passed it three times. The street is wrapping around itself."

"So, break it?" She lifted the hammer, the golden head gleaming in the dim light.

"No. If you smash the geometry here, the whole block might de-render and dump us into the Void layer. We have to solve the pathing logic."

I adjusted the scarf around my neck. It was a chilly night in the Hollow, or maybe it was just the dread settling in my stomach. Since my promotion to "Strategist," the hunts had become more efficient, but also more dangerous. We weren't just swatting flies anymore. We were hunting apex predators.

"Turn left at the bakery," I instructed, pointing to a shop window filled with cakes made of grey static. "Then an immediate right through the gap in the fence."

Kanna rolled her eyes but followed. "You're lucky you're cute when you're bossy, Pochi."

We squeezed through the gap and emerged into a small, triangular courtyard.

And there it was.

My predictive model had been a red smear over this entire zip code. High Velocity Threat. Canine Archetype.

The thing pacing in the center of the courtyard looked like a Doberman that had been designed by a weaponized AI and then dragged through a horrorscape. It was the size of a small horse. Its body was sleek, composed of a shifting, liquid metal texture that reflected the purple sky. Instead of fur, it had spines of black glass bristling along its spine. Its tail was a whip of exposed high-voltage wiring, crackling with blue sparks.

It didn't have eyes. It had a visor—a single, horizontal strip of red light embedded in its sleek, metallic skull.

It stopped pacing. The red visor flared. It locked onto us.

"Found you," Kanna grinned. The boredom vanished from her posture instantly. She spun her hammer, pink energy flaring around her combat boots. "Fetch!"

She launched herself.

It was a textbook opening move. A gravity-assisted dash, closing the distance in a blink, followed by an overhead smash designed to flatten the target into a pancake.

Whoosh.

The hammer hit the cobblestones. The impact sent a shockwave through the courtyard, shattering the keyboard-stones into flying plastic shrapnel.

But the dog wasn't there.

There was no flicker. No lag. It was just fast.

The Glitch Hound had moved laterally, defying inertia. It was now perched on the vertical wall of a brownstone, its claws—long, glowing talons—dug deep into the brick.

It tilted its head. A sound emanated from it—not a bark, but a high-pitched, digitized whine. A dial-up screech of mockery.

"Fast one," Kanna noted, pulling her hammer from the crater. She looked annoyed. "I hate the fast ones."

The Hound pushed off the wall.

A blur of silver and black shot past Kanna, ignoring her completely. It flanked, aiming straight for the weaker prey.

It went for me.

"Liam!" Kanna shouted.

I didn't need the warning. I dropped flat.

The air above me displaced violently as the beast sailed over my head. I felt the static charge of its tail whip past my ear, singing the hairs on my neck.

I scrambled up, backing against a lamppost. "It's targeting the support unit!"

"No shit!" Kanna swung again, a horizontal cleave.

The Hound ducked under the swing with liquid grace, snapping its jaws at her thigh as it passed. Metal teeth clashed against the magical barrier of her skirt, sending sparks flying.

It bounded away, landing on top of a rusted van, growling. The red visor scanned back and forth between us.

"It's analyzing," I realized, watching the way it shifted its weight. "It knows you're the tank. It knows I'm the weak link. It’s going to kite you and bleed me."

"It's not going to touch you," Kanna growled. Her eyes were narrowing, the pink glow intensifying. "I'll crush it."

"You can't," I said, my mind racing. "Your attack animation is too long. The wind-up on the hammer is 0.4 seconds. The Hound’s reaction time is 0.1. You'll never hit it in an open field."

"Watch me."

She charged again. "Gravity Well!"

She slammed the ground, creating a zone of high gravity meant to pin the beast. The Hound anticipated it. It wall-jumped, bouncing off the brownstones, ricocheting around the courtyard like a pinball. It was too fast for the gravity field to catch.

It landed behind her and swiped.

Slash.

Kanna spun, blocking with the handle of her hammer, but the force skidded her backward.

"Dammit!" she hissed. "Stand still, you mutt!"

I looked around the courtyard. It was an open killing floor. We were at a disadvantage. The Hound had verticality and speed. We needed a choke point.

I looked at the tablet.

Fifty yards back. The alleyway we came through. The "looping" street. It was narrow. High walls. No room to wall-jump. No room to dodge.

"Kanna!" I shouted. "Stop attacking!"

"What?!" She deflected another strike, sparks raining down.

"It's too fast! We have to bottleneck it!"

"I don't retreat!"

"It's not a retreat, it's a lure!" I screamed, overriding her pride with logic. "I'm the bait! It wants me, right? I'll give it what it wants!"

I didn't wait for her permission. I turned and ran.

I sprinted toward the gap in the fence, back into the narrow alley.

"Liam! Get back here!" Kanna’s voice was laced with panic and fury. "That's an order!"

But the collar didn't activate. Because deep down, she knew I was right. Or maybe because the hunter in her wanted to see if the plan would work.

I heard the sound behind me. The click-click-scrape of metal claws on stone. The whine of the engine-heart.

It was following me.

Adrenaline flooded my system. It was a cold, sharp chemical cocktail that sharpened my vision to a razor's edge. This wasn't like running on a treadmill. This was primal.

I vaulted over a pile of trash bags that felt like solidified sludge. I hit the alleyway.

"Come on, you ugly bastard!" I yelled over my shoulder.

The Hound shrieked. It was close. I could hear the static hum of its body.

I pumped my arms, forcing my legs to move faster. The walls of the alley blurred. The looping fire hydrant appeared ahead.

Observation: Glitch movement is predictive. It calculates the intercept trajectory.

If I ran in a straight line, it would catch me in three seconds. I needed to be erratic.

I zigzagged. I kicked off the wall, using a parkour move I’d only ever watched on YouTube. Miraculously, the mana sharing from the contract seemed to have enhanced my agility. I felt lighter, faster than humanly possible.

The Hound lunged.

Jaws snapped shut inches from my heel. The snap sounded like a gunshot.

"Kanna! Now!" I screamed, sliding around the corner of the loop.

I skidded to a halt, turning around.

The Hound rounded the corner, its claws scrambling for purchase on the slick ground. It saw me. It lowered its head, preparing for the final pounce.

But it had forgotten about the girl.

Above us, balanced on the laundry lines made of steel cable, Kanna was waiting.

She didn't speak. She didn't announce her attack. She simply fell.

She used the gravity magic on herself, increasing her own mass to that of a falling asteroid. She dropped straight down into the narrow alley, directly between me and the beast.

The Hound tried to brake. It tried to reverse. But the alley was too tight. There was no room to wall-jump.

Kanna swung.

This wasn't a fancy move. It was a vertical execution.

"Sit."

CRUNCH.

The hammer came down on the Hound’s spine.

The sound was hideous. Metal buckling, glass shattering, and a wet, organic squelch. The impact drove the creature into the ground, cracking the foundation of the alley.

The Hound shrieked, thrashing. It wasn't dead yet. Its back was broken, sparking wildly, but its front claws were still lethal.

It lashed out in a final, desperate spasm.

I was too close.

I tried to backpedal, but the tip of its long, obsidian tail whipped out like a scorpion’s stinger.

It caught my shoulder, slicing through the deltoid.

It felt like a hot wire slicing through butter.

"Ah!" I cried out, clutching my shoulder. I stumbled back, hitting the brick wall.

Kanna saw it.

She saw the blood—my blood—splatter onto the grey pavement.

The air in the alley changed instantly.

The temperature dropped. The pink glow of her aura turned a deep, violent crimson. The playful Magical Idol facade evaporated, leaving something ancient and terrifying in its wake.

She didn't say a word. She stepped onto the thrashing Hound’s head.

She lifted the hammer again.

Smash.

She lifted it again.

Smash.

Smash. Smash. Smash.

It was brutal. It was excessive. She reduced the sleek, high-tech head of the monster into a smear of glittering paste and code. She kept hitting it long after it had stopped moving, long after it had begun to dissolve into data.

"Stop!" I called out, wincing as pain radiated down my arm. "Kanna, it's dead! It's gone!"

She froze mid-swing. Her chest was heaving. Her hair was wild, floating around her head in a halo of static.

Slowly, she lowered the hammer. She turned to face me.

Her eyes were wide, the pupils constricted to pinpoints. She looked at my face, then down to my hand clutching my shoulder. Bright red blood was seeping between my fingers, dripping onto my running shoes.

She dropped the hammer. It vanished into sparkles of light before it hit the ground.

She was in front of me in a heartbeat.

"You're damaged," she whispered. Her voice was trembling. Not with fear, but with a suppressed, vibrating rage.

"It's just a scratch," I gritted out, trying to smile. "The plan worked. We got him."

"You're damaged," she repeated, louder this time.

She grabbed my wrist, pulling my hand away from the wound.

The sleeve of my jacket was sliced open. Beneath it, a three-inch gash ran across my deltoid. It wasn't deep enough to hit the bone, but it was ugly. The edges of the wound shimmered with a faint digital corruption before settling into normal, bleeding flesh.

"I told you," she hissed, her grip on my wrist tightening until it hurt almost as much as the cut. "I told you to stay back. I told you not to run."

"If I hadn't ran, that thing would have kited you for an hour," I argued, adrenaline starting to fade, replaced by the throbbing ache. "I optimized the encounter."

"You acted without permission!"

She slammed her hand against the wall next to my head, boxing me in. Her face was inches from mine. She smelled of static electricity and fresh blood.

"You are my property, Liam! You don't get to decide when you break! Do you understand? You don't get to throw yourself into a monster's mouth just to save me five minutes!"

"It wasn't about time," I said, meeting her gaze. "It was about winning. You want to be the strongest, right? Sometimes the Queen needs a pawn to clear the board."

"I don't need pawns!" she shouted. "I need you!"

The confession hung in the silence of the alley.

Her eyes searched mine, frantic and wild. She looked at the blood running down my arm again. Her expression shifted. The anger remained, but it twisted into something else. Something darker. Hunger.

She leaned in, her tongue darting out to lick her lips.

"You're bleeding my mana," she murmured. "My precious mana."

She lowered her head to my shoulder.

"Kanna?"

"Quiet," she commanded.

She pressed her lips to the wound.

I gasped. The sensation was shocking. Her lips were hot, wet. She didn't kiss it gently. She sucked.

"Nngh... that stings..."

She ignored me. She licked the length of the cut, her tongue rough and demanding. She was cleaning it, yes, but she was also tasting it. Tasting me.

As she worked, I felt the familiar pull in my chest. But this wasn't the draining sensation I was used to. It was a reverse flow.

She was pushing mana into the wound.

It felt like liquid fire pouring into my veins. The stinging pain vanished, replaced by a numbing, buzzing heat. The skin began to knit together under her tongue.

She pulled back, her mouth stained red. She looked like a vampire idol.

"It's closing," she said, her voice dropping to that husky, dangerous whisper. "But you've lost blood. You've lost fluids."

She pressed her body against mine, pinning me to the brick wall. Her knee slid between my legs, pressing firmly against my crotch.

I hissed. The sudden proximity, the danger, the strange intimacy of her cleaning my wound—my body reacted instantly. I was hard.

"You liked that, didn't you?" she accused, her eyes glinting. "You liked running for your life. You liked playing the hero."

She reached down and grabbed me through my jeans. She squeezed hard.

"You're an idiot dog," she growled. "A reckless, stupid dog who thinks he knows better than his Master."

She ground her knee upward.

"We're going home," she said. "And I'm going to teach you exactly what happens to pets who get themselves hurt."

She leaned up and bit my earlobe—hard enough to bruise.

"You owe me for the repair bill, Liam. And I'm going to take it out of your hide."

She stepped back, snapping her fingers. The portal opened in the alley wall, swirling with grey mist.

"Walk," she ordered. "Before I drag you."

I held my arm, which was now just a pink scar, and walked toward the portal. My heart was hammering a frantic rhythm against my ribs.

I had survived the Glitch Hound. I had proven my strategy worked.

But as I looked at Kanna’s back—at the tension in her shoulders and the dark aura still clinging to her—I realized the real danger was just beginning.

I had made her worry. I had made her feel fear.

And now, she was going to make sure I never, ever forgot who owned me.



The transition back to the apartment was blurrier than usual. The adrenaline crash was hitting me hard. I stumbled out of the mirror in her hallway and nearly collapsed.

Kanna caught me. She didn't help me gently. She grabbed the back of my collar and practically threw me onto the living room rug.

"Strip," she said.

She stood over me, detransforming. The pink light faded, replaced by her casual clothes—the oversized hoodie and shorts. But the mood didn't lighten. If anything, without the Magical Idol persona acting as a buffer, her raw emotion was more intense.

"Kanna, I'm fine," I tried to say, sitting up. "The wound is closed. Look."

"I said strip."

She kicked the door shut and locked it. Click.

"Your clothes are ruined," she said, walking toward me. "Covered in filth and bad data. Take them off. Now."

I fumbled with my jacket. My hands were shaking. I pulled it off, wincing slightly as the fabric tugged on the fresh scar tissue. I pulled off my t-shirt.

I sat there, bare-chested, wearing only my jeans and the leather collar.

Kanna stared at the scar on my shoulder. It was a thin pink line against my pale skin. She traced it with her finger. Her touch was cold.

"It marks you," she whispered. "A flaw."

"Scars are cool," I joked weakly. "Chicks dig scars."

She didn't laugh. She grabbed my chin and forced me to look at her.

"I don't like it," she said. "I don't like seeing my things broken."

She straddled my lap, pushing me back until I was lying flat on the rug.

"You scared me," she admitted softly. Her eyes were wet.

My heart squeezed. "I'm sorry."

"Don't be sorry," she hissed, her vulnerability vanishing instantly, replaced by heat. "Be obedient."

She leaned down, her hair falling around us like a curtain.

"You need to be punished," she murmured against my lips. "And you need to be refilled. You're running on empty."

She kissed me. It was fierce, possessing. She bit my lip, tasting the iron there.

"Don't expect mercy tonight, Pochi," she whispered into my mouth. "I'm going to wring every drop out of you until you can't even think about running away."

She reached for the button of my jeans.

"Now... show me you're sorry."

As her hands moved lower, and the heat in the room began to rise, I realized that my strategy had a flaw I hadn't calculated.

I had assumed the monster was the most dangerous thing in the Hollow.

I was wrong.

The most dangerous thing was the girl who loved me too much to let me bleed.

And as she pulled my zipper down, her eyes glowing with a mix of fury and lust, I knew I was about to be devoured in a way the Glitch Hound never could have managed.

"Yes, Master," I whispered.

And I meant it.


Chapter 9: Healing Lick

The rug was rough against my bare back, a tactile anchor in a world that was rapidly dissolving into a haze of heat and vanilla scent.

I lay spread-eagled on the floor of Kanna’s living room, stripped of everything—my jeans, my boxers, my dignity. The only thing I still wore was the black leather collar, which felt tighter than usual, pulsing with a heavy, rhythmic throb that matched the pounding of my heart.

Kanna knelt between my legs.

She wasn't touching me yet. She was just looking. Her eyes, still dark and dilated from the combat high, traced every inch of my body like a scanner searching for defects. She lingered on the fresh, pink scar on my shoulder, then moved down to my ribs, my stomach, and finally, my groin.

"You're a mess," she whispered. Her voice wasn't angry anymore. It was clinically detached, yet laced with a terrifying undercurrent of obsession. "Covered in sweat. Dust from the alley. Dried blood."

She reached out and ran a fingernail lightly down the inside of my thigh. I flinched, my muscles seizing.

"Relax," she commanded softly. "I'm going to clean you up. Every speck of filth you picked up in the Hollow... I'm going to remove it."

"I can take a shower," I rasped, propping myself up on my elbows. "You don't have to—"

"Lie down."

She didn't shout. She didn't use the Command Tone. She just looked at me with eyes that promised consequences if I disobeyed.

I lay back down.

"Good boy."

She crawled forward, ignoring her hands entirely, and lowered her head straight to my ankle.

The first touch of her tongue was shocking. It was hot, wet, and incredibly skilled. She licked the hollow of my ankle bone, then moved up my calf. It wasn't a quick, efficient cleaning. It was slow. Deliberate. She savored the taste of my skin, humming softly against my flesh.

"Salt," she murmured, moving past my knee. "Fear. Adrenaline. It tastes bitter."

"Kanna..."

"Quiet. The patient doesn't speak during the procedure."

She continued her ascent. Her hair, hanging loose and wild, dragged across my skin like a silk curtain, tickling and teasing. She licked the inside of my thigh, getting dangerously close to the center of my heat, but she ignored my erection completely. She worked around it, teasing the sensitive skin of my inner thighs with long, languid strokes.

It was torture. My body was screaming for her to touch me, to take me, but she was methodically ignoring the one part of me that needed attention the most.

She moved up to my stomach. She swirled her tongue around my navel, dipping inside, then traced the line of hair leading up to my chest.

When she reached the scar on my shoulder, she stopped.

She hovered over it, her breath ghosting across the sensitive, newly-healed skin.

"This is where you disobeyed me," she whispered.

She pressed her lips to the scar. Instead of licking it this time, she bit it. Not hard enough to break the skin again, but hard enough to send a sharp jolt of pain through my nervous system.

"Ow!"

"Hush." She soothed the sting with a lick. "Pain is a reminder. You broke the contract, Liam. You damaged my property. Now I have to re-sanctify it."

She moved to my neck, right below the collar. She kissed the pulse point, her lips vibrating against my artery.

"You know," she said, lifting her head to look me in the eye. "There's a reason we use bodily fluids for mana transfer. It's the most direct link between biological systems. Saliva, sweat, semen... they carry the soul data."

She straddled my chest, her weight settling on my ribs. She was wearing only her oversized hoodie, and she hadn't bothered to put her panties back on. I could feel the heat radiating from her core, pressing against my sternum.

"I'm going to clean you," she said, grabbing the hem of her hoodie. "And then, I'm going to dirty you up again. But this time, it'll be with my fluids."

She pulled the hoodie off.

I had seen her naked before, but the sight never lost its impact. Her skin was porcelain pale, flawless, glowing faintly in the dim light of the apartment. Her breasts were perfectly shaped, rising and falling with her shallow breaths. Her nipples were hard, pebbled and pink.

But what caught my attention was the geometric tattoo on her abdomen—the magical circuit. It was glowing a deep, angry red.

"You're overflowing," I noticed, my voice thick. "From the Hound."

"I am," she nodded. "I have too much energy. It's buzzing under my skin. I need to discharge it. And you need to be refilled."

She shifted her position.

"We're going to create a loop," she explained, turning around so her back was to my face. "A perfect circle. I feed you, you feed me. No waste. Maximum efficiency."

She lowered herself.

The view was overwhelming. Her hips were wide, soft, and inviting. The curve of her buttocks filled my vision. She positioned herself directly over my face.

"Open up," she ordered.

I opened my mouth.

She sank down.

The taste of her was intoxicating. She tasted like sweet vanilla, musk, and pure, concentrated power. She pressed her pussy against my lips, sealing my mouth with her body.

At the same time, she reached back and grabbed my erection.

"There you are," she purred, her voice muffled as she took me into her mouth.

The connection was instant and electric.

We were locked in a 69 position, a circuit of flesh and magic.

Kanna didn't hesitate. She began to suck. Her technique was aggressive, demanding. She used her hand to pump the base while her mouth worked the head, creating a vacuum that felt like it was pulling my soul out through my urethra.

I responded in kind. I used my tongue, exploring the folds of her wetness. I found her clitoris—swollen and pulsing against my tongue—and flicked it.

Her thighs clamped against my ears. Her body shuddered.

"Mmph!" She groaned against my cock.

The mana flow began. But it was chaotic.

Usually, I gave, and she took. Or she gave, and I took. This was simultaneous. I felt her energy pouring into my mouth—a hot, syrupy liquid light that slid down my throat and filled my empty reserves. At the same time, she was draining the tension and fear I had accumulated during the hunt.

It was a feedback loop. The more she gave, the harder I got. The harder I got, the more tasty mana I produced for her.

She lifted her hips slightly, grinding against my face.

Lick. Suck. Swirl.

I lost track of where I ended and she began. The world narrowed down to the wet heat of her mouth on me and the taste of her on my tongue. The scent of her aroused body filled my nose, drowning out everything else.

"Good," she mumbled, lifting her head for a split second to gasp for air. "You taste... devoted. Submissive."

She went back down, deeper this time. She bypassed the gag reflex with supernatural ease, taking me down her throat.

The sensation was blinding. The soft, hot walls of her throat squeezed me. I arched my back, my hands gripping her thighs, digging my fingers into her soft flesh.

I was getting close. The friction, the heat, the overwhelming psychological weight of having her dominate me like this—it was too much.

"Kanna..." I tried to warn her, my voice vibrating against her wetness. "I'm..."

She pulled off instantly.

She sat up, straddling my face but keeping her weight on her knees so I could breathe. She looked down at my throbbing, glistening cock.

"No," she said.

She reached out and wrapped her hand tightly around the base of my shaft. She squeezed. Hard.

"Ack!" The pressure cut off the release. The wave of pleasure hit a brick wall, turning into a dull, aching throb.

"I didn't say you could cum," she said, her voice stern. She looked over her shoulder at me, her eyes glowing red. "Did I give the command?"

"N-no..." I gasped, my chest heaving. "But... it hurts."

"Good."

She turned around fully, sliding down so she was sitting on my stomach, facing my feet. She kept her hand on my cock, stroking it slowly, teasing the head with her thumb, but keeping the iron grip on the base.

"You were reckless today," she said conversationally, as if we weren't naked on her floor. "You thought you could just throw yourself into danger. You thought your body was yours to spend."

She leaned forward, her hair brushing my thighs.

"You need to learn, Liam. Your pleasure is not yours. It's mine. I decide when you get it. I decide if you get it."

She started to lick the tip of my cock again. Just the tip.

She swirled her tongue around the slit, catching the pre-cum that was leaking out.

"So sweet," she hummed. "But the pressure isn't high enough yet. You're not desperate enough."

She began a cruel cycle.

She would take me into her mouth, suck hard for ten seconds, bringing me right to the edge of the precipice. Then, just as my hips started to buck, just as the release was inevitable, she would pull off and squeeze.

"Stop."

I would collapse back, gasping, tears pricking the corners of my eyes. The ache in my balls was becoming a heavy, physical weight.

"Please, Kanna," I begged after the third time. "Please let me... I need to..."

"You need to what?" She looked up, her lips slick and swollen. "You need to serve me? Yes, I know."

She resumed the torture.

"This is called Edging," she explained between licks. "In the magical world, we call it Mana Compression. By denying the release, we force the soul to condense the energy. We turn steam into water. Water into ice."

She stroked the shaft, her hand slippery with her own saliva.

"I want a diamond, Liam. Give me a diamond."

I was losing my mind. The pleasure and the pain were indistinguishable. My vision was swimming. The only reality was her mouth and her hand.

"I can't... take it..." I sobbed, my head thrashing on the rug.

"Yes, you can." She smiled against my skin. "You're my tank. You're built to take it."

She looked at the scar on my shoulder again. Her expression softened, just a fraction.

"If you give me a good batch," she whispered, "I'll forgive you. I'll forgive you for scaring me."

She looked me in the eye.

"Do you want to be forgiven, Pochi?"

"Yes," I choked out. "Yes, please."

"Then give me everything."

She didn't use her hand this time. She lowered her hips.

She guided me inside her.

The feeling of entering her was a relief so profound I almost passed out. She was tight, hot, and felt like home.

But she didn't ride me. She just sat there, sheath to the hilt, squeezing me with her internal muscles.

"Look at me," she commanded.

I looked. She was beautiful. Terrifyingly beautiful. Her skin was flushed, her chest heaving, the red tattoo glowing brighter than ever.

"I'm going to drain you dry," she promised. "I'm going to take the mana, the stress, the guilt. I'm taking it all."

She started to move.

It wasn't the slow grind of Sunday. It was a frantic, punishing rhythm. She bounced on me, her hands gripping my knees to leverage herself deeper.

Slap. Slap. Slap.

The sound echoed in the silent apartment.

"Kanna!"

"More!" she screamed. "Build it up! Make it hurt!"

I was close. I was so close. The pressure was unbearable. It felt like a star was expanding in my groin.

"Now, Liam! NOW!"

She slammed her hips down and held them there, grinding in a tight circle.

"CUM FOR ME!"

The dam broke.

I screamed. It wasn't a word; it was a raw vocalization of release.

I flooded her.

It was violent. My hips bucked off the floor, lifting her slightly. I poured release after release into her, a torrent of white-hot energy and fluid. I felt the mana ripping out of my core, condensed and heavy, just as she had promised.

Kanna threw her head back, her mouth open in a silent cry. Her back arched, her fingernails digging into my legs until they drew blood.

The red glow of her tattoo flared blindingly bright, illuminating the entire room in crimson light, before slowly fading to a soft, contented pink.

She collapsed forward.

She fell onto my chest, her hair covering my face. Her body was trembling.

I lay there, paralyzed. I couldn't move my arms. I couldn't feel my legs. I felt like I had been hollowed out with a spoon.

But the anxiety was gone. The fear of the Hound was gone. The guilt of the injury was gone.

There was only silence, and the weight of the girl on top of me.

"Wow," she breathed against my neck. Her voice was slurred, drunk on the high-density mana. "That was... heavy."

She lifted her head. She looked wrecked. Her hair was a mess, her lips were bitten and red, and her eyes were half-lidded and hazy.

She smiled. It was a lazy, satisfied smile.

"I think I forgave you," she murmured.

She kissed my chin.

"But don't do it again. Next time, the punishment lasts all night."

She rolled off me, curling up into a ball on the rug, pulling my arm over her like a blanket.

"Stay," she commanded sleepily.

"I'm not going anywhere," I whispered, my voice raspy.

I looked at the ceiling. I touched the scar on my shoulder. It throbbed slightly, a dull ache that synced with the beating of my heart.

It was a mark of ownership.

And as I lay there, listening to Kanna’s breathing even out into sleep, I realized I didn't mind. I was hers. Broken, healed, drained, and filled.

I closed my eyes, letting the darkness take me. The contract was sealed in blood and mana, stronger than ever.


Chapter 10: The Rival's Shadow

The High Line was one of my favorite places in the real New York. It was a triumph of urban renewal, a ribbon of greenery elevated above the grime of the streets, weaving through the architecture of Chelsea.

In the Hollow, it was a spinal cord.

The elevated railway track wasn't made of steel and concrete here. It was composed of massive, interlocking vertebrae that looked disturbingly like bleached whale bone. The "plants" were tangles of fiber-optic nerves and copper wire that hissed when the wind blew. The view of the Hudson River to our left wasn't water; it was a wall of static, a grey void where the render distance of the world simply gave up.

"It's too quiet," I said, stepping over a cluster of pulsating wire-weeds.

My voice sounded muffled. The air up here was thin, smelling of ozone and rust—a scent I had come to associate with violence.

"Stop complaining," Kanna called back. She was walking a few paces ahead, her hammer resting casually on her shoulder. "Quiet means we did a good job this week. We cleaned house."

"We cleaned Queens," I corrected, checking the map on my cracked tablet. The screen flickered, struggling to resolve the geometry of this new zone. "This is Chelsea. We haven't patrolled here in three days. The spawn rate should be at least moderate."

I stopped. I looked at the path ahead.

The High Line was usually a straight shot. But fifty yards in front of us, the path was blocked.

Not by a barrier. By a corpse.

"Kanna," I hissed. "Contact."

She spun around, hammer at the ready, her eyes flaring pink. "Where? I don't smell anything."

"12 o'clock. Dead ahead."

We approached slowly. As we got closer, the scale of the thing became apparent.

It was a Tank-Class Glitch. Probably modeled after a construction vehicle or a garbage truck. It was a massive, hulking mound of corrupted metal and fleshy tires.

But it wasn't moving. It wasn't glitching. It was dead.

And it hadn't been crushed.

"What is this?" Kanna lowered her hammer, her nose wrinkling in distaste.

I walked up to the carcass. The massive metal chassis had been sliced.

It wasn't the jagged, explosive trauma caused by Kanna’s gravity magic. This was surgical. A clean, diagonal cut ran from the creature's left shoulder down to its right hip. The edges of the wound were cauterized, glowing with a faint, dying blue light. The metal hadn't been bent; it had been separated on a molecular level.

"Someone else killed it," I said, the realization hitting me like a bucket of ice water.

I reached out to touch the wound. It was cold.

"Don't touch it!" Kanna snapped.

She grabbed my wrist—the one attached to my uninjured shoulder—and yanked me back. Her grip was tight. Too tight.

"It's filthy," she said, staring at the blue residue on the metal.

"It's a clean kill," I muttered, my strategist brain taking over. "Single stroke. High-frequency blade, maybe? Or a directed energy beam. The efficiency is... terrifying."

"Efficiency?" Kanna repeated the word as if it were an insult. She stepped between me and the carcass, blocking my view. She looked at me, her eyes narrowing. "You think this is impressive?"

"I think it's data," I said carefully, sensing the sudden shift in the atmospheric pressure around her. "Kanna, this Glitch is huge. Even you would have needed two or three hits to put it down. Whatever did this..."

"Did it in one?" She finished the sentence for me. Her voice was icy.

She turned back to the corpse. She raised her hammer.

"It's showy," she declared.

"Sloppy? It's literally a perfect cut."

"It's trespassing!" she screamed.

She swung.

BOOM.

She smashed the already-dead Glitch. The impact was unnecessary, excessive. She pounded the sliced metal until it was nothing but a flattened pile of scrap. She obliterated the evidence of the clean cut, replacing the surgical precision with her own brand of brute force trauma.

She didn't stop with one hit. She hit it again. And again.

"Get! Out! Of! My! Garden!"

Dust and sparks flew. The vibration shook the bone-structure of the High Line beneath our feet.

When she finally stopped, she was breathing hard. The blue residue was gone, buried under the pink-tinged destruction she had wrought.

She stood there, her back to me. Her shoulders were tense, rising and falling with jagged breaths.

"Kanna?" I stepped forward cautiously.

"Someone was here," she whispered. She turned her head. Her eyes were glowing with a feral intensity that I hadn't seen since the first night. "In my city. In my territory."

"We knew there were others," I reminded her. "The Magical Idol forum? The messages?"

"Knowing is different from seeing," she hissed. She walked toward me, her heels clicking aggressively on the bone-path. "They left a mark. They wanted me to see it. It’s a challenge."

She stopped inches from me. She grabbed the front of my jacket.

"Did you like it?" she asked.

"What?"

"The cut. The 'efficiency'. Did you like it?" Her voice was trembling. It sounded like insecurity masked as rage. "Do you think she's better than me?"

"No," I said instantly. It was the only correct answer, but it was also the truth. "Different isn't better. You have raw power. This... this is just a trick."

"A trick," she echoed, searching my eyes. "Right. Just a parlor trick."

She released my jacket, but she didn't step back. She looked around at the empty, silent High Line. The paranoia was radiating off her in waves.

"It smells like her," Kanna muttered, sniffing the air. "Ozone and... mint. Cold. sterile."

She looked at me. Then she looked at the collar around my neck.

"You smell like me," she said, her expression shifting from anger to something possessive. "Don't you?"

"I hope so," I said, trying to lighten the mood. "I haven't used any other brand of soap."

She didn't smile.

"I need to make sure," she whispered.

She shoved me.

I stumbled back, my back hitting the rusted railing that overlooked the abyss of the static-river.

"Kanna, what are you—"

"Quiet."

She dropped her hammer. It vanished into sparkles.

She stepped into my personal space, pressing her body against mine. She was in her Magical Idol form—the frilly skirt, the corset, the ribbons. But right now, she felt like a wall of iron.

"This is my territory," she said, her hand coming up to grip my throat, right over the leather collar. "Everything in it belongs to me. The Glitches are mine to kill. The mana is mine to harvest. And you..."

She squeezed. Not enough to choke me, but enough to remind me of the fragility of my windpipe.

"You are mine to use."

She stood on her tiptoes and crushed her lips against mine.

This was less a kiss of affection and more a branding. She bit my lower lip, hard enough to draw a drop of blood, and then licked it away instantly. She forced her tongue into my mouth, sweeping every corner, as if scrubbing away the taste of the "mint" she imagined was in the air.

She pulled back, breathless.

"Strip," she commanded.

"Here?" I looked around. We were exposed on the elevated track. "Kanna, whoever did this... they could still be watching."

"Let them watch," she snarled, her eyes flashing dangerous pink. "Let them see whose name is written on you."

She reached for my belt. She ripped it open. The button of my jeans popped off and clattered onto the ground.

"You're not shy, are you, Pochi?" she taunted, shoving my pants down to my ankles. "Not after Times Square."

I wasn't shy. I was terrified and aroused. The combination was becoming my baseline state of existence.

The cool wind of the Hollow hit my exposed skin. I was already semi-hard. Her anger was a trigger I had been conditioned to respond to.

"Kneel," she said.

I dropped to my knees on the hard, bony surface.

She didn't loom over me this time. She grabbed my hair and pulled my face into her stomach.

"Smell," she ordered.

I inhaled. She smelled of vanilla, sweat, and that unique, electric scent of mana.

"That is the only scent you are allowed to know," she whispered. "If I ever catch you sniffing around another bitch..."

She let the threat hang in the air. She stepped back.

She reached behind her neck and undid the clasp of her bodice. The white fabric fell away. She wasn't wearing a bra. Her breasts were heaving, flushed with the heat of her anger.

"Stand up," she said.

I stood, my pants shackling my ankles.

"Use them," she commanded, grabbing my hands and placing them on her breasts. "Squeeze them. Hard."

I did. Her skin was soft, but the muscle underneath was taut.

"Harder!" she hissed. "Mark me! Leave fingerprints!"

I squeezed harder, my thumbs pressing into the soft flesh. She moaned, a sound that was half pain, half pleasure.

"Yes... that's it."

She grabbed the back of my neck and pulled me down.

She guided my cock between her breasts.

Paizuri.

Her skin was hot and slick with a thin sheen of mana-sweat. She squeezed her breasts together, trapping me in a valley of soft flesh.

"Look at it," she ordered, looking down at where I was buried between her. "Look where you are."

She began to move.

She moved her upper body up and down, sliding my length between her cleavage. The friction was incredible—soft, warm, and suffocating.

"You see this?" she panted, her eyes locked on mine. "This is premium. This is top shelf. You think some... some sword-swinging stray can give you this?"

"No," I gasped, my hands gripping her waist to stabilize us. "Only you."

"Only me," she repeated, speeding up.

She wasn't just using her breasts. She was using her mana. I could feel the energy radiating from her heart, pulsing directly into my shaft. It wasn't draining me yet. It was priming me. It was like she was injecting her signature directly into my bloodstream.

"I hate her," she whispered, her rhythm becoming jerky, aggressive. "I hate that she touched my Glitch. I hate that she walked on my path."

She stopped moving. She looked me in the eye.

"Fuck me," she said. "Right now. Against the rail."

She broke the hold, stepping back. She turned around and bent over the rusted railing. She hiked her skirt up, revealing the white panties with the small pink bow on the back. She pulled the crotch aside.

"Do it," she commanded over her shoulder. "Put it deep. Stamp it."

I shuffled forward, tripping over my jeans. I grabbed her hips. They were wide, solid anchors.

I thrust into her.

She was dry at first—tight and resistant—but she adjusted instantly, her body flooding with moisture as I entered.

"Yes!" she hissed, gripping the cold metal of the railing until her knuckles turned white. "Deep! Hit the back!"

I drove into her.

It was primal. The setting—the desolate, bone-constructed High Line, the static void below, the smashed remains of the Glitch behind us—faded away. There was only the heat of her body and the desperate need to reassure her.

"Mine," she chanted with every thrust. "Mine. Mine. Mine."

She pushed back against me, meeting my hips with equal force. She was fighting me, wrestling for dominance even as I took her.

"Say it!" she screamed. "Who is the strongest?"

"You are!" I yelled, the wind snatching my words. "You're the strongest!"

"Who owns this city?"

"Kanna! Kanna owns it!"

"Who owns you?"

"You do! Only you!"

She reached back, her hand fumbling blindly until she found my hair. She grabbed a fistful and yanked my head back.

"Then give it to me," she growled. "Give me the tax. All of it."

She clamped down. Her internal muscles rippled, a wave of pressure that milked me from the base up.

I couldn't hold back. The psychological intensity of her jealousy, combined with the physical sensation of her claiming me, was too much.

"Kanna...!"

I slammed into her one last time, burying myself to the hilt.

I came.

It was a violent release. I felt the mana leaving me in jagged spikes. It wasn't the smooth flow of the bedroom. This was jagged, heavy, and desperate.

She absorbed it all. I saw the red circuit tattoo on her lower back—revealed by the hike of her skirt—flare to life. It pulsed in time with my release, glowing so bright it illuminated the rusted railing.

She shuddered, her legs shaking. But she didn't collapse. She held herself up, strong, absorbing every drop of energy I had.

"More," she whispered, even as I ran dry. "Fill the cracks. Seal the contract."

We stayed like that for a long moment, my chest heaving against her back, her body trembling with the influx of power.

Slowly, the red glow faded to a steady, rhythmic pink.

I pulled out, gasping for air. My legs felt like jelly. I leaned against the railing next to her, trying to pull my pants up.

Kanna stood up straight. She fixed her skirt. She re-clasped her bodice.

She turned to face me.

She looked... calm. The frantic paranoia was gone, replaced by a cold, regal arrogance. Her eyes were clear. Her skin was glowing with health.

She reached out and wiped a bead of sweat from my forehead.

"Better," she decided.

She walked over to the edge of the railing and looked out at the static void.

"Let her come," she said softly to the empty air. "Let her try to take what's mine."

She turned back to me, a cruel smirk playing on her lips.

"Because now I'm fully charged. And if I see her..."

She summoned her hammer. She spun it once, the air whistling.

"I'm going to turn her into paste, just like that truck."

She extended a hand to me.

"Come on, Liam. We have more patrol to do. I want to pee on a few more fire hydrants before we go home."

I took her hand. It was warm and strong.

"Metaphorically, right?" I asked, buttoning my jeans.

"Maybe," she winked.

As we walked away from the destroyed Glitch, I looked back one last time.

The pile of scrap was smoking. But underneath the destruction Kanna had caused, I could still see the faint, blue glimmer of the original cut.

Kanna was strong. She was a force of nature. But whoever this rival was... they were precise. They were disciplined.

And based on Kanna's reaction, they were the one thing she was actually afraid of.

I touched my collar.

Strategist Mode: Active.

If a war was coming between Magical Idols, I needed to know the enemy. I needed to analyze the "Blue" signature. Because if Kanna lost...

I didn't want to think about what would happen to her pets.

"Walk faster, Pochi," Kanna called out, skipping ahead. "I smell another one!"

I ran to catch up. The shadow of the rival hung over the High Line, long and cold, but for now, I was safe in the burning heat of Kanna's orbit.

And as long as I kept her full, maybe, just maybe, we could survive the storm that was coming.


Chapter 11: Costume Play

The package arrived via a courier who didn't exist.

I was sitting on Kanna’s couch, icing my shoulder with a bag of frozen peas, when the air in the hallway shimmered. A hand made of grey smoke reached out of a ripple in space, dropped a brown cardboard box on the floor, rang a spectral bicycle bell, and vanished.

"Finally!" Kanna chirped, leaping off the beanbag chair where she had been aggressively playing a Switch game. "I paid extra for same-day delivery."

She attacked the box with a pair of scissors, her eyes gleaming with the same intensity she displayed when opening a loot crate in a video game.

"What is it?" I asked, shifting the peas. "New weapons? Potions?"

"Better," she said, ripping the cardboard open. "Defensive upgrades. After that little stunt with the Hound, and seeing what that... bitch... did to the Tank Glitch, I decided you needed an armor update. You're too squishy."

I sat up straighter, interested. "Armor? Like Kevlar? Or maybe some kind of magical chainmail?"

"Something like that."

She pulled out a bundle of black leather and silver buckles. It jangled. It didn't look like chainmail. It looked like something you’d find in the back room of a store in the West Village that required a membership card to enter.

She held it up.

It was a harness. A complex, strappy, terrifyingly minimal leather harness with silver studs running along the straps. Attached to it was what looked like a tactical jockstrap, but made of the same heavy-duty black leather.

"Ta-da!" She beamed. "The Abyssal Weave, Mark IV. High mobility, mana-conductive, and stylish."

I stared at it. Then I looked at her.

"Kanna," I said slowly. "That is bondage gear."

"It's tactical weave," she corrected, offended. "Look at the runes."

She pointed to the silver studs. Upon closer inspection, I saw microscopic engravings on the metal. They pulsed with a faint, violet light.

"The leather is treated with Gorgon oil," she explained, tossing the bundle at me. It hit my chest with a heavy, expensive-sounding thud. "It hardens on impact. If the Hound had bitten you while you were wearing this, you would have broken its teeth."

"It exposes eighty percent of my body," I pointed out, holding up the jockstrap. "My vital organs are literally in the target zone."

"That's the point, strategist," she sighed, crossing her arms. "Your mana shield relies on skin conductivity. If I wrap you in plate armor, the mana gets trapped. You need to breathe. This concentrates the shield on your... critical areas."

She pointed to the jockstrap.

"And it keeps the goods secure. I can't have you flopping around during combat. It's distracting."

I looked at the harness. It smelled of rich, new leather and old magic.

"I am not wearing this," I stated firmly. "I draw the line at looking like an extra in a bad music video."

Kanna’s smile didn't waver, but her eyes went flat.

"Did you forget who pays the rent on your soul, Liam?"

She took a step forward.

"You got hurt. You made me worry. You don't get to choose your safety equipment anymore. Put. It. On."

The Command Tone vibrated in the air. My fingers twitched, instinctively gripping the leather tighter.

"Kanna..."

"Now. Or I'll use a spell to put it on you. And the spell version chafes."

I stood up, the bag of peas sliding to the floor. I looked at the bathroom door.

"Right here," she said, pointing to the rug. "I need to make sure the fit is correct."

I gritted my teeth. I stripped off my jeans. I stripped off my shirt. I stood there in my boxers, feeling ridiculous.

"Boxers too," she waved her hand impatiently. "The weave needs direct skin contact."

I hesitated. Then, with a heavy sigh of resignation, I pushed my boxers down.

"Good boy."

I stepped into the harness. It was complicated. Kanna had to help me, her hands moving deftly to buckle straps around my thighs, my chest, and my biceps.

When she cinched the final strap across my chest, the air was squeezed out of my lungs.

"Tight," I wheezed.

"Snug," she corrected.

She moved to the lower piece. The jockstrap was... substantial. The leather pouch was molded, reinforced. As I pulled it up, it cupped me with a firm, unyielding pressure. It lifted and separated, presenting everything forward while locking it in place.

Kanna walked around me, tightening buckles. She yanked a strap between my shoulder blades, forcing my posture straight, chest out.

"There," she said, stepping back to admire her handiwork.

I looked in the full-length mirror.

I looked like a weapon. A weaponized sex object. The black leather contrasted starkly with my pale skin. The silver studs glowed faintly. It accentuated every muscle I had gained from the gym and the mana-infusion.

"It... actually feels protective," I admitted, rolling my shoulder. The pain from the scar was gone, dampened by the enchantment in the leather.

"I told you," she said, circling me. "But we're not done. I need to test the durability."

"Durability test?" I frowned. "You're going to hit me?"

"No. I need to test the containment."

She walked over to the box and pulled out another item.

It was a rod. About six inches long, made of smooth, black obsidian. It wasn't a weapon. It was flared at the base.

My blood ran cold.

"Kanna," I warned, backing up. "No. Absolutely not."

"It's a mana regulator," she said, her voice dropping to a soothing purr as she advanced on me. "The Abyssal Weave works by circulating energy. But if the pressure gets too high, you need a... grounding rod."

"That is a butt plug," I said, panic rising. "A magical butt plug."

"It's obsidian," she said, tapping it against her palm. "It absorbs excess toxic mana. And the prostate is a major meridian point. You know that."

"I don't care about meridians! That is an exit only!" My protest was loud, but my heart raced with a traitorous mix of fear and anticipation.

"Not anymore."

She snapped her fingers.

Snap.

My arms snapped behind my back.

I didn't move them. They moved themselves. The leather straps on my wrists were magnetic? Magical? They slammed together and locked with a metallic click.

I was bound.

"Kanna!" I struggled, twisting my wrists. The leather held fast. "Unblock me! This isn't funny!"

"I'm not laughing," she whispered.

She was behind me in an instant. She grabbed my hips—the leather straps around my waist providing handles for her grip. She pushed me forward until I was bent over the back of the couch.

"This is necessary," she murmured in my ear. "The rival... she uses precision strikes. She targets weak points. I need to harden you. Everywhere."

She ran her hand down the small of my back, over the exposed skin of my buttocks. The jockstrap left the back completely open.

"You're shaking," she noted.

"I'm terrified," I admitted, my voice trembling.

"Good. Fear tightens the muscles. But you need to relax. Or it will hurt."

She reached around and grabbed the front of the leather pouch. She squeezed my trapped cock.

"Focus here," she commanded. "Focus on how hard you are. You like being restrained, don't you? You liked the leash in Times Square."

"That was different!"

"It's the same. You're my toy, Liam. My soldier. My doll."

She didn't use lube. She spat into her palm. The sound was wet and humiliatingly loud. She rubbed it on the obsidian.

"Count to three," she said.

"One..."

She pushed it in.

"AH!"

I cried out, my knees buckling. The intrusion was foreign, stretching, filling me in a way that felt wrong and right simultaneously.

"Breathe," she coached, holding me steady by the hips. "Push back against it."

I gasped for air, trying to relax. The obsidian was cold, but it warmed up instantly inside me. And then... it started to hum.

A low, deep vibration emanated from the stone. It wasn't mechanical. It felt like a cat purring inside my pelvis.

"See?" she whispered. "It's attuning to you."

She pushed it the rest of the way in. The flared base pressed against me.

The sensation shifted. The vibration hit something deep inside—a nerve cluster I had ignored my entire life. A jolt of pure, white electricity shot up my spine.

"Oh... god..." My head dropped onto the couch cushion.

"That's the spot," she said, satisfied. "The P-spot. The Power Spot."

She walked around to face me. I was trapped, bent over the couch, filled and bound.

She smiled. She reached into the box one last time.

She pulled out a wand. A clear crystal wand with a pink ribbon tied around the handle.

"The armor held up to the insertion," she critiqued. "Now, let's test the stress tolerance."

She tapped the wand against the leather pouch covering my groin.

"This little wand casts a spell called Thousand Fingers," she explained. "It simulates... well, you'll see."

She slipped the tip of the wand inside the leather pouch, sliding it alongside my trapped erection.

"Kanna, wait, it's too much—"

"Start."

She activated the wand.

It wasn't a vibration. It felt like dozens of tiny, phantom fingers began to massage my shaft inside the pouch. They flicked, rubbed, and squeezed.

Combined with the humming obsidian inside me, it was sensory overload.

"Nnghh!" I groaned, my hips twitching. But I couldn't move. The harness held me rigid. The plug anchored me.

"Look at you," Kanna cooed, watching my face contort. "You're turning red. The mana is circulating perfectly."

She grabbed the handle of the wand and twisted it. The phantom fingers sped up.

"The rival..." she started talking, her voice taking on a dark, conversational tone. "She's cold. She's precise. If she catches you, she won't play with you like this. She'll just cut you."

She leaned in close, her eyes glowing pink.

"But I play with my food. I season it."

She reached behind me and grabbed the flared base of the plug. She twisted it.

The sensation was blinding. The vibration changed pitch, becoming sharper. It pressed directly against my prostate.

My legs gave out. I collapsed onto the couch, my face pressed into the cushion, my ass in the air.

"Kanna... please... let me out..."

"Not yet."

She climbed onto the couch behind me. She straddled my legs.

"You're going to learn to take it," she said. "You're going to learn to take everything I give you. Because if you can handle this, you can handle anything she throws at you."

She cranked the wand to maximum.

The phantom fingers became a blur. The vibration inside me became a roar.

"I'm gonna... I'm gonna..."

"You're gonna what?" she teased. "Cum? In your new armor? Go ahead. Soil it. Mark it as yours."

She leaned down and bit my shoulder blade.

"DO IT!"

I shattered.

It was a dry orgasm. The plug pressed against the duct, blocking the flow, but the sensation of release ripped through me anyway. It was an implosion. My entire body seized up, every muscle contracting against the leather. The pleasure was agonizing, a white-hot spike that drove straight into my brain.

I screamed into the cushion.

Kanna rode out the tremors with me, her hand keeping the wand active, forcing me to continue feeling the stimulation even as I crashed.

"That's it," she whispered, stroking my sweaty hair. "That's the good stuff. Look at the runes."

I cracked one eye open. I looked down at my chest.

The silver studs on the harness were glowing blindingly bright. The violet light was pulsing in time with my spasms.

"Fully charged," she announced. "Shield integrity at 100%."

She deactivated the wand and pulled it out. She reached behind and—with a wet pop that made me shudder—removed the obsidian plug.

The relief was instant, washing over me like a cold wave.

I lay there, panting, drooling slightly onto the fabric of the couch. I felt violated, exhausted, and incredibly, powerfully alive.

Kanna hopped off the couch. She snapped her fingers.

Click.

The magnetic lock on my wrists released. My arms fell to my sides, useless and heavy.

"You passed the test," she said cheerfully.

She walked back to the box and kicked it aside.

"You can keep the harness on for now. It needs to settle into your bio-rhythm. Plus..."

She looked back at me, her eyes lingering on the leather-clad bulge of my crotch and the sweat glistening on my chest.

"It looks really good on you. Like a proper accessory."

I groaned, rolling onto my back. The leather creaked. "You... are a sadist."

"And you," she leaned over and kissed my forehead, "are indestructible now."

She walked toward the kitchen.

"I'm making ramen. Do you want an egg?"

I stared at the ceiling. The aftershocks of the prostate stimulation still ghosted through my nerves. The leather held me tight, a second skin of protection and ownership.

"Two eggs," I croaked. "And a beer."

"Coming right up, Pochi."

I closed my eyes.

The rival was out there. She was cold, precise, and dangerous.

But Kanna? Kanna was a hurricane. And she had just bolted me to the floor so I wouldn't blow away.

I touched the harness. It was warm.

Let the rival come. I was armored up.


Chapter 12: Overflow

I woke up burning.

A furnace roared beneath my skin, far more violent than any fever. My blood felt like liquid lead, heavy and boiling, surging through my veins with a pressure that made my eardrums throb.

"Water," I croaked, sitting up.

My voice sounded wrong. Distorted. Like I was speaking through a synthesizer.

I stumbled out of bed, my legs heavy and uncoordinated. The room swayed violently. I grabbed the doorframe to steady myself, and the wood hissed.

I pulled my hand back. A black, charred handprint was seared into the white paint.

"What the..."

I looked at my hands. They were glowing. Not a faint aura, but a visible, internal incandescence. My veins stood out like maps of neon blue fire against my skin. The leather harness I was still wearing—per Kanna's instructions to let it "settle"—was vibrating against my chest. The silver studs were blindingly bright, struggling to contain the energy surging underneath.

I needed Kanna.

I staggered into the hallway. The air around me rippled with heat distortion. The carpet fibers curled and singed where my bare feet touched them.

"Kanna!" I yelled. It came out as a roar of static.

I slammed my fist against her door.

BOOM.

The door didn't just open; it flew off its hinges. The wood splintered, and the heavy slab crashed onto her bedroom floor.

Kanna shot up in bed, clutching a pillow. Her hair was a bird's nest, her eyes wide with shock.

"What the hell, Pochi? It's six in the morning!"

She blinked, her eyes adjusting to the intruder. Then, her expression shifted from annoyance to genuine alarm.

"Liam?"

"Hot," I gasped, falling to my knees. The floorboards smoked under my weight. "Burning."

She scrambled out of bed. She was wearing a loose t-shirt and panties. She didn't care. She rushed over to me, but stopped a foot away, shielding her face with her arm.

"Whoa! You're radiating like a reactor core!"

She squinted at me, her pink eyes flashing into analytical mode.

"The harness," she muttered. "The runes... they're overloaded. They're not cycling the mana anymore; they're bottling it up."

She reached out to touch my shoulder, then hissed and pulled back. "Ow! You're physically hot. Like, cooking temperature."

"Help," I wheezed. My vision was turning white at the edges. The pressure in my groin was agonizing, a solid block of pain and need that felt like it was going to explode.

"Okay, okay, don't panic," she said, though her voice was an octave higher than usual. "It's an Overflow. Your production spiked overnight. The prostate stimulation unlocked a reserve I didn't know you had, and the harness acted like a pressure cooker."

She looked around the room frantically.

"If you don't vent that energy, you're going to melt. Literally. Your internal organs will liquify."

"Vent," I managed to say. "How?"

"The usual way," she said, grabbing my arm. She winced at the heat but held on, her grip magically reinforced. "But I can't absorb it fast enough. It's too volatile. If I drink that, it'll burn my circuits out."

She dragged me toward the bathroom.

"We have to dump it. We have to waste it."

"Waste it?" The concept was alien. Kanna never wasted mana. Every drop was precious.

"It's toxic right now," she explained, kicking the bathroom door open. "It's 'dirty' mana. Unrefined, super-heated sludge. We need to flush the system."

She shoved me into the shower stall. The cold porcelain felt like heaven against my burning skin.

"Strip," she ordered. "Get that harness off. It's making it worse."

My fingers were clumsy, shaking violently. I fumbled with the buckles. The leather was hot to the touch.

"I... I can't."

"Useless," she hissed.

She stepped into the shower with me. She grabbed the leather straps and ripped. She didn't bother with the buckles. She used her strength to tear the enchanted leather apart.

Snap. Snap.

The harness fell to the floor in ruin.

My skin, finally free, seemed to glow even brighter. My erection was painful to look at—swollen, dark red, and pulsing with blue veins.

Kanna turned on the shower. Cold water.

HISSSS.

Steam exploded instantly, filling the small stall with a blinding white fog. The water didn't cool me down; it evaporated on contact.

"Okay," Kanna coughed, waving the steam away. "Water isn't working. We have to do this manually."

She pushed me back against the tiles. The ceramic cracked under the heat of my shoulder blades.

"I'm going to jerk you off," she said, her voice clinical but urgent. "And you are going to cum. A lot. Do not hold back. Do not edge. Just push it out."

"Kanna..."

"Shut up and eject!"

She grabbed a bottle of conditioner—her expensive stuff—and squeezed a massive dollop onto her hand. She moved instantly. She grabbed me.

Her hand was cool compared to my skin, but the friction was instant fire.

"Oh god!" I screamed, my head slamming back against the wall.

More than pleasure, it was a relief so intense it bordered on agony.

She stroked fast. Brutally fast. She wasn't trying to be sensual. She was trying to operate a pump. Up and down, squeezing hard, twisting her wrist at the top.

"Come on," she gritted out, pumping like her life depended on it. "Get it out!"

I didn't need much. I was already past the point of no return.

Within seconds, I climaxed.

"GRAAAH!"

A jet of white fluid shot out, hitting the shower wall.

It sizzled.

The semen was smoking. It hit the tiles and hissed, leaving faint burn marks.

I sagged, expecting the relief to wash over me. Expecting the glow to fade.

It didn't.

"Still hot," Kanna observed, checking my temperature with the back of her hand. "The pressure dropped maybe five percent. You have a backlog, Liam."

She didn't stop. She kept pumping.

"Wait," I gasped, my chest heaving. "I just... I just finished."

"Refractory periods are for humans," she snapped. "You're a mana reactor right now. Look at you! You're still hard!"

I looked down through the steam. She was right. My erection hadn't subsided. If anything, it looked angrier. The release hadn't drained the tank; it had just cleared the nozzle.

"Round two," she announced.

She added more conditioner. The smell of lavender mixed with the scent of ozone and burnt sex.

She sped up.

"Kanna, it hurts... it's too sensitive..."

"I know," she said, her face set in grim determination. "Endure it. Would you rather explode?"

She used her other hand to cup my balls. They were tight, drawn up against my body. She squeezed them, forcing the fluid up.

"Push!" she commanded. "Use your muscles! Eject the heat!"

I gritted my teeth, tears streaming down my face. I focused on the heat in my belly. I pushed.

The second orgasm hit less than a minute after the first. It was more violent. My legs buckled, and I slid down the wall, but Kanna caught me. She held me up by my waist, keeping her hand working furiously on my shaft.

I fired again. Thick, heavy ropes of mana-infused fluid.

"That's it," she encouraged, watching the discharge. "The color is changing. It's getting clearer. Less blue."

"I can't... I can't do anymore," I sobbed, my head lolling on my neck.

"We're not even close to done," she whispered in my ear.

She turned down the water flow. The steam began to drift away, revealing us in the cramped stall. Her t-shirt was soaked, clinging to her skin. Her hair was plastered to her face.

"You're going to break something if we keep going like this," I whispered, terrified. "My skin feels like it's ripping."

"Then we change the method."

She dropped to her knees on the wet floor.

"Kanna, no. It's toxic. You said it would burn you."

"I said I can't drink it," she corrected, looking up at me with eyes that glowed in the gloom. "I didn't say I couldn't extract it."

She opened her mouth. She didn't take me in immediately. She hovered, letting her breath cool the feverish skin of my tip.

"I'm going to spit," she warned. "It's going to be gross. But I need to use the vacuum pressure. My hand isn't fast enough."

She took me in.

The sensation of her mouth was infinitely better than her hand, but also infinitely more intense. The soft, wet heat enveloped me.

She didn't bob her head. She sucked.

It was a continuous, powerful suction, like a siphon. She used her cheeks to create a vacuum that pulled directly from my core.

I screamed, gripping her wet hair. The pleasure was sharp, blinding, white-hot needles driven into my spine.

"Mmph!" She vibrated against me.

I felt it rising again. The third wave.

"I'm cumming! Kanna, move!"

She didn't move. She kept sucking right through the release.

I spent myself completely into her mouth.

She didn't swallow. She held it for a second, then pulled off and spat the load onto the drain. It splashed heavily, steaming.

She went right back on.

"Again," she mumbled against my skin.

"I'm dry!" I wailed. "There's nothing left!"

"There is," she argued, her tongue swirling around the head, finding the nerve endings that were raw and exposed. "It's not about fluid anymore. It's about energy. We have to drain the ghost-load."

Fourth time.

My vision went dark. I couldn't feel my feet. I was floating in a void of pure sensation. The only thing tethering me to reality was the relentless, rhythmic suction of her mouth.

Fifth time.

My knees finally gave out completely. I slid down the wall.

Kanna followed me down. She crawled between my legs as I sat on the shower floor, water pooling around my waist.

"Still glowing," she muttered, poking my chest. The blue light had dimmed, but it was still there, pulsing weakly. "Stubborn."

She sat back on her heels, wiping her mouth. She looked at me. I was a wreck. Panting, shivering, eyes rolled back in my head.

"Okay," she sighed. "Manual extraction isn't clearing the deep reserves. The blockage is in the prostate."

I flinched at the word. "No. No more plugs."

"Not a plug," she said. "Me."

She climbed over me. She pushed me so I was lying flat on the wet tiles, my legs bent.

"I need to milk the gland directly," she said. "From the inside."

She positioned herself. She wasn't going to ride me. She was...

She grabbed my ankles and lifted my legs.

"What are you doing?" I croaked.

"Accessing the service port," she said efficiently.

She lubed her fingers with the mixture of conditioner and my own fluids from the floor. A faint, protective layer of pink light coated her hand to shield it from the scorching heat of my insides.

"Relax, Liam. I've done this a thousand times... well, in theory."

She slid two fingers inside me.

I gasped, arching my back. My body was so over-sensitive that even this intrusion felt like a lightning strike.

"Found it," she whispered. "It's swollen. Hard as a rock. That's where the heat is hiding."

She curled her fingers.

"Come on out."

She massaged the prostate with a 'come hither' motion.

The reaction was instantaneous and violent.

"AGH!"

My erection, which had finally started to soften, snapped back to full hardness in a split second.

"There it is," she grinned. "The motherlode."

She used her other hand to grab my cock. She worked both ends—stroking the outside, milking the inside.

It was too much. It was sensory overload on a level that my brain couldn't process. I started to hyperventilate.

"Breathe, Pochi!" she commanded. "Don't pass out! You need to be conscious to push!"

She pumped her fingers. She squeezed my shaft.

"Now! Empty the tank! Give me the dregs!"

I screamed. It felt like my soul was being ripped out through my groin.

The sixth climax was the longest. It wasn't fluid. It was pure, white light. Or at least, that's what it felt like. A stream of thin, clear liquid shot out, but the energy accompanying it was massive.

The bathroom lit up. The mirrors fogged over instantly. The air crackled with static.

Kanna shielded her eyes with her free arm, but she kept pumping.

"Yes! That's it! It's venting!"

I shook uncontrollably. My muscles seized, locking in a rictus of release. I couldn't stop. It just kept coming.

Finally, with a wet, gurgling gasp, I collapsed.

My head hit the wet tiles. The glow in my skin faded. The blue veins darkened and disappeared. The heat evaporated, leaving me freezing cold and shivering violently.

Silence returned to the bathroom, broken only by the drip of the faucet.

Kanna sat back, leaning against the vanity cabinet. She was panting, her hair dripping water onto her chest. She looked at her hands, then at me.

"Alive?" she asked.

I tried to speak. My tongue felt like sandpaper. "I think so."

She crawled over to me. She placed a hand on my forehead.

"Normal temp," she confirmed. "Cool, even. We did it."

She slumped down next to me, resting her head on my chest.

"That was close," she whispered. "Another ten minutes and you would have gone critical. Boom. No more Liam. Just a crater in Queens."

I lay there, staring at the ceiling. I felt light. impossibly light. Like a husk.

"I feel... empty," I whispered.

"You are," she said. "I drained you dry. You have zero mana. You probably won't be able to stand up for an hour."

She traced a pattern on my wet chest with her finger.

"I'm sorry," she said quietly. "I pushed the training too hard. I got greedy. I wanted you to be stronger, faster... I didn't think about the hardware limitations."

"It's okay," I mumbled, my hand finding hers and squeezing it weakly. "I'm... optimized now."

She laughed, a weak, watery sound. "Yeah. You're definitely optimized."

She sat up, groaning.

"Okay. We can't stay on the bathroom floor. It's gross, and my butt is cold."

She stood up, her legs shaking a little. She turned on the shower again. Warm water this time.

"Wash off," she ordered gently. "I'll go change the sheets. You burned a hole in the mattress."

She stepped out of the shower stall, pausing at the door.

She looked back at me, huddled under the warm spray.

"Liam?"

"Yeah?"

"No more harness," she said firmly. "And no more supplements for a while. We're going back to basics. Natural growth only."

"Deal," I agreed immediately.

"And..." She hesitated. Her cheeks turned a slight shade of pink that had nothing to do with mana. "Thanks. for... you know. Not exploding."

"Anytime."

She left.

I sat under the warm water, watching the last of the strange, glowing residue swirl down the drain. My body ached. My groin felt bruised. My throat was raw from screaming.

But as I touched the collar—which had survived the ordeal unscathed—I realized something.

I had survived an overflow. My capacity had just been stress-tested to the absolute limit.

Kanna said I was empty. But as the water hit my skin, I could already feel a faint, tiny spark deep in my core flickering back to life.

The tank was bigger now. Much bigger.

And next time, I wouldn't need an emergency vent. Next time, I would be able to hold it all.

I closed my eyes and let the water wash away the toxicity.

I was evolving. And it hurt like hell.


Chapter 13: The Nest

The subway system of New York City was the circulatory system of a dying giant, and Union Square was the clot.

In the real world, the station was a labyrinth of peeling paint, buskers, and the smell of stale urine. In the Hollow, it was a biological nightmare. The tile walls were not ceramic but scales of grey chitin that breathed in slow, rhythmic pulses. The tracks were not steel rails but massive, exposed arteries pumping a thick, black fluid that glowed with toxic bioluminescence.

"I hate this," Kanna whispered, her voice tight.

She stood at the top of the stairs leading down to the L train platform, her hammer held in a white-knuckled grip. Her Magical Idol outfit—usually pristine—was smudged with the grime of our descent. The pink light of her eyes scanned the darkness, cutting through the heavy, humid fog that smelled of burning hair and rot.

"The signal is strongest here," I said, checking my tablet. The screen was cracked, a spiderweb fracture from the Overflow incident, but the map I had coded was still rendering. A pulsating red heat-map covered the entire station below us. "This isn't just a spawn point, Kanna. It's a nursery."

"A Nest," she corrected grimly. "That explains why the surface patrols have been so quiet. They’re all down here. Breeding."

She looked at me. I was wearing a new outfit—jeans, a fresh t-shirt, and a heavy tactical vest she had bought online. No harness this time. Just the collar. My body still felt light, almost hollow, after the purge, but the ache was gone. In its place was a strange, humming clarity. My capacity had increased. I could feel the mana in the air like static electricity on my skin.

"Are you ready, Strategist?" she asked, her tone lacking its usual playfulness. "Nests are messy. If we get swarmed, I can't guarantee I can keep them off you."

"I have a plan," I said, tapping the tablet. "The Glitches here operate on a hive-mind protocol. Low intelligence, high numbers. They rely on a central node to coordinate attacks. If we take out the Queen, the drones will de-sync. They'll freeze."

"Cut off the head," she nodded. "Classic. Where is she?"

"Sub-basement level. The old abandoned platform."

"Lead the way, Pochi. But stay close. If you wander off, you'll be rat food."

We descended.



The sound hit us first.

It wasn't a roar. It was a skittering. Millions of tiny, sharp legs scratching against metal and bone. Click-click-scrape-hiss. It sounded like rain, if rain was made of needles.

We reached the mezzanine level. The turnstiles were fused together into a barricade of twisted metal and flesh. Beyond them, the darkness moved.

"Light it up," I whispered.

Kanna raised her hammer. "Flash!"

The head of the hammer flared with a blinding white strobe.

The darkness shrieked.

Revealed in the light were thousands of them. Rat-Glitches. They were the size of cats, their bodies composed of tangled copper wire and jagged circuit boards, with eyes that were nothing but burning red LEDs. They covered the floor, the walls, the ceiling. A carpet of mechanical vermin.

They froze for a second, blinded by the light. Then, the LEDs turned synchronized red.

SCREEEEE!

"Run!" Kanna shouted.

Without hesitation, she swung the hammer in a wide arc, unleashing a wave of gravity that crushed the front line into scrap metal. "Gravity Wave!"

I sprinted behind her, vaulting over the crushed remains. The swarm surged forward like a tide.

"Don't let them surround us!" I yelled, checking the map as I ran. "Left! Take the service tunnel on the left!"

Kanna smashed a cluster of rats that tried to drop from the ceiling, spraying sparks and black ichor. "This way!"

We dove into the service tunnel. It was narrow, damp, and lined with pipes that pulsed like veins. The skittering sound behind us was deafening, a roar of approaching metal.

"They're faster than the data suggested," I panted, my boots splashing in the dark sludge on the floor.

"They're hungry!" Kanna yelled back. She stopped at a heavy iron door, spinning around to face the tunnel mouth. "I have to seal this! Liam, find the lock!"

I scrambled to the door mechanism. It was rusted shut, fused with the organic corruption of the Hollow.

"It's jammed!"

"Stand back!"

Kanna raised her hammer. But instead of smashing the door, she smashed the ceiling of the tunnel in front of us.

CRASH.

Tons of concrete and rebar collapsed, sealing the tunnel and burying the front wave of the swarm. Dust billowed out, choking us.

Silence—or a muffled version of it—returned. We could still hear the scratching on the other side of the rubble, but we were safe for the moment.

Kanna leaned against the door, coughing. She looked pale.

"That took a chunk of mana," she admitted, wiping sweat from her forehead. "Nests have a dampening field. My recharge rate is halved down here."

"I know," I said, looking at her. "That's why we need to be efficient."

"Efficient," she let out a dry laugh. She looked at me, her eyes dark in the gloom. "I'm running on sixty percent. The Queen is going to be a Tank-class at least. I need a top-up."

She pushed off the door and walked toward me. The narrow corridor forced us close. The air was thick with the smell of rust and our own sweat.

"Now?" I asked, looking at the blocked tunnel. "They'll dig through that in five minutes."

"Then we have four minutes," she said.

She didn't ask. She didn't command. She simply grabbed the front of my tactical vest and shoved me back against the rusted iron door.

"I need combat fuel, Liam. Not the slow-burn stuff. I need the spike. The aggression."

She dropped to her knees in the sludge. She didn't care about the filth. Her eyes were fixed on my belt.

"Kanna, this isn't safe—"

"Safe is boring."

She ripped my zipper down. She freed me. I was already hard—the adrenaline of the chase and the proximity to her always triggered the response.

Ignoring her hands entirely, she leaned in and engulfed me.

It was fierce. Desperate.

She sucked with a vacuum seal that felt like it was trying to pull the marrow from my bones. Her tongue lashed against the sensitive underside of the glans. There was no teasing, no slow build-up. This was a refueling stop in the middle of a war zone.

"Ah!" I gripped her head, my fingers tangling in her hair. "Kanna!"

She hummed against me—a deep, resonant vibration that traveled straight to my core. I felt the mana lurch inside me, being ripped away in jagged chunks. It hurt, but it was a good hurt. A necessary sacrifice.

Scratch. Scratch. Thump.

The rubble pile shifted. A mechanical snout poked through.

"They're coming!" I panicked, trying to pull back.

Kanna growled. She didn't stop. She sped up. She started to bob her head furiously, her throat swallowing me whole with every stroke. She was racing the monsters.

Thump. Thump.

More rocks fell. Red eyes appeared in the darkness of the tunnel breach.

"Kanna! We have to move!"

She ignored me. She clamped her hand over my thigh, digging her nails in hard enough to pierce the denim. Give it to me, her grip said. Now.

The fear mixed with the pleasure. The sight of the red eyes in the dark, the sound of the swarm breaking through, and the overwhelming sensation of her mouth... it was a cocktail of survival instinct and lust.

"I'm... I'm cumming!"

I exploded.

She drank it down like a shot of high-voltage electricity. I felt the drain—sharp and immediate.

She pulled off instantly, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand. Her eyes flared brilliant pink, the exhaustion gone.

"Full tank," she declared.

She stood up, spun her hammer, and faced the breach just as the first wave of rats poured through.

"Barrier!"

A wall of pink force slammed into the gap, vaporizing the lead rats.

"Go!" she shouted, pointing at the door behind me. "Open it now! I'll hold them!"

I turned to the rusted door. I didn't have magic, but I had the surge of adrenaline she had just given me. I kicked the locking mechanism. Once. Twice.

CLANG.

The rust shattered. I threw the door open.

"Kanna! Clear!"

She fired one last blast of gravity into the tunnel—collapsing it further—and dove through the door. I slammed it shut and spun the wheel lock.

We stood in the darkness of the stairwell, panting.

"That," she breathed, grinning wildly, "was efficient."



The bottom of the station was a cathedral of rot.

The abandoned platform was massive. The tracks had been torn up, replaced by a pulsating, fleshy sac that filled the center of the cavern. Cables and wires fed into it from the ceiling like umbilical cords.

And in the center of the sac sat the Queen.

She was hideous. A torso of a woman made of porcelain mannequin parts, fused onto the body of a massive, bloated spider. Her abdomen was a translucent server rack, flashing with millions of data packets. She was laying eggs—spheres of static that hatched into rats within seconds.

"She's farming data," I realized, looking at the server-abdomen. "She's tapping into the fiber lines. Stealing information and turning it into monsters."

"Let's cancel her subscription," Kanna said, stepping onto the platform.

The Queen screeched. It was a sound of pure digital distortion.

Hundreds of drones—larger ones, humanoid shapes made of wire—dropped from the ceiling.

"Defense protocol," I analyzed. "They're shielding her. We can't get close."

Kanna charged anyway. She smashed a drone, but two more took its place. They were regenerating.

"It's no use!" I shouted, watching her get pushed back. "The Nest is healing them! We need to disrupt the signal!"

I scanned the room. My eyes locked on a junction box near the edge of the platform. It was glowing with the same toxic blue light as the Queen's abdomen.

"The Node!" I pointed. "That's the router! If I hack that, I can drop their shields!"

"Hack it?" Kanna smashed a drone away, backflipping to my side. "How? You don't have a keyboard!"

"I have this," I held up the tablet. "And I have you. I need a direct connection. I need to override the signal with raw mana."

"Explain fast, Strategist!"

"I plug the tablet into the Node. But the tablet's battery is dead. I need to be the battery. I need to channel your mana through my body into the machine."

Kanna looked at the swarm closing in. She looked at the Queen. She looked at me.

"You want me to electrocute you with magic while you type?"

"Basically. Yes."

"Crazy," she grinned. "I love it."

We sprinted for the Node. Kanna cleared a path, her hammer a blur of pink destruction. We reached the junction box. I jammed a salvage cable from my tablet into the port.

"Contact!" I yelled. "Kanna, hit me! Give me the juice!"

She didn't cast a spell. She grabbed me.

She shoved me against the junction box. She smashed her lips against mine.

It was the reverse of the drain. It was the Injection.

Power flooded into me. It felt like swallowing lava. My veins lit up blue. My eyes burned. The tablet screen flared to life, the cracked glass glowing.

"It's working!" I choked out, breaking the kiss to look at the screen. My fingers flew across the virtual keyboard, bypassing firewalls with a speed that wasn't human. "I'm in! I'm rewriting the IFF protocols!"

"Keep going!" Kanna shouted, turning her back to me to block a drone's claw. "I can't hold them forever!"

The mana was too much. It was burning me from the inside out. My hands were shaking. I was losing focus.

"I can't... it's too unstable!" I yelled. "I need an anchor! I need to ground the charge!"

Kanna glanced over her shoulder. She saw my trembling legs. She saw the blue light flickering dangerously under my skin.

"Grounding," she muttered. "Right."

She didn't hesitate. She spun around, grabbed my belt, and yanked my pants down to my ankles.

"What are you—"

"Focus on the code!" she screamed.

She turned her back to me. She bent over. She grabbed my hips and pulled me into her.

She impaled herself on me.

"GAH!"

The connection was physical and metaphysical. Entering her was like plugging into a stabilizer. The chaotic burning energy in my blood suddenly found a circuit. It flowed through me, into her, and cycled back, refined and controlled.

"Yes!" she hissed, clenching around me. "The loop! Use the loop!"

She began to grind back against me.

It was insane. We were having sex standing up, pinned against a junction box in a dungeon, surrounded by monsters.

But it worked.

The rhythm of her hips gave me a tempo. Thrust. Type. Thrust. Type.

The pleasure sharpened my focus. The mana stabilized. I felt like a god in the machine. I could see the code of the Nest unraveling before my eyes.

"Shields... down... in... three..." I gasped, matching her frantic pace.

Kanna was fighting with her hammer in one hand, reaching back to grip my ass with the other, pulling me deeper with every thrust.

"Hurry up, Liam! I'm getting swarmed!"

A drone slashed at her. She blocked it, but the force slammed her back into me.

"Two..."

I thrust harder, hitting her cervix. She cried out, her mana flaring. The surge pushed the hack through the final firewall.

"ONE!"

I hit the Enter key.

ZZZZZT.

A shockwave of blue static exploded from the Node.

The Queen screamed. The translucent server-abdomen went dark. The drones froze in mid-air, then collapsed like puppets with cut strings.

The shield was down.

"Now, Kanna!" I roared, holding onto her hips. "Kill her!"

Kanna didn't detach. She didn't have time.

She drew on the connection between us—the raw, sexual, magical link. She pulled every ounce of mana I had left, combined with her own fury.

She raised the hammer. It grew to the size of a train car, glowing a blinding, apocalyptic pink.

"Limit Break: Queen Slayer!"

She swung.

She pivoted her hips, using me as the fulcrum for the strike. The hammer flew from her hand—a projectile of pure destruction.

It crossed the platform in a microsecond.

SPLAT.

It hit the Queen.

There was no explosion. Just total atomization. The spider-body, the server-rack, the eggs—everything was erased in a sphere of pink gravity.

The shockwave knocked us both off our feet.

We crashed to the floor, tangled together, pants around my ankles, breathless.

Silence fell over the Nest. The drones dissolved into dust.

I lay on the cold, fleshy floor, staring up at the pulsating ceiling. Kanna was on top of me, her face buried in my neck.

"Did we... get her?" I wheezed.

Kanna lifted her head. She looked at the empty crater where the Queen used to be. Then she looked down at me.

She smiled. A wild, beautiful, adrenaline-soaked smile.

"Yeah. We got her."

She kissed me—a soft, lingering kiss that tasted of victory.

"And you," she whispered, shifting her hips so I could feel that I was still inside her, "are the best damn hacker in the world."

She started to move slowly.

"The mission is over," she murmured, her eyes half-lidded. "But the connection is still live. And I have a lot of leftover adrenaline."

I reached up and touched her cheek.

"Then let's burn it off," I said.

In the ruins of the Nest, ignoring the stench of ozone and rot, we finished what we started. It wasn't about mana anymore. It was about celebration. It was about two broken people finding a perfect fit in a broken world.

And as I held her, I knew that no matter how many monsters the Hollow threw at us, as long as we had this—this loop, this trust, this heat—we were invincible.


Chapter 14: Dark Impulse

The headache wasn't a throb; it was a frequency.

It sat at the base of my skull, a high-pitched, oscillating whine that tasted like aluminum foil. It had started the moment we stepped back through the mirror into Kanna’s apartment, leaving the rot of the Nest behind.

"That was a haul," Kanna hummed, kicking off her boots. She walked into the kitchen, opening the fridge. "We got enough data-cores to upgrade the shield generator on the collar. Plus, I think I leveled up. My mana cap feels higher."

She grabbed a bottle of sparkling water and leaned against the counter, looking at me.

"You okay, Pochi? You look like you're buffering."

I stood in the middle of the living room. The familiar beige rug, the IKEA shelves, the smell of vanilla—it all felt wrong. It looked... flat. Like a texture map that hadn't loaded in high resolution.

"I'm fine," I lied. My voice sounded distant, as if someone else was speaking it from across the room. "Just... tired. The interface with the Node was intense."

"You did great," she beamed, taking a sip. "Go wash up. You smell like dead spider."

I nodded and turned toward the bathroom.

But I didn't move.

My eyes locked onto her throat. Specifically, the pale, smooth skin of her neck as she tilted her head back to drink.

Bite it.

The thought didn't come from me. It flashed across my mind like a pop-up ad, bright red and intrusive.

Tear it open. Drink the light.

I blinked, shaking my head. The static in my vision flared, a burst of black and white noise that momentarily obscured the room.

"Liam?" Kanna’s voice sharpened. She set the bottle down. "What's wrong?"

"I don't know," I whispered. I reached up to touch my temple, but my hand felt heavy. Clumsy. "I feel... heavy."

"Come here," she commanded softly. "Let me check your levels."

She walked toward me.

Usually, her approach triggered a conditioned response of submission and warmth. But today, as she got closer, the instinct was different. It was the feeling of a magnet being forced against its own pole. Repulsion. Aggression.

She reached out to touch my forehead.

SNAP.

I didn't decide to move. My body just reacted.

I caught her wrist.

I squeezed. Hard.

Kanna stopped, her eyes widening slightly. "Liam? You're hurting me."

"Don't touch me," I growled.

The voice came from my throat, but it sounded raspy, layered with a digital distortion that vibrated in my chest.

"Excuse me?" Kanna’s expression shifted from concern to dangerous amusement. "Did you just give me an order?"

She tried to pull her hand away.

I didn't let go. I tightened my grip, twisting her arm.

Break it.

"Liam!" She shouted, flaring her aura. A pulse of pink gravity magic hit me, meant to knock me back.

It didn't work.

The blue corruption in my veins—the residue from the Queen's Node—surged to meet her magic. It devoured it. I felt her spell dissolve against my skin, feeding the static noise in my head.

"Hungry," I hissed.

I yanked her forward.

She stumbled, crashing into my chest. I wrapped my other arm around her waist, pinning her. I buried my face in her neck—not to kiss, but to inhale the scent of the prey.

"Get off!" She kneed me in the stomach.

It felt like being hit by a sledgehammer. I grunted, the air leaving my lungs, but the pain only fueled the fire. The "Glitch Poison" didn't want safety. It wanted conflict.

I slammed her back against the wall. Pictures rattled. The skull of black crystal on the shelf fell and shattered.

"Liam, stop!" She raised her hand, her fingers glowing with a binding spell. "Command: Sit!"

My knees buckled. The collar constricted, choking me.

But the static roared louder.

Override.

I forced my legs to straighten. I fought the magic. The leather of the collar creaked, stretching under the strain of my neck muscles.

Kanna gasped, genuine shock flashing in her eyes. "You... you're resisting a Command?"

"Not Liam," I snarled, grabbing her jaw with my hand, forcing her to look at me. "Glitch."

My vision turned red. I saw her not as Kanna, but as a glowing node of mana. A resource to be consumed.

I kissed her.

It wasn't a kiss. I smashed my mouth against hers, teeth clashing. I bit her lower lip, hard enough to tear the skin. I tasted blood—iron and magic.

Kanna made a muffled sound of protest, her hands beating against my chest. She was holding back. If she used her full strength, she could liquefy my organs. But she wasn't doing it.

She pushed me back, breaking the kiss. She was panting, blood staining her chin.

"You've been infected," she realized, wiping her lip. "The Node... it uploaded a virus."

I lunged again.

This time, she didn't block. She caught me.

She grabbed my shoulders and used my own momentum to throw me.

I flew across the room, crashing onto the rug. I scrambled up instantly, on all fours, panting like a rabid animal.

Kanna stood by the wall. She wasn't running. She wasn't calling for help.

She was smiling.

It was a terrifying, twisted smile. Her eyes were glowing with a dark, excited luster. She licked the blood from her lip.

"A virus that makes the puppy bite?" she purred. "That's... interesting."

She walked toward me slowly. She detransformed the rest of her casual clothes with a snap of her fingers. No hoodie. No shorts. Just her naked, pale skin marked by the glowing red circuit tattoo.

"Come on then, mongrel," she taunted, spreading her arms. "You want to bite? Bite."

I didn't wait. I launched myself at her.

I tackled her to the floor.

We rolled, a tangle of limbs and aggression. I was stronger than a human, fueled by the virus, but she was a magical construct of war.

She let me pin her. She lay on her back, looking up at me as I straddled her waist, my hands pinning her wrists to the rug.

"Do it," she whispered.

I tore at her skin. I raked my nails down her chest, leaving red welts that faded instantly as her mana healed them. I bit her shoulder, her neck, her collarbone.

"Harder!" she laughed, bucking her hips against me. "Is that all you got? I thought you were a monster!"

The taunt snapped the last thread of my control.

I reached down and ripped my own jeans open. Buttons flew across the room.

I didn't prep her. I didn't ask.

I grabbed her hips, lifting them off the floor, and drove myself into her.

"AGH!"

She cried out, her head slamming back against the rug.

It was dry, rough, and violent.

"Yes!" she hissed, wrapping her legs around my waist, locking me in. "Break me! Try to break me!"

I pounded into her. It wasn't lovemaking. It was a primal conquest. I wanted to overwhelm her. I wanted to extinguish the light that burned so brightly in her eyes. The virus in my brain screamed for dominance.

Consume. Corrupt. Delete.

I grabbed her throat. I squeezed.

Kanna choked, her eyes bulging slightly. But she didn't fight it. She reached up and grabbed my hair, pulling my head down.

"Look at me," she wheezed.

I looked.

Her eyes were swimming with tears, but they were tears of ecstasy. The pain, the violence, the sheer lack of restraint—it was feeding her sadism in a way my submission never could.

"You're mine," she gasped. "Even when you're broken... even when you're crazy... you're still playing in my yard."

She dug her nails into my back, drawing blood.

"Fuck me, Liam! Give me the poison! Give it to me!"

I roared, a guttural sound that tore my throat. I moved faster. The friction was burning us both. I could feel the corruption—the heavy, black static—pooling in my groin. It wanted out.

"Take it!" I screamed.

I bit her breast, latching onto the nipple and pulling hard.

She screamed, her back arching off the floor.

"More! More!"

The climax built not as a wave of pleasure, but as a volcanic pressure. The virus was concentrating, drawn to the point of connection.

I slammed into her, bottoming out with a force that knocked the wind out of her.

I released.

It felt like vomiting up black tar.

A surge of dark, corrupted mana poured out of me and into her. It was cold, viscous, and vile.

Kanna’s eyes rolled back in her head. Her body seized.

She absorbed it.

The red circuits on her skin turned black. Her veins darkened. She convulsed, her mouth opening in a silent scream as she took the digital poison into her own system.

I kept pouring. Wave after wave of corrupted data. I was emptying the infection into her.

Finally, I collapsed.

The red haze in my vision faded instantly, replaced by the grey ceiling of the apartment. The static noise cut off.

I lay on top of her, gasping, my heart hammering against my ribs. My mind was clear. Horrifically clear.

"Kanna?" I whispered, terror gripping my chest. "Kanna!"

She lay beneath me, still. Her skin was grey. The black veins were pulsing slowly.

"Oh god. Oh god, I killed her."

I scrambled off her, kneeling beside her body. "Kanna! Wake up! Please!"

I reached for her neck to check her pulse.

Her hand shot up.

She grabbed my throat.

Her grip was iron. She pulled me down until our noses were touching.

Her eyes opened.

They weren't pink. They weren't black. They were a swirling, chaotic mix of violet and static.

She grinned. Her teeth were stained with blood—her blood, my blood.

"That," she rasped, her voice layered with the same digital distortion I had heard in my own head, "was delicious."

She sat up slowly, releasing my throat. She cracked her neck. Click.

The black veins on her skin began to recede, fading back into the red glow of her tattoos. She took a deep breath, and the grey pallor vanished, replaced by a flush of health.

"You... you ate it?" I stared at her, horrified. "That was Glitch poison. It drives people insane."

"I'm a Magical Idol, Pochi," she said, licking her lips. "I process chaos for breakfast. A little bit of malware just adds flavor."

She looked at me. She crawled over, moving with a predatory grace that was far more intimidating than before.

"But you..." She poked my chest. "You were a bad dog."

She pushed me backward. I didn't resist. I let her push me until my back hit the sofa.

"I hurt you," I whispered, looking at the bruises forming on her neck and the bite marks on her chest. "I attacked you."

"You did," she agreed. She straddled my legs, looming over me.

"I'm sorry. I didn't mean to—"

"Shh." She put a finger to my lips. "Who said I didn't like it?"

She traced the line of my jaw.

"Usually, you're so careful. So worried about hurting me. It's sweet, but it gets boring."

She leaned in, her eyes dancing with dark amusement.

"Seeing you lose control? Seeing you try to take what you want instead of begging for it?"

She shivered.

"It made me wetter than I've been in months."

I stared at her. She was insane. We were both insane.

"But," she said, her expression hardening slightly. "Rules are rules. You attacked a superior officer. You tried to override a Command."

She reached down and grabbed my flaccid, spent cock. She gave it a sharp tug.

"Ow."

"You need to be rebooted," she said. "Factory reset."

She stood up. She walked over to the drawer where she kept the "training equipment."

She pulled out a blindfold and a gag. A ball gag.

"Stand up, Liam."

I stood up. My legs were shaky, but I obeyed.

"Turn around."

I turned.

She slipped the blindfold over my eyes. The world went dark.

"Open."

I opened my mouth. She shoved the rubber ball in and buckled the strap behind my head. My jaw ached, my mouth filled with the taste of rubber and saliva.

"Kneel."

I knelt on the rug.

I felt her hands on my shoulders. She pushed me down until my forehead touched the floor.

"You are going to stay like this," she whispered in my ear. "You are going to think about what you did. You are going to listen to me breathe, listen to me move, and realize that you exist only because I allow it."

She walked away. I heard the fridge open. I heard the fizz of a soda can opening. I heard the TV turn on.

I knelt there in the darkness, gagged and blind.

My body was exhausted. My mind was reeling from the violation of the virus and the violence of the cure.

But as I knelt there, feeling the collar tight around my neck and the phantom pain of her bite marks on my skin, I felt a strange sense of peace settle over me.

The monster was gone. The static was gone.

There was only Kanna.

And even in the dark, her presence was the only gravity that mattered.

"Good boy," she called out from the couch, her voice light and cheerful again. "Don't move a muscle until I say so."

"Mmph," I replied.

I stayed.


Chapter 15: The Unspoken Bond

Time lost its meaning in the dark.

Kneeling on the rug, blindfolded and gagged, I existed in a sensory vacuum where the only constants were the throbbing ache in my knees and the rhythmic sound of Kanna’s breathing across the room.

I didn't know how long I had been there. Twenty minutes? Two hours? My quads were burning, a dull fire that slowly spread up my thighs, but I didn't move. I didn't shift my weight. The punishment was a grounding wire, channeling the residual chaos of the Glitch virus out of my system and replacing it with the simple, binary logic of obedience.

I heard the rustle of fabric. Footsteps. Soft, bare feet padding against the hardwood floor.

They stopped right in front of me.

I smelled her before I felt her. Vanilla and the faint, coppery scent of the blood we had shared.

"You're shaking," she whispered.

She was right. My body had started to tremble, tiny micro-spasms of exhaustion and muscle fatigue.

"Mmph," I tried to speak through the gag, but it came out as a pathetic noise.

"Shh. Don't speak."

Her fingers brushed my temple, sliding under the strap of the blindfold.

"You stayed," she murmured, her voice laced with a strange mixture of pride and disbelief. "I didn't use a binding spell. I didn't use the Command Tone. You could have taken this off at any time."

She pulled the blindfold up.

The sudden light stung my eyes. I blinked rapidly, trying to bring the world into focus.

Kanna was kneeling in front of me. She was wearing an oversized t-shirt—one of mine, I realized—that hung loosely off her frame. Her hair was messy, her lips swollen and bruised from our fight. The red tattoo on her stomach was glowing softly through the thin white cotton.

She reached behind my head and unbuckled the gag.

It fell away, leaving my jaw aching and my mouth dry. I coughed, tasting rubber and salt.

"Why?" she asked, tilting her head. "Why did you stay?"

I looked at her. The answer was complicated, buried under layers of fear, lust, and survival instinct. But as I looked into those pink, inquiring eyes, the truth floated to the surface.

"Because the monster is gone," I rasped. "And I wanted to make sure I was still... me. Still yours."

She stared at me for a long beat. Then, the corner of her mouth quirked up in a small, sad smile.

"You really are a loyal dog, aren't you?"

She reached out and took my hands, which were resting on my thighs. Her skin was cool.

"Okay. Punishment over. Stand up."

I tried. I really did. I sent the signal to my legs to extend, to lift my weight.

They didn't listen. My muscles were locked, turned to stone by the prolonged stasis. I groaned, tipping forward.

Kanna caught me.

She wasn't a large girl—she barely came up to my chin when we stood toe-to-toe—but her strength was supernatural. She wrapped her arms around my torso and hauled me up as if I weighed nothing.

"Easy," she grunted, bracing me against her body. "Circulation needs to come back. It's going to sting."

"I can... walk," I lied, my legs feeling like pins and needles were exploding inside them.

"Shut up, Liam. Lean on me."

We shuffled toward the bedroom. It was a slow, awkward dance. I leaned heavily on her, smelling the lavender of her shampoo. She guided me not to the bed, but past it, into the master bathroom.

The tub was huge—a garden tub she rarely used because it took too long to fill. But tonight, it was full. Steam rose from the surface, carrying the scent of eucalyptus and something sharper, like sage.

"Get in," she ordered, helping me sit on the edge.

"With my clothes on?" I was still wearing my tattered shirt and boxers.

"You're barely dressed anyway," she scoffed. "Just get in."

I slid into the water. It was hot. scaldingly hot. But unlike the overflow incident, this heat felt medicinal. It soaked into my frozen muscles, thawing the tension.

Kanna stayed. She hiked up the hem of the oversized t-shirt she’d stolen from me and stepped into the tub.

She sat opposite me, her legs tangling with mine underwater. The tub was big, but not that big. We were forced into intimacy.

She grabbed a sponge and a bar of soap.

"Arms up," she said.

I obeyed. She began to wash me.

It wasn't sexual. It was tender. She scrubbed the dried blood from my chest, the sweat from my armpits, the grime from my neck. She was meticulous, treating me like a piece of equipment that needed to be restored to factory settings.

"The virus..." she started, keeping her eyes on the sponge as she worked over my bruised ribs. "It wasn't just rage, was it?"

I watched her face. The steam softened her features, making her look younger, less like a warlord and more like a girl.

"No," I admitted. "It was... hunger. It felt like a void. It wanted to consume everything."

"Loneliness," she corrected softly.

I paused. "What?"

"I tasted it," she said, looking up at me. "When you poured it into me. The corruption... it wasn't just hate. It was isolation. It was the screaming data of a million deleted files."

She reached out and touched the scar on my shoulder—the one from the Hound.

"That's what the Hollow is, Liam. It's where the abandoned things go. The forgotten emails, the lost photos, the people who slip through the cracks."

She dropped the sponge into the water.

"That's why I need you," she whispered.

The admission hung in the steamy air, heavy and fragile.

"To be a battery?" I asked.

"No, stupid." She splashed a little water at me, but there was no heat in the gesture. "To be an anchor. A battery just holds power. An anchor holds me."

She slid forward in the tub, moving through the water until she was between my legs. She leaned her back against my chest, settling into the cradle of my body.

"If I don't have something real to hold onto," she murmured, grabbing my arms and wrapping them around her waist. "I might float away. I consume so much of that bad data... sometimes I forget what the good data feels like."

She rested her head on my shoulder, her wet hair sticking to my neck.

"Hold me, Pochi. Just hold me."

I tightened my arms around her. I buried my face in her neck. I felt the steady, strong beat of her heart against my back.

For the first time since the contract began, the power dynamic shifted. It wasn't vertical—Master and Pet. It was horizontal. We were two survivors clinging to each other in a life raft.

"I'm not going anywhere," I whispered into her skin. "I'm right here."

We sat like that until the water turned tepid.



Getting out of the tub was an ordeal of shivering limbs and towels. We dried each other off in silence, a mutual grooming ritual that felt ancient and necessary.

We moved to the bedroom.

The bed was a mess—sheets tangled from her nap earlier, the duvet half on the floor. Kanna didn't bother fixing it. She crawled into the center of the mattress and patted the space beside her.

I lay down.

Usually, this was the part where she demanded payment. Where she climbed on top and took what she needed.

But tonight, she rolled onto her side, facing me. She reached out and traced the line of my jaw with her thumb.

"You look tired," she said.

"I feel like I went twelve rounds with a truck."

"You went one round with me," she smirked. "Same thing."

She moved closer, pressing her body against mine. Skin to skin. The warmth was comforting, electric in a low-voltage way.

"Liam," she whispered.

"Yeah?"

"Make love to me."

The words froze my breath. She had never used that phrase. It was always "fuck me," "fill me," "feed me."

"Kanna..."

"Don't look so scared," she rolled her eyes, but her cheeks flushed pink. "I just... I want the good data tonight. No pain. No draining. Just... connection."

She kissed me.

It was soft. Tentative. Her lips parted gently, inviting me in rather than demanding entrance.

I kissed her back, pouring every ounce of tenderness I possessed into it. I moved my hand down her back, tracing the curve of her spine, feeling the goosebumps rise on her skin.

She sighed into my mouth, her body melting against mine.

I shifted, hovering over her. I supported my weight on my elbows so I wouldn't crush her. I looked down at her face.

She was beautiful. Not the terrifying, glowing idol of the battlefield, but Kanna. The girl who liked gummy bears and hated doing dishes. Her eyes were open, searching mine, vulnerable and open.

"Hi," I whispered.

"Hi," she breathed back.

I entered her.

Slowly. Inch by inch.

There was no rush. No desperation. The fit was perfect, familiar. She let out a long, shaky breath as I filled her, wrapping her legs around my waist not to trap me, but to hold me close.

"You feel... warm," she murmured, closing her eyes. "Not hot. Just warm."

I began to move.

It was a slow, rhythmic cadence. A rocking motion that was more about friction and closeness than impact.

Slide. Hold. Slide. Hold.

With every movement, I felt the circuit open. But it wasn't the jagged, forceful drain of the past. It was a gentle current. A golden loop of energy flowing from me to her, and from her back to me.

I gave her my affection, my gratitude, my awe. She gave me her trust, her safety, her peace.

"Liam..." She gasped, her hands coming up to cup my face. "It's so... quiet."

"Quiet is good," I whispered, kissing her forehead, her eyelids, the tip of her nose.

"Yeah."

We moved together in the silence of the room. The only sounds were our breathing and the friction of skin on skin. It was intimate in a way that scared me more than the violence ever had. Violence was simple. This—this required baring the soul.

I looked at the red tattoo on her stomach. It was glowing, but faintly. A soft, steady pulse like a nightlight.

"I love you," the thought crossed my mind.

I didn't say it. I couldn't. The contract didn't cover that. It might break the rules.

But Kanna opened her eyes. She looked at me, and her gaze softened.

"I know," she whispered.

My heart skipped a beat. She could hear the thought? Or maybe the mana transfer carried the sentiment with it.

"Don't say it," she said, pulling my head down to hers. "Words are messy. Just show me."

So I did.

I made love to her with a devotion that bordered on worship. I touched every inch of her. I kissed every scar, every mole. I treated her body like the temple it was.

When the end came, it wasn't an explosion. It was a rising tide.

"Together," she commanded softly.

"Together."

We climaxed in unison, a synchronized release of breath and energy. It was a wash of golden light that left us both feeling weightless, floating in a sea of endorphins.

I collapsed next to her, pulling the duvet over us.

She snuggled into my side, resting her head on my chest, her arm draped over my stomach.

"That was..." she yawned, her eyes already fluttering shut. "...acceptable."

I chuckled, stroking her hair. "High praise."

"Don't let it go to your head, Pochi."

She fell asleep within seconds.

I lay awake for a while, listening to the city outside. The sirens, the cars, the life of New York.

For the first time, I didn't feel like an exile. I had a place. I had a purpose.

But then, I saw it.

On the bedside table, Kanna’s phone lit up. A notification.

It wasn't a text. It was a proximity alert from the app I had installed on her phone to track Glitch signatures.

But the signature wasn't a Glitch.

It was a single, blue icon.

Proximity Alert: User 'AZURE' detected within 500 meters.

The Rival.

My blood ran cold. The peace of the moment shattered like glass.

She was close. She was watching.

I looked down at Kanna, sleeping soundly, defenseless in her exhaustion. The "clean cut" on the tank glitch flashed in my memory.

I carefully reached out and silenced the phone, turning it face down.

I wouldn't wake her. Not yet. She needed the rest.

But as I lay back down, staring at the ceiling, the warm glow of our lovemaking faded into a cold, hard resolve.

The unspoken bond between us was strong. Stronger than steel.

And I would kill anyone who tried to break it.

I touched the collar.

Strategist Mode: Standby.

I closed my eyes, but I didn't sleep. I waited.


Chapter 16: The Apex Glitch

The notification on Kanna's phone pulsed like a heartbeat in the dark room.

User 'AZURE'. Distance: 300 meters.

I didn't sleep. I couldn't. The adrenaline from the Nest raid had faded, replaced by the cold, sharp clarity of the Strategist persona. I sat on the edge of the bed, watching the blue dot on the screen hover near the intersection of 34th and Broadway.

Kanna shifted beside me, murmuring something unintelligible into her pillow. She looked peaceful, her black hair fanned out over the white sheets. It felt like a crime to wake her. She needed the rest.

But the dot moved. It got closer.

200 meters.

She was hunting. And she was heading straight for the apartment.

"Kanna," I whispered, shaking her shoulder gently. "Wake up."

She groaned, swatting my hand away. "Five more minutes, Mom."

"It's not Mom. It's Her."

Kanna’s eyes snapped open. The transition from sleep to combat readiness was instant. There was no grogginess, no confusion. Just a sudden, terrifying focus.

"Where?" She sat up, the sheet falling to her waist.

"Two blocks south. Closing in."

Kanna was out of bed before I finished the sentence. She didn't bother with clothes. She snapped her fingers, and a flash of pink light enveloped her. When the light faded, she was armored: the frilly dress, the ribbons, the heavy boots. But the air around her wasn't playful. It was crackling with a static charge that made the hair on my arms stand up.

"She has some nerve," Kanna hissed, summoning her hammer. It materialized in her grip with a heavy thud. "Coming to my doorstep? While I'm recharging?"

"It might be a probe," I suggested, grabbing my tactical vest and the collar remote. "Testing our defenses."

"I don't care what it is," she snarled, walking to the full-length mirror in the hallway. "I'm going to smash it."

She placed her hand on the glass. The surface rippled violently, reflecting her anger.

"Let's go, Pochi. Time to defend the territory."



We stepped out into the Herald Square of the Hollow.

It was raining here—a black, oily rain that fell upwards, defying gravity. The drops hit the pavement and floated up toward the bruised purple sky.

The street was empty. No Glitches. No cars. Just the silent, towering skeletons of the department stores.

"She's close," Kanna said, scanning the rooftops. Her hammer hummed with potential energy. "I can smell that minty stench."

I looked at my tablet. The blue dot was blinking rapidly.

"Signal is stationary," I said, frowning. "Right on top of Macy's."

We looked up at the massive department store. In the Hollow, the famous 'Macy's Star' logo was a jagged, broken pentagram that flickered with a dying red light.

"Up," Kanna commanded.

She grabbed my waist and jumped. We soared through the oily rain, landing on the roof with a wet splash.

The roof was a wasteland of HVAC units and ventilation fans that spun lazily in the wind.

And there she was.

Or rather, it was. But this was no Magical Idol.

Stuck to the side of a massive cooling tower was a device. It looked like a spike made of blue crystal, pulsing with a rhythmic light. It was emitting the signal.

"A decoy," I realized, the blood draining from my face. "It's a lure."

Kanna walked over to the spike, her expression twisting into confusion. "What? Where is she?"

"Kanna, don't touch it!"

Too late. She poked the crystal with the handle of her hammer.

SHATTER.

The crystal didn't break; it dissolved. It released a burst of high-frequency noise that screamed across the rooftop.

Then, the trap sprung.

But it wasn't the Rival who stepped out of the shadows.

From the black rain, a figure emerged.

It was humanoid, tall and impossibly thin. It wore a suit—a pristine, black business suit that seemed to be cut from the fabric of the void itself. But where a head should be, there was nothing. Just a floating, white geometrical shape. A rhombus.

It didn't have a face. It didn't have eyes. But the rhombus rotated slowly, locking onto us.

"Glitch," Kanna whispered, taking a step back. "But... I've never seen a class like this."

The creature spoke.

It didn't use a mouth. The sound vibrated directly in our skulls, a corrupted, synthesized voice that sounded like a thousand radio stations playing at once.

"ADMIN_PRIVILEGE_DETECTED. INITIATING_PURGE."

"Admin?" I stared at the creature. My Strategist instincts were screaming. This wasn't a bug. This was a feature. "Kanna, that's not a normal Glitch. That's an Apex. It's the system's antibody."

"Antibody?" Kanna scoffed, regaining her composure. She spun her hammer. "It looks like a stick figure in a cheap suit. I'll delete it."

She launched herself.

"Gravity Smash!"

She crossed the distance in a blink, bringing the hammer down with enough force to crack the building in half.

The Apex didn't dodge. It didn't block.

It simply raised one hand.

PING.

A translucent, hexagonal barrier appeared in the air. Kanna’s hammer hit it.

There was no explosion. No shockwave. The kinetic energy was simply... zeroed out. The hammer stopped dead, all momentum absorbed instantly.

Kanna’s eyes widened. "What?"

The Apex flicked its finger.

BOOM.

The absorbed energy was reflected back at 200% efficiency.

Kanna was blasted backward. She flew across the roof, smashing through a ventilation duct and skidding to a halt near the edge.

"Kanna!" I ran toward her, but the Apex turned its rotating head-shape toward me.

"UNAUTHORIZED_USER. DELETE."

It pointed at me.

A beam of black light shot from its fingertip.

I didn't have time to think. I dove.

The beam missed my head by inches. It hit the concrete behind me. The concrete didn't explode; it vanished. Just a clean, spherical hole where matter used to be.

"It deletes data!" I screamed, scrambling up. "Don't let it touch you!"

Kanna dragged herself out of the wreckage of the duct. She looked pissed. Her dress was torn, and a trickle of blood ran down her forehead.

"It reflects physical attacks," she growled, spitting blood. "Fine. Let's try magic."

She raised her hammer high. The pink aura flared, turning the rain into steam.

"Gravity Well: Black Hole!"

She slammed the handle into the roof. A sphere of crushing gravity formed around the Apex, trying to compress it into oblivion.

The Apex stood in the center of the singularity, its suit rippling slightly. It tilted its head.

"LOGIC_ERROR. GRAVITY_VALUE_INVALID."

It clapped its hands.

The Black Hole spell shattered like glass. The gravity dispersed instantly.

"Impossible," Kanna gasped. "That was a high-tier spell!"

The Apex vanished.

It didn't run. It teleported. Frame-skipping.

It reappeared directly in front of Kanna.

It punched her.

It wasn't a wild swing. It was a precise, martial arts strike to the solar plexus.

CRACK.

The sound of ribs breaking was sickeningly loud.

Kanna’s eyes bulged. She folded in half, vomiting bile and light. She dropped her hammer.

The Apex grabbed her by the throat and lifted her off the ground.

"THREAT_LEVEL_REDUCED. PROCEEDING_WITH_DELETION."

Its other hand began to glow with that terrifying black light. It aimed at her chest.

"NO!"

I didn't think. I didn't strategize. I acted on pure, desperate instinct.

I reached into my tactical vest and pulled out the only weapon I had. A flare gun I had stolen from the Nest's supply closet. It wasn't magic. It was chemistry.

I aimed and fired.

The flare hissed through the air. It didn't hit the Apex. I aimed for its face—the white rhombus.

POP-HISSS.

The magnesium flare exploded right in front of its sensor array. Blinding white light and searing heat.

The Apex dropped Kanna. It stumbled back, its hands clawing at its face-shape.

"VISUAL_SENSORS_OVERLOAD. RECALIBRATING."

"Kanna!"

I sprinted to her. She was on her knees, clutching her chest, wheezing. Her aura was flickering, dimming in and out.

"Get up!" I grabbed her arm, hauling her to her feet. "We have to go!"

"Can't..." she rasped, blood bubbling on her lips. "My ribs... mana leakage..."

"Walk!" I screamed the command word, overriding her pain with authority.

Her legs moved. We stumbled toward the roof access door.

Behind us, the Apex stopped thrashing. The white rhombus stabilized.

"TARGET_REACQUIRED."

It walked toward us. Slow. Inevitable. Like a Terminator.

"The door!" I kicked it open. We threw ourselves into the stairwell.

"Block it!" Kanna choked out. She waved a hand weakly. "Wall of... something..."

A flimsy barrier of pink light formed over the door. It wouldn't hold.

We scrambled down the stairs. Kanna was heavy, leaning almost all her weight on me. I could feel the heat radiating from her side—her body trying to heal the broken bones, but failing because she was empty.

"Where... are we going?" she asked, her voice slurred.

"Subway," I panted, half-carrying her down the flights. "The L train tunnel. It's shielded from the network. It's a dead zone."

"Clever... boy..."

BOOM.

The door upstairs exploded. The Apex was in the building.

We reached the ground floor lobby. The glass doors to the street were blocked by debris.

"Window!" I shouted, dragging her toward a shattered display case.

We tumbled out onto the street. The black rain soaked us instantly.

"Faster," I urged, pulling her.

"Liam," she stopped, swaying. She looked at me with glassy eyes. "I can't. The tank... it's cracked."

I looked at her chest. A jagged tear in her bodice revealed skin that was cracking like porcelain. Pink light was bleeding out of her, evaporating into the air.

"Leave me," she whispered. "It wants the User. Not the Pet."

"Shut up," I snarled.

I grabbed her face, forcing her to look at me.

"I am the Strategist. You listen to me. We are going to the tunnel. You are going to hide. And we are going to fix this."

I turned around and crouched.

"Get on."

She hesitated, then slumped onto my back. She wrapped her arms weakly around my neck. She felt terrifyingly light, as if her substance was fading.

I ran.

I ran through the rain, my boots splashing on the corrupted pavement. I heard the Apex behind us—the distinct sound of its footsteps deleting the ground as it walked.

Delete. Delete. Delete.

I didn't look back. I focused on the map in my head. Two blocks. Just two blocks to the subway entrance.

My lungs burned. My legs screamed. But the collar around my neck pulsed with a frantic rhythm—Kanna’s heartbeat against my back. It was slow. Too slow.

"Stay with me, Kanna," I gasped. "Don't you dare fade out."

"Warm..." she mumbled into my ear. "Your back is warm..."

We reached the subway entrance. I vaulted the turnstile, nearly dropping her. We tumbled down the escalator, into the darkness.

The air here was stale, thick with the smell of the dead Nest we had cleared days ago.

I didn't stop at the platform. I jumped down onto the tracks.

"Where..."

"Maintenance hatch," I grunted, jogging along the rails. "Strategist secret stash."

I found it—a rusted metal door set into the tunnel wall. I had noted it during the Nest raid but hadn't explored it. It was off the grid. No data lines led to it.

I kicked the handle. It didn't budge.

"Open!" I screamed, pulling with everything I had.

The rust gave way. The door screeched open.

I dragged us inside and slammed it shut, spinning the wheel lock.

We were in a small, concrete room. A breaker room. It was dry. Dusty. Silent.

I collapsed against the wall, sliding down to the floor, letting Kanna slide off my back.

She lay on the concrete, her limbs sprawled. Her transformation had failed. The frilly dress dissolved into particles of light, leaving her in just her underwear. The magical bodice shattered, falling away to reveal her pale, grey skin.

Her skin was pale, almost grey. The crack in her chest was real—a fissure in her flesh that glowed with a faint, dying pink light.

"Kanna!"

I crawled over to her. I put my hand on the crack. It was cold.

"Apex..." she whispered, her eyes fluttering. "It... broke the code."

"We're safe," I said, my voice shaking. "It can't track us here. No signal."

"Doesn't matter," she smiled weakly. Blood stained her teeth. "Leaking... too fast. Can't hold the mana."

"Yes you can," I said, ripping off my tactical vest. "We just need to seal it."

"With what? Band-aids?" She laughed, a wet, hacking sound. "I need a system restore, Liam. And I don't have the admin privileges."

"I do," I said.

I didn't know if it was true. I didn't care.

I leaned over her.

"I am your anchor, remember?"

I unbuckled my belt.

"You need mana to heal. I have mana. I have a tank full of it."

"It's not enough," she whispered, a tear leaking from her eye. "The crack... it'll just spill out."

"Then I'll pour it in faster than it can leak," I vowed. "I'll overcharge you."

I stripped off my jeans. I was hard—fear and desperation were powerful aphrodisiacs in this twisted relationship.

"Liam... don't... you'll dry yourself out..."

"Good."

I straddled her hips. I looked down at her broken, beautiful form. The Apex had beaten her. It had humiliated her.

But it hadn't killed her. Not while I was breathing.

"Open your eyes, Kanna," I commanded. "Look at me."

She opened them. The pink light was dim, flickering like a candle in the wind.

"We are going to fix this," I said. "Right now."

I lowered myself.

This wasn't about pleasure. This wasn't about dominance.

This was CPR for the soul.

I entered her.

She gasped, her body arching off the cold floor. Her coldness shocked me, but I pushed through it, burying myself deep inside her core.

"Take it," I whispered, leaning down to kiss the crack in her chest. "Take everything."

I began to move. And with every thrust, I visualized the energy leaving my body and stitching hers back together.

Outside the heavy iron door, I heard a sound.

Thump.

A heavy, deliberate knock.

"SEARCHING..." the synthesized voice drifted through the metal.

The Apex was outside.

I didn't stop. I moved faster. We had minutes, maybe seconds, before it broke the door down.

"Heal," I prayed against her skin. "Please, just heal."

Kanna’s hands came up. They were weak, trembling. She gripped my shoulders.

"Liam..." she breathed, her eyes widening.

The pink light in her irises flared. The crack in her chest hissed, steam rising from the wound as the mana began to take hold.

We were trapped. We were hunted.

But we weren't dead yet.


Chapter 17: Desperate Measures

THUMP.

The iron door groaned. A dent, the size of a fist, appeared in the center of the rusted metal, bowing inward toward us.

"ACCESS_DENIED," the Apex’s voice vibrated through the steel, flat and devoid of impatience. "RECALIBRATING_FORCE_OUTPUT."

I didn't look at the door. I couldn't afford the distraction. My entire world had narrowed down to the girl beneath me and the terrifying, jagged fissure in her chest.

"Liam..." Kanna gasped, her head thrashing against the dirty concrete floor. "Stop... it's too much..."

"It's not enough," I gritted out, sweat dripping from my nose onto her pale face.

I was deep inside her, buried to the hilt, but it felt like I was pouring water into a cracked vase. Every time I thrust, I visualized the mana leaving my core—a torrent of golden, burning liquid—and flooding into her. But I could feel it leaking out. The air around us hissed as raw magic evaporated from the wound in her chest.

"It's not sealing," I panicked, my hips moving with a frantic, punishing rhythm. "Kanna, why isn't it sealing?"

"The vessel... is compromised," she wheezed. Her hands gripped my biceps, her nails digging in, but her grip was weak. "You're pouring... into a void."

THUMP.

The second blow was louder. The wheel lock on the door screeched, twisting metal shearing off. Dust rained down from the ceiling, coating our sweating bodies in a fine grey grit.

We were going to die here. In a maintenance closet under the East River, naked and broken.

No.

The Strategist part of my brain, usually cold and logical, snapped. It was replaced by something primal. The instinct of the battery protecting its user. The dog protecting its master.

"I am not letting you die," I snarled.

I grabbed her wrists and pinned them to the floor above her head. I leaned down, pressing my chest against hers, sealing the physical crack with my own skin.

"If the vessel is broken," I whispered into her ear, "then I'll be the glue."

I shifted my focus. I stopped trying to give her "mana." That was too abstract. Too safe.

I reached deeper. I reached past the reserve tank, past the overflow buffer, down to the spark of life itself. The soul data.

"Take me," I commanded.

I thrust harder.

It wasn't sex anymore. It was fusion. The friction was agonizing. My body felt like it was dissolving, being sanded down by the intensity of the connection.

"Liam! No!" Kanna’s eyes snapped wide open. The pink iris flared, then darkened. She felt what I was doing. "That's... that's your life force! You can't..."

"Shut up and drink!"

I kissed her. I forced my tongue into her mouth, silencing her protest.

I pushed.

I didn't just ejaculate. I offered up everything. My memories, my fears, my name. I shoved it all into the bond between us.

The reaction was instantaneous.

The room lit up.

Not pink. Not blue.

Gold.

A blinding, molten gold light erupted from where our bodies were joined. It seared through my veins, hot enough to make me scream into her mouth.

Kanna arched her back so violently her spine cracked.

"NNNGH!"

She clamped down on me. Her internal muscles, previously slack with exhaustion, seized with the force of a hydraulic press. She milked me. She didn't have a choice. Her body, starving and broken, recognized the feast I was offering and devoured it.

THUMP.

The door hinges snapped. The heavy iron slab hung crookedly, light from the tunnel spilling in.

"OBSTRUCTION_REMOVED."

The Apex was stepping through.

I didn't stop. I couldn't. I was locked in the climax of a lifetime.

"Seal!" I roared against Kanna’s lips.

I poured the golden fire into her. I felt it rushing to the wound in her chest.

Under my own chest, I felt her skin knitting together. The hiss of leaking mana stopped. The coldness vanished, replaced by a searing heat that rivaled the sun.

Kanna screamed.

It was a sound of power. Her eyes turned a deep, blood-red crimson. The circuit tattoo on her stomach didn't just glow; it expanded. Crimson lines shot out from her core, racing up her neck, down her arms, covering her skin in a web of complex, high-density geometry.

She was overflowing.

"More!" she demanded, her voice returning with the force of a thunderclap. She wrapped her legs around my waist, lifting her hips to grind against me. "Don't stop! I'm not full yet!"

I was fading. My vision tunnelled. My limbs felt numb. I was giving her the last drops of the tank.

"Take... it..." I gasped, my head dropping onto her shoulder.

I felt one last, massive pulse leave me.

Then, darkness.

My body went limp. I collapsed on top of her.



CRASH.

The iron door hit the floor.

The Apex Glitch stepped into the room. Its white rhombus head rotated, scanning the darkness. The small space was filled with the smell of ionized air, sex, and burning dust.

"TARGET_LOCATED," the synthesized voice announced. "INITIATING_DELETION."

It raised its hand. The black light of the deletion beam began to gather at its fingertip.

It aimed at the pile of bodies on the floor.

I was conscious, but paralyzed. I lay on Kanna, unable to lift a finger. I waited for the end. I waited for the black light to erase us.

But the light never touched me.

Because a hand caught the beam.

Kanna’s hand.

She didn't block it with magic. She caught it physically. Her hand, wrapped in a gauntlet of crimson energy, gripped the Apex's wrist.

"ERROR," the Apex intoned. "RESISTANCE_DETECTED."

"Resistance?"

Kanna’s voice was low. It vibrated in the concrete walls. It wasn't the playful voice of the idol. It wasn't even the angry voice of the warrior.

It was the voice of a Queen.

"You interrupted my meal," she whispered.

She shoved me off her gently. I rolled onto the cold floor, looking up.

Kanna stood up.

She was naked, but she wasn't exposed. Her body was sheathed in a layer of hard, crimson light that formed a translucent armor over her skin. Her hair was floating, defying gravity, turning from black to a blinding white at the tips.

The crack in her chest was gone. In its place was a solid gold scar, pulsing like a second heart.

"You broke my ribs," she said, taking a step toward the Apex. She didn't summon her hammer. She clenched her fists. "You made my dog bleed."

The Apex tried to pull its wrist free. It couldn't. Kanna’s grip was absolute.

"RECALIBRATING. THREAT_LEVEL: CRITICAL."

"Critical?" Kanna laughed. It was a terrifying sound. "Oh, honey. We're way past critical."

She squeezed.

CRUNCH.

The Apex’s wrist—the suit, the void-matter, the code—shattered.

The creature didn't scream, but the white rhombus flickered violently. It swung its other hand, aiming a deletion strike at her face.

Kanna didn't dodge. She headbutted it.

SMASH.

Her forehead collided with the white rhombus.

A shockwave of red and white energy exploded outward, blowing the dust from the room.

The Apex stumbled back, its face-shape cracked. A jagged line of static ran down the center of its head.

"SYSTEM_FAILURE. LOGIC_CORE_COMPROMISED."

"You delete data?" Kanna asked, walking forward. The crimson aura around her flared, melting the concrete under her bare feet. "That's cute."

She reached out. Her hand passed through the Apex's defensive barrier as if it were smoke. She grabbed the cracked rhombus.

"I overwrite it."

She looked at me. Even in this state of godlike power, her eyes sought mine. They were burning red, filled with the energy I had given her.

"Watch this, Pochi," she said softly. "This is what you bought with your soul."

She turned back to the monster.

"System Override: Crimson King."

She squeezed the rhombus.

She didn't crush it. She infected it.

Red lines of code shot from her fingers into the white shape. The Apex began to spasm. Its black suit turned red. Its synthesized voice rose to a shriek.

"NO. NO. NO. ERROR. ERROR. I_AM_THE_ADMIN—"

"Revoked," Kanna whispered.

She ripped the rhombus out of the suit.

With a wet, digital tearing sound, the head came free. The body of the Apex collapsed instantly, dissolving into harmless black mist.

Kanna stood there, holding the pulsing white shape in her hand. She squeezed her fist.

Pop.

The rhombus shattered into light.

Silence returned to the room.

Kanna stood still for a moment, the crimson armor pulsing. Then, slowly, the light faded. The white tips of her hair turned black. The armor dissolved.

She was just Kanna again. Naked, bruised, standing in a maintenance closet.

But the golden scar on her chest remained.

She turned to me. Her legs shook.

She fell.

I tried to catch her, but my arms were useless. She landed on top of me again, skin to skin.

"Liam," she murmured, her voice thick with exhaustion.

"I'm here," I rasped.

"That..." She let out a long breath against my neck. "That was a lot of mana."

"Yeah."

"You gave me everything."

"Yeah."

She lifted her head. Her eyes were back to their normal dark color, but deep within them, a faint golden ring now circled the pupil.

"You're an idiot," she whispered, tears forming in her eyes. "You could have burned out. You could have become a vegetable."

"I calculated the odds," I lied. I hadn't calculated anything. "It was the only play."

She rested her forehead against mine.

"You're not a battery anymore," she said fiercely. "You're a partner. Equal share. 50/50."

"Does that mean I get to give orders?" I asked, trying to smile.

"Don't push your luck," she chuckled weakly.

She kissed me. It was gentle, grateful, and tasted of ozone.

"Can you walk?" she asked.

"No. You?"

"Nope."

We lay there on the cold concrete, entangled in each other's limbs, surrounded by the wreckage of the door.

"We need to move," I said eventually. "Before the system tries to spawn a backup Admin."

"Five minutes," she mumbled, snuggling into my chest. "Just give me five minutes to reboot."

I closed my eyes, feeling the new, golden scar on her chest humming against my own heart. It was a rhythmic, powerful beat.

We had killed an Admin. We had broken the rules of the Hollow.

And we had survived.

"Hey, Kanna?"

"Hmm?"

"The Rival. Azure."

Kanna’s eyes snapped open. The exhaustion vanished for a split second, replaced by cold steel.

"She sent that thing," Kanna hissed. "She knew it would trigger the system. She tried to get me deleted."

"She missed."

"Yeah." Kanna sat up, wincing but forcing her body to move. She reached for my hand and pulled me into a sitting position.

"We're going to find her," she said. "And I'm going to show her exactly what happens when you try to delete my property."

She looked at me, her gaze traveling down my body.

"But first," she grinned, a spark of her old self returning. "We need clothes. And food. And maybe another shower."

"Please, no more showers," I groaned.

She laughed. She helped me stand up, supporting my weight as much as I supported hers.

We limped out of the maintenance room, leaving the empty suit of the Apex behind us, and walked into the darkness of the tunnel.

The tunnel didn't seem so scary anymore. We were the scariest things in it.


Chapter 18: Counterattack

The tunnel air felt different now. It no longer smelled of stale rot and rust. It smelled of ionized air, burnt sugar, and the terrifying, metallic scent of the golden scar on Kanna’s chest.

We limped along the tracks, the darkness retreating from us as if it were afraid. The Rats, the Spiders, even the larger humanoid Glitches that usually patrolled the subway lines—they were gone. They had sensed the death of the Admin. They had sensed the birth of a King.

"You're buzzing," I said, my voice echoing in the silence.

I was supporting Kanna’s weight, my arm wrapped around her waist. Her skin was hot to the touch—not the feverish heat of the overflow, but a steady, radiating power like a contained star.

"I feel... heavy," she murmured, looking down at her hands. The veins in her wrists pulsed with a faint, golden light. "It's not just mana. It's authority. I feel like I could command the walls to melt."

"Don't," I warned, guiding us toward the exit platform of 34th Street. "We need that energy focused."

We emerged from the subway station into the grey twilight of Herald Square. The black rain had stopped. The purple sky was still and silent. The crater where the Apex had landed was still smoking, a testament to the battle we had survived.

I pulled out my tablet. The screen was cracked, the battery icon flashing red, but the signal tracker was still active.

User 'AZURE'. Status: Stationary. Distance: 0.7 Miles.

"She's still there," I said, tapping the screen. "Hudson Yards. The Edge."

Kanna straightened up. She pushed a lock of hair behind her ear, her eyes narrowing. The golden ring around her pupil flared.

"She thinks she won," Kanna hissed. A cruel, predatory smile touched her lips. "She thinks the Apex deleted us. She's probably up there drinking champagne and watching the sunset over the void."

"She's waiting for confirmation," I corrected, my Strategist brain analyzing the data. "The Apex went offline before it could send the final deletion log. She knows something happened, but she doesn't know what."

"Good," Kanna said. She summoned her hammer. It didn't appear with a flash of light this time. It simply was. One moment her hand was empty, the next, the massive golden weapon was there, humming with a low, menacing frequency. "Let's go tell her."

She took a step, but stumbled. The hammer hit the pavement with a heavy clang.

"Kanna!" I caught her arm.

She winced, clutching her chest. "I'm fine. Just... the output is erratic. It spikes and drops. I can't stabilize the flow."

I looked at her. She was powerful, yes. More powerful than she had ever been. But she was like a Ferrari engine strapped to a go-kart. The chassis couldn't handle the torque. The golden mana we had created—the fusion of my soul data and her magic—was too volatile.

"We can't fight like this," I said firmly. "If you try to cast a combat spell with that instability, you'll blow yourself up."

"We don't have time for a spa day, Liam!" she snapped, trying to pull away. "She's right there!"

"I know. That's why we need to calibrate. Now."

I dragged her toward the nearest building—an abandoned Victoria's Secret display window. The glass was shattered, the mannequins inside twisted into grotesque poses by the Hollow's corruption.

"In here," I ordered.

"A lingerie shop?" She raised an eyebrow, but she followed me. "Really, Pochi? You have a one-track mind."

"It's secluded," I said, pushing a fallen mannequin out of the way to clear a space on a velvet display couch. "And it has mirrors."

I pushed her down onto the couch.

"Sit."

She sat, the hammer resting against her knees. She looked up at me, defiant but shaking slightly. The gold light under her skin was pulsing arrhythmically. Thump-thump... thump... thump-thump.

"You're misfiring," I diagnosed, placing my hand on the scar on her chest.

The heat was intense. It stung my palm.

"So fix me," she challenged, her voice dropping to a whisper. "You're the engineer. Tune the engine."

"I intend to."

I knelt between her legs.

This wasn't about feeding her. She was already overfilled. This was about grounding. I needed to act as the regulator, the control rod that smoothed out the reaction.

"Open your legs," I commanded.

She obeyed slowly, the tattered remains of her skirt falling away to reveal the white panties she still wore. They were stained with dust and sweat, a stark contrast to the divine power radiating from her.

I didn't undress her further. I didn't take off my own clothes. This had to be surgical.

I placed my hands on her thighs.

"Look at me," I said. "Don't close your eyes. We need to sync."

"I'm looking," she breathed, her pink-and-gold eyes locking onto mine.

I leaned forward and kissed the inside of her knee. Then her thigh. Moving up slowly.

"I'm going to find the frequency," I murmured against her skin. "And I'm going to lock it down."

I hooked my fingers into the elastic of her panties and pulled the fabric aside.

The scent of her was overwhelming—ocean, vanilla, and high-voltage static.

I lowered my head.

I didn't use my tongue immediately. I just breathed on her. The warm puff of air made her twitch.

"Liam..."

"Steady."

I began to lick.

It wasn't the frantic, desperate hunger of the Nest. And it wasn't the draining suction of the overflow.

This was rhythmic. Metronomic.

One, two. One, two.

I used the flat of my tongue, pressing firmly against her clitoris, matching the beat of my own heart. I wanted to force her pulse to slow down, to match mine.

"Too slow," she gasped, her hands gripping my hair. "It's too slow! I need—"

"You need control," I mumbled against her. "Match my pace. Don't fight it."

I kept the rhythm steady. Relentless.

I could feel the energy spiking in her—jagged bursts of power that tried to rush the climax. She wanted to explode. She wanted to release the pressure.

But I wouldn't let her.

Every time she tensed up, every time her hips tried to buck into a faster rhythm, I stopped. I pulled back just an inch, denying her the friction.

"Stop rushing," I ordered, looking up at her from between her legs.

She was flushed, sweat beading on her forehead. The gold veins in her neck were bulging.

"It hurts to go slow," she whined, a sound of genuine distress. "It feels like burning."

"Endure it. Compress it."

I went back down.

I circled her sensitive spot. I used my fingers to massage the inside of her thighs, forcing the muscles to relax.

Slow down. Focus. Sharpen.

Gradually, her body began to listen. The erratic pulsing of the gold light under her skin started to smooth out. The jagged spikes of heat mellowed into a steady, powerful hum.

"That's it," I whispered, feeling the shift in the mana density. "Good girl."

I increased the pressure, but not the speed. I sucked gently, drawing the mana to the surface, but keeping it contained within the circuit of our bodies.

"Liam... I'm focusing..." she panted. "I can see it. The path."

"Hold that image."

I slipped one finger inside her.

She was incredibly tight, hot enough to scald. But as I slid in, she clamped around me, pulsing in perfect time with my tongue.

Thump. Thump. Thump.

Perfect synchronization.

"Now," I said against her wetness. "Charge it up. But don't release. Hold it right at the edge."

I worked her toward the peak. I felt her building, the mana condensing into a diamond-hard point of intent. She was trembling, her entire body vibrating like a drawn bowstring.

"I'm... I'm there..." she choked out.

"Hold it."

I stopped all movement. I kept my tongue pressed against her, my finger deep inside her.

We stayed frozen like that for ten seconds. Twenty.

The air in the lingerie shop began to warp. The mirrors cracked silently. The dust on the floor began to levitate.

She was holding a nuclear explosion inside her body.

"Okay," I whispered. "Store it."

I slowly withdrew.

Kanna gasped, her body slumping back against the velvet couch. She didn't cum. She didn't crash. She took that massive build-up of energy and locked it away in her core.

She opened her eyes.

The gold ring was gone. Her eyes were solid, terrifying pink. But deep inside the pupil, a single, golden star burned steadily.

She sat up. Her movements were fluid. Precise. The erratic twitching was gone.

She looked at her hands. She clenched a fist. The air around her hand distorted, ripples of heat visible to the naked eye.

"Stable," she pronounced. Her voice was calm, terrifyingly so.

She looked down at me, still kneeling between her legs. She reached out and wiped my mouth with her thumb.

"You really are a Strategist," she said softly. "You weaponized my orgasm."

"Efficiency," I shrugged, standing up and wiping my knees. "Now, are you ready to go hunting?"

She stood up. She smoothed down her tattered skirt. She summoned her hammer again.

This time, the hammer changed. The gold wrapping turned crimson. The head of the hammer elongated, becoming sharper, more aggressive.

"Oh, I'm ready," she smiled. "Let's go say hello to Azure."



Hudson Yards was a monument to glass and ego. In the Hollow, it was a crystalline fortress floating over a pit of absolute nothingness.

The main tower stretched up into the purple clouds, a needle piercing the sky. At the top, the observation deck—The Edge—jutted out like a jagged knife.

The elevator didn't work, obviously.

"We climb," Kanna said.

She didn't use the stairs. She grabbed me around the waist.

"Hold on."

She leaped.

It wasn't flight. It was gravity manipulation. She reduced our mass to near-zero, pushed off the ground, and we shot upward along the side of the glass building like a bullet.

Wind roared in my ears. The ground fell away instantly.

We passed the 50th floor. The 80th.

"Brace for impact," she warned.

She shifted gravity again, increasing our mass just as we crested the lip of the observation deck.

THUD.

We landed on the triangular glass platform.

It was freezing up here. The wind whipped around us, howling like a banshee. The view was terrifying—a 360-degree panorama of the ruined, static-filled city.

And standing at the very tip of the glass triangle, staring out at the void, was a figure.

She turned slowly.

Azure.

She looked exactly as I had profiled her. Tall, elegant, cold. She wore a Magical Idol outfit that looked more like a military uniform—deep blue, sharp lines, silver epaulets. She wore a peaked cap pulled low over eyes that shone with the color of glacial ice.

She held a weapon—not a hammer, not a wand. A rapier. Thin, elegant, and humming with blue energy.

She looked at us. She looked at Kanna’s tattered clothes. She looked at me, standing in my tactical vest and collar.

She didn't look surprised. She looked disappointed.

"So," Azure said. Her voice was smooth, cultured, and utterly dismissive. "The trash collector survived."

Kanna stepped forward. The glass beneath her boots began to crack, spiderweb fractures spreading outward with every step.

"You dropped something downstairs," Kanna said, her voice deceptively light. "A little white stick figure in a suit. I broke it."

Azure’s expression flickered. Just for a microsecond.

"The Apex," she noted coolly. "A blunt instrument. I expected it to fail eventually. But I expected it to at least... prune the weak."

She pointed her rapier at me.

"Why is the pet still breathing? Did you shield him? Wasteful."

"He's not a pet," Kanna growled. The crimson aura flared around her, heating the freezing air. "And he's not a shield."

I stepped up beside Kanna. I touched the collar. It was warm, pulsing with the steady rhythm we had calibrated.

"I'm the reason she's still standing," I said, meeting Azure's icy gaze. "And I'm the reason your little trap failed."

Azure laughed. It was a cold, brittle sound.

"An engineer," she sneered. "I saw your little hacks in the Nest. Crude. Brute force. You think plugging a tablet into a glitched router makes you a threat?"

She flicked her wrist. The rapier hummed louder.

"I am precision, Kanna. I am order. This city is a mess of chaotic data, and you... you are the queen of the mess. You feed on garbage. You fuck garbage."

She took a stance. A dueling pose. Perfect form.

"I'm going to do what the system couldn't. I'm going to format this drive. Starting with you."

Kanna didn't take a stance. She just held her hammer loosely at her side.

"Precision," Kanna mused. "You like cutting things, right? Clean lines?"

She looked at me.

"Liam. What's the strategy?"

I looked at Azure. I looked at the platform. I looked at the void below.

Profile: High agility. Precision strikes. Low defense. Arrogance.

"She wants a duel," I said quickly. "She wants to dance around you and bleed you dry. She thinks you're slow."

"And?"

"Don't dance," I said. "Break the floor."

Kanna grinned. It was the smile of the Crimson King.

"Understood."

Azure lunged.

She moved faster than the eye could follow. A blur of blue light.

Flash.

She was in front of Kanna, the rapier aiming for her throat.

Kanna didn't dodge. She didn't block.

She dropped.

She fell to her knees, ducking under the thrust by a millimeter.

And she slammed the hammer into the glass floor.

"Gravity Art: Shatterpoint!"

CRACK-BOOM.

The entire observation deck—the massive triangle of reinforced glass jutting out over the city—exploded.

Azure’s eyes went wide.

She lost her footing as the ground vanished. Precision requires a surface. Gravity does not.

We fell.

Thousands of shards of glass rained down with us into the void.

Azure tried to air-step, kicking off a falling shard.

"Oh no you don't!" Kanna screamed, free-falling past her.

Kanna reached out and grabbed Azure’s ankle.

"I told you!" Kanna roared, her eyes burning gold. "This is my territory!"

She swung Azure like a ragdoll, using the momentum of the fall. She hurled the rival downward, straight toward the side of the building.

SMASH.

Azure hit the glass curtain wall of the 90th floor. She crashed through the window, disappearing into the building.

Kanna grabbed me in mid-air—I had been falling right next to her, trusting her completely.

"Gotcha," she winked.

She swung her hammer, embedding the hook into the building's steel frame. The sudden stop should have ripped my arms off, but the collar flared, casting a gravity-dampening field around me just as we jerked to a halt.

We hung there, dangling 90 stories up, swaying in the wind.

Below us, a blue light exploded from the broken window.

"She's alive," I said, winded but grinning.

"Good," Kanna said, pulling us up onto a steel beam. "It wouldn't be fun if she broke on the first hit."

She looked down into the dark hole of the broken window.

"Now," she whispered, the crimson aura flaring up again. "Now we're playing my game. Close quarters. No room to dance."

She looked at me.

"Ready for Round Two, Partner?"

I adjusted my tactical vest. I felt the connection in the collar—steady, powerful, and limitless.

"Let's go finish the job," I said.

We dropped into the darkness of the 90th floor. The hunt was on.


Chapter 19: Victory & The Collar

The 90th floor of Hudson Yards was a mausoleum of corporate ambition.

In the real world, this would be a high-end law firm or a hedge fund, filled with ergonomic chairs and mahogany desks. In the Hollow, it was a labyrinth of obsidian cubicles and razor-sharp glass partitions. The wind howled through the shattered window we had just entered, carrying with it the scent of the void.

"Come out, Azure," Kanna called out.

Her voice was calm, echoing through the dark, open-plan office. She swung her crimson-wrapped hammer loosely at her side, the head dragging against the carpet, leaving a trail of sparks.

"You wanted a duel. I'm here."

I stayed close to Kanna’s back, my tablet raised, scanning for heat signatures. The room was freezing, the air temperature dropping rapidly.

"No thermal reading," I whispered. "She's masking."

"She's not hiding," Kanna said, her eyes tracking movement I couldn't see. "She's staging."

Click.

The sound came from everywhere and nowhere. The sound of a heel striking glass.

Suddenly, the air in front of us split.

A blue line appeared in the darkness—a razor-thin beam of light.

"Duck!" I shouted, dropping and pulling Kanna down with me.

ZING.

The beam sliced through the space where our heads had been. It cut through a row of cubicles, slicing through desks, monitors, and support pillars as if they were made of smoke. The top halves of the furniture slid off and crashed to the floor a second later.

"Sloppy," a voice sneered from the shadows.

Azure stepped out from behind a pillar thirty feet away. She looked pristine, despite the fall. Her blue uniform was unblemished, her rapier glowing with a cold, hungry light.

"You fight like a brawler, Kanna. Rolling in the dirt. Hiding behind your pet."

She raised her rapier.

"I am going to dissect you. Layer by layer."

She lunged.

This time, she didn't just move fast. She multiplied.

One Azure became three. Three became six. Six afterimages of blue light charged at us from different angles, all raising their swords in perfect unison.

"Illusions!" I yelled. "Kanna, watch the shadows! The real one casts a shadow!"

"Too many lights!" Kanna roared.

She swung her hammer in a wide circle. "Gravity Spin!"

The shockwave dissipated the clones, blowing them away like smoke. But the real Azure wasn't among them.

Slash.

A line of red appeared on Kanna’s cheek.

Azure was behind her. She had used the clones as a flashbang, slipping into Kanna’s blind spot.

"Too slow," Azure whispered.

She struck again. Slash. Slash.

Two more cuts appeared on Kanna’s arm and thigh. They weren't deep, but they were precise. Surgical.

Kanna swung back, but Azure was already gone, reappearing on top of a filing cabinet across the room.

"You're bleeding," Azure noted coolly. "Your mana is leaking. You're messy."

Kanna touched her cheek. She looked at the blood on her fingers.

She smiled.

"You call this bleeding?" She laughed, a low, throaty sound that made the hair on my arms stand up. "This is just foreplay."

She turned to me.

"Liam. Analysis."

I was crouched behind a desk, watching the pattern. My eyes burned from the strain of tracking Azure's speed.

"She's using the glass," I realized. I pointed to the shards scattered on the floor and the remaining partitions. "She's not teleporting. She's reflecting. She's traveling through the reflection data. As long as there's a reflective surface, she has infinite mobility."

"So she's a light beam," Kanna summarized.

"Basically. You can't hit her because she's already moved to the next mirror before your swing connects."

"So," Kanna gripped her hammer, the crimson veins on her arms pulsing. "If I break all the mirrors?"

"Then she has nowhere to run."

"Perfect."

Azure narrowed her eyes. "You think you can destroy this entire floor before I cut your heart out? Primitive."

She raised her sword. The blue light intensified, becoming blinding.

"Grand Art: Hall of Mirrors."

Suddenly, the room was filled with hundreds of Azures. Every shard of glass on the floor projected a copy of her. They all spoke at once, a chorus of icy superiority.

"Die."

They charged. A tidal wave of blue steel.

"I need juice, Liam!" Kanna shouted, not taking her eyes off the horde. "Big juice! Now!"

I didn't hesitate. I knew the drill.

I stood up from behind the desk. I didn't run to her. I ran at her.

"Catch!" I yelled.

Kanna dropped her hammer. She opened her arms.

I jumped.

She caught me in mid-air. Her arms locked around my waist, my legs wrapping around her torso.

It was an embrace of total desperation.

I didn't just kiss her. I bit her.

I sank my teeth into her neck, right over the pulsing artery.

"Guh!" Kanna gasped, her body seizing.

The pain triggered the adrenaline. The blood contact triggered the transfer. I poured my fear, my aggression, and my absolute trust into her blood stream.

It was raw. It was dirty. It was powerful.

Azure stopped. The hundreds of clones faltered, their faces twisting in disgust.

"What are you doing?" the real Azure shrieked from somewhere in the crowd. "In the middle of a battle? You filth! You disgusting animals!"

Kanna lifted her head from my shoulder. Her eyes were burning with a terrifying, crimson ecstasy. Blood—my blood and hers—smeared her lips.

"We're not animals," she growled, her voice vibrating with the power I had just injected.

She tightened her grip on me.

"We're partners."

She didn't pick up the hammer. She raised her foot.

The crimson aura exploded from her body, encompassing the entire 90th floor in a sphere of heavy, crushing red light.

"Gravity Art: Absolute Zero... CRUSH!"

She stomped.

It wasn't a localized impact. It was a tectonic event.

She reversed the gravity of the room, then slammed it back down with a hundred times the force.

CRASH.

Everything shattered.

Every desk. Every computer. Every single piece of glass.

The windows blew out. The ceiling tiles disintegrated. The floor itself buckled, turning into a crater of pulverized concrete and dust.

The mirrors were gone.

The clones vanished instantly.

And there, standing in the middle of the ruin, stripping of her illusions, was Azure.

She was on her knees. The gravity pressure was pinning her to the floor. Her rapier lay shattered in pieces beside her. Her pristine uniform was ripped, covered in gray dust.

Kanna walked toward her. She didn't put me down. She carried me on her hip like a child—or a trophy.

She stopped in front of the fallen rival.

"No mirrors," Kanna whispered, looking down. "Just you. And me."

Azure looked up. Her icy composure was gone. Her eyes were wide with terror. She looked at Kanna, then at me clinging to Kanna, and she shuddered.

"You're... insane," Azure whispered. "You corrupted the system. You're using a human as a processor."

"He's not a processor," Kanna said.

She leaned down, her crimson aura pressing Azure’s face into the dust.

"He's my heart."

Kanna raised her hand. She could have killed her. She could have deleted her.

Instead, she flicked Azure on the forehead.

Thwack.

It was a sound of dismissal.

"Get out of my city," Kanna said. "If I see you again, I won't just break your sword. I'll break your code."

Azure scrambled backward. She didn't offer a retort. She didn't try to fight. She looked at the monster in front of her—the crimson queen and her battery—and she broke.

She pulled a teleport crystal from her pocket and crushed it.

With a flash of blue light, she was gone.

The silence of the Hollow returned. The wind whistled through the blown-out windows.

Kanna stood in the center of the wreckage, holding me.

She slowly lowered me to the ground. Her legs were shaking.

"Did we win?" I asked, my voice hoarse.

She looked around at the devastation. At the sunrise beginning to bleed through the purple clouds outside—a rare, golden dawn in the Hollow.

She smiled. It was tired, but it was genuine.

"Yeah. We won."



We sat on the edge of the 90th floor, our legs dangling over the abyss.

The adrenaline was fading, replaced by a heavy, languid exhaustion. My tactical vest was torn. Kanna’s dress was a ruin of ribbons. We were covered in dust, blood, and sweat.

We watched the sun rise over the twisted, skeletal skyline of the Hollow’s Manhattan.

"So," I said, breaking the silence. I touched the leather collar around my neck. It felt heavier than usual.

"So," she echoed, not looking at me. She was swinging her legs, staring at the horizon.

"The Apex is dead," I listed. "The Rival is gone. The Nests are cleared."

"Yup."

"Mission accomplished."

"Mmm-hmm."

I took a deep breath. This was the moment. The narrative arc was complete. The hero had saved the princess—or rather, helped the princess save herself.

"Does this mean..." I hesitated. "Does this mean the contract is fulfilled?"

Kanna stopped swinging her legs.

She turned her head slowly to look at me. Her eyes were dark, unreadable. The wind whipped her black hair across her face.

"Fulfilled?" she repeated.

"I mean... you're safe now. You're the strongest. You don't need a panic button anymore. You don't need a battery."

I looked down at my hands. They were scarred, rougher than the hands of the engineer who had walked into the glass weeks ago.

"I can go back," I said softly. "To my apartment. To my job search. To... normal."

Kanna didn't say anything for a long time. She just stared at me.

Then, she started to laugh.

It wasn't a mocking laugh. It was a soft, incredulous giggle that built into a full, bell-like laughter.

She leaned back on her hands, tilting her head to the sky.

"Normal?" she asked. "You think you can go back to normal?"

She sat up and grabbed the front of my vest. She yanked me toward her until our faces were inches apart.

"Liam. Look at yourself. Look at your eyes."

I looked into her pupils. I saw my reflection.

My eyes weren't brown anymore.

They were glowing. A faint, steady crimson ring circled my irises.

"You're corrupted," she whispered, a delighted grin spreading across her face. "You've taken too much of my mana into your system. You're not human anymore. Not fully."

She ran a finger over the collar.

"And this?" She tapped the leather. "Do you remember what I said on the first night?"

"You said... it was a contract."

"I said it was a soul-bind," she corrected. "Do you know how you break a soul-bind?"

I shook my head.

"You don't."

She leaned in closer, her voice dropping to a husky purr.

"You think this was a temp job? A summer internship?" She kissed the corner of my mouth. "Oh, Pochi. You really are an idiot."

She pushed me back onto the concrete floor of the ruined office.

"You belong to me," she said, straddling my waist. "Yesterday, today, tomorrow. Until the sun burns out. Until the code rots."

She placed her hands on my chest, right over my heart.

"You are my Strategist. My battery. My lover. My property."

She smiled, and her eyes flashed pink.

"And right now? I'm celebrating. And I expect my property to participate."

She reached for the buckles of my tactical vest, snapping them open with impatient efficiency. She shoved the heavy fabric off my shoulders, letting it fall to the concrete.

"Kanna," I breathed, looking up at her. "We're on a ledge. 90 stories up."

"I know," she grinned. "Great view, isn't it?"

Wasting no time, she stripped off the remains of her dress. She was naked under the morning sun of the Hollow, her skin glowing with the afterglow of battle.

She pulled my pants down.

"You asked if the contract was over," she said, taking me in her hand. "Let me give you the answer."

She sank down.

It wasn't gentle. It was a claim.

"Ah!"

She took me all the way, her body hot and tight and impossibly wet. She clenched around me, anchoring herself.

"The answer," she gasped, beginning to move, "is never."

She rode me on the edge of the abyss.

It was the most intense, visceral experience of my life. The danger of the fall, the triumph of the victory, and the absolute certainty of her possession.

"Say it," she commanded, grinding her hips down. "Say you're mine."

"I'm yours," I groaned, gripping her hips. "I'm yours, Kanna."

"Forever?"

"Forever."

She sped up. Her rhythm was fierce, joyous. She threw her head back, her hair whipping in the wind.

"Good boy," she laughed. "Because I have so many plans for us. We're going to take the Bronx next. Then Brooklyn. We're going to run this whole damn city."

She leaned forward, bracing her hands on my shoulders.

"But right now..."

She tightened her internal muscles, milking me with supernatural precision.

"Right now, I just want my reward."

I looked up at her—my Queen, my captor, my savior.

I realized then that I didn't want to go back. The grey cubicles of the real world? The loneliness? The redundancy?

It was dust.

This was real. The pain, the pleasure, the magic.

"Take it," I roared, arching into her. "Take everything!"

I poured into her. Not out of duty. Not out of fear. But out of love.

We climaxed together under the purple sky, our screams lost to the wind.



Later, much later, we lay tangled together on the concrete. The sun was fully up now, casting long shadows across the ruins.

Kanna traced the leather of the collar with her finger.

"You know," she murmured sleepily. "I could change the design. Make it invisible in the real world."

"No," I said instantly.

She looked at me, surprised. "No?"

I reached up and touched her hand, pressing it against the collar.

"I like it," I admitted. "I like knowing."

Kanna smiled. A soft, genuine smile that reached her eyes.

"Okay," she whispered. "We keep it."

She stood up and offered me a hand.

"Come on, Liam. Let's go home. I'm starving. And I think we earned a pizza."

I took her hand. I stood up.

I looked at the city below us. It was broken, glitchy, and full of monsters.

But as I walked toward the stairs, hand in hand with the most dangerous girl in the world, I knew one thing.

It was our city now.

And I was just getting started.


Chapter 20: New Game Plus

The sun that streamed through the bedroom window was too bright.

It wasn’t just the intensity. It was the quality of the light. As I blinked my eyes open, staring at the dust motes dancing in the shaft of morning illumination, I noticed something wrong. The dust wasn’t just floating; it was cycling. The motes moved in a distinct, repetitive vector pattern, looping every four seconds.

I rubbed my eyes, sitting up in Kanna’s bed. The sheets smelled of her—vanilla, sweat, and that faint, electric tang of magic that never seemed to wash off completely.

"Morning, Pochi," a voice murmured from the kitchen.

I looked toward the door. Kanna was standing there, leaning against the doorframe. She was wearing one of my oversized dress shirts, the buttons undone to reveal the curve of her cleavage, and nothing else. She held two mugs of coffee.

"Morning," I croaked. My throat felt raw, a lingering reminder of the screams from the Hudson Yards rooftop.

I reached for the coffee she offered. As my hand closed around the ceramic mug, a string of text flashed in my peripheral vision.

OBJECT: MUG_CERAMIC. TEMP: 185°F. DURABILITY: 98%.

I froze. I blinked hard. The text vanished, dissolving into static before disappearing.

"Did you see that?" I asked, taking the mug with a trembling hand.

"See what?" Kanna climbed onto the bed, crawling over the duvet to sit cross-legged in front of me. She blew on her coffee, watching me over the rim with amused eyes.

"The text," I whispered, looking at her.

My breath hitched.

It wasn't just the mug. It was her.

Surrounding Kanna was a faint, shimmering aura that I had never seen in the real world before. And above her head, hovering like a halo, was a tag.

ENTITY: KANNA_SATO. CLASS: CRIMSON_LORD. AFFECTION: MAX.

"Whoa," I breathed.

Kanna lowered her mug. She leaned in, peering into my eyes.

"Your eyes are doing the thing again," she noted, tapping my cheek. "The red ring. It's glowing."

"I can see... stats," I admitted. "I can see the code. Here. In the real world."

Kanna didn't look worried. She didn't call a doctor. She grinned—a wide, predatory smile that showed off her slightly sharpened canines.

"I told you," she purred. "You're corrupted. You spent too much time plugged into the mainframe, Liam. You downloaded the UI."

She reached out and ran her thumb over my lower lip.

"You're not just a tourist anymore. You're a native."

I looked around the room. Now that I focused, I could see it everywhere. The structural integrity of the walls. The refresh rate of the TV screen in the corner. The hidden data streams flowing through the air like Wi-Fi signals made visible.

I wasn't terrified. I should have been. A week ago, this would have sent me spiraling into an existential panic. But now?

I felt... upgraded.

"This is useful," I murmured, my Strategist brain instantly cataloging the tactical advantages. "I can see weak points. I can see mana density. I don't need the tablet anymore."

"Exactly," Kanna agreed. She set her coffee on the nightstand and crawled closer, straddling my lap. The shirt rode up, exposing her bare thighs. "New Game Plus, remember? You keep your stats from the previous run. And the difficulty goes up."

"Difficulty?" I rested my hands on her waist. Her skin was warm, solid, and real. "I thought we cleared the boss."

"We cleared a boss," she corrected. "Azure was a mid-tier obstruction. A gatekeeper."

She reached for her phone, which was buzzing on the bedside table. She unlocked it and turned the screen toward me.

It was the tracking app. But the map had changed.

Before, it only showed Manhattan. Now, the map had zoomed out. The Bronx, Brooklyn, Queens, Staten Island—the entire city was covered in a mesh of glowing icons.

Red for Nests. Blue for Rivals. Gold for... something else.

"The server update just dropped," Kanna said, her eyes gleaming with ambition. "Killing an Admin doesn't just go unnoticed, Liam. The system reset. It expanded the play area."

I scanned the map. The density of threats in the Bronx was staggering.

"That's a lot of red," I noted.

"And look at the leaderboard," she swiped the screen.

A list appeared.

1. VERMILION_QUEEN (The Bronx)

2. SILK_WEAVER (Chinatown)

3. IRON_MAIDEN (Staten Island)

...

9. CRIMSON_KING (Kanna)

"Rank 9?" Kanna scowled, tossing the phone onto the mattress. "Rank 9?! After I nuked Hudson Yards?"

"The algorithm probably hasn't processed the Admin kill yet," I soothed, though my mind was already racing. "Or... the power scaling in the outer boroughs is higher than we thought."

"It's insulting," she hissed. She grabbed my shoulders, her nails digging in. "I want Rank 1, Liam. I want to be the Apex Predator of this entire damn city."

She looked at me, her expression fierce and demanding.

"Can you get me there? Can you optimize me for that?"

I looked at the data floating around her head. CRIMSON_LORD. She was powerful, but she was raw. With my new sight, I could see the inefficiencies in her mana flow—tiny leaks, unrefined circuits.

"I can do better than optimize you," I said, a surge of confidence rushing through me. "I can overclock you."

Kanna shivered. The word seemed to hit her harder than a physical touch.

"Overclock me," she whispered, leaning down to bite my earlobe. "I like the sound of that."

She pushed me back against the pillows.

"But first," she murmured, her hand sliding down my chest, tracing the line of my sternum. "We need to calibrate the new hardware. I need to know exactly what this new 'Awakened' body of yours can handle."

"We did that yesterday," I pointed out, though my heart was already hammering against my ribs. "On the roof."

"That was victory sex," she dismissed, sitting up and unbuttoning the shirt completely. She let it slide off her shoulders, revealing her pale, perfect skin. The golden scar on her chest pulsed with a soft, rhythmic light. "This is tutorial sex. For the new difficulty setting."

She tossed the shirt onto the floor.

"And on New Game Plus," she said, reaching for the nightstand drawer, "the enemies hit harder."

She pulled out the collar remote.

I swallowed hard. "Kanna, I'm already wearing it."

"I know." She pressed a button.

The collar around my neck hummed. But it wasn't the gentle vibration from before. It was a deep, resonant thrum that seemed to vibrate the bones of my spine.

"I tweaked the settings while you were asleep," she winked. "Sensitivity up 200%. Mana conductivity maxed out. Every time I touch you, it's going to feel like a live wire."

She wasn't lying.

She ran a finger down my arm.

ZAP.

I gasped, my back arching off the mattress. It didn't hurt—not exactly. It was sensation amplified to the point of white noise. Her fingertip felt like a brand.

"Sensitive," she purred, looking at the goosebumps rising on my skin. "Good."

She grabbed my wrists and pinned them above my head. She didn't need magnetic cuffs anymore; her strength was absolute.

"Don't move," she commanded.

The Command Tone hit me differently now. Before, it was a compulsion I couldn't fight. Now, with my awakened sight, I could see the magic. A wave of pink code washed over me, hacking my motor functions.

COMMAND_RECEIVED: IMMOBILIZE.

My body locked up instantly.

"I can see the command," I whispered, fascinated and aroused. "It's like a script executing in my nerves."

"Stop analyzing and start feeling," she scolded.

She moved down the bed. She grabbed the duvet and ripped it off me.

I was naked. I hadn't bothered with pajamas after we stumbled home.

Kanna looked at me. Her gaze was heavy, physical. I could feel the weight of her attention on my skin.

"You've changed," she murmured, reaching out to stroke my thigh. "Your mana capacity... the tank is bigger. Deeper."

She moved between my legs.

"Let's see how long it takes to fill it."

She didn't start with her mouth. She started with her mana.

She placed her hands on my knees. The red tattoos on her stomach flared.

MANA_TRANSFER: INITIATED.

I saw the text flash, and then the heat hit me.

She wasn't taking energy. She was pushing it in.

"Kanna!" I choked, my eyes rolling back.

It felt like she was pumping liquid gold into my veins. The sensation rushed up my legs, pooling in my groin. It was an aphrodisiac of pure power.

"You're always feeding me," she whispered, crawling up my body. "Time to return the favor. I'm going to saturate you. I'm going to make you so full of my magic that you'll glow in the dark."

She lowered her hips.

She guided me inside her.

The connection was explosive.

CONNECTION_ESTABLISHED. SYNC_RATE: 100%.

The text hovered in the air, blindingly bright.

"Oh god," I groaned. The sensitivity setting on the collar was working. The friction of her internal walls felt like velvet lined with electricity. Every micro-movement sent shockwaves through my nervous system.

"You feel that?" she gasped, her head thrown back, her hands bracing on my chest. "The loop? It's frictionless."

She began to move.

It was fast. Aggressive. She wasn't treating me like a fragile human anymore. She was treating me like an equal. A magical construct built to endure her.

"Harder," I gritted out, the Strategist in me craving the intensity. "Don't hold back. Test the limits."

"Careful what you wish for, Pochi."

She grabbed my shoulders. The crimson aura flared around her.

"Gravity Art: Heavy Mount."

She increased her mass.

Suddenly, she didn't weigh 110 pounds. She felt like she weighed a ton. The pressure was crushing, intoxicating. She ground down on me, the added weight forcing a depth of penetration that was impossible for normal physics.

"Yes!" I roared, my hips bucking against the impossible weight.

"Fight me!" she challenged, riding me with a brutal, piston-like rhythm. "Push back! Show me your stats!"

I pushed. I drew on the mana she was feeding me, cycling it through my core and blasting it back into her.

We were a reactor going critical. The air in the bedroom began to warp. The windows rattled. The coffee mug on the nightstand cracked.

WARNING: MANA_DENSITY_CRITICAL.

I ignored the warning.

"Kanna, look at me!"

She looked down. Her eyes were burning gold.

"I see the code," I gasped, reaching up to grab her hips, my fingers digging into her skin. "I see the path to Rank 1."

"Show me!" she screamed.

"It's right here!"

I thrust upward, overriding her gravity spell with a surge of pure will.

She cried out, her composure shattering.

"Liam!"

She dissolved into pure sensation. She abandoned the magic, abandoned the control. She was just a girl, lost in the feeling of the man who owned her soul.

We moved together in a blur of heat and light. The bed frame groaned, protesting the supernatural forces at play.

"I'm close!" she warned, her nails raking down my chest. "I'm going to overload!"

"Do it! Overload me!"

She clamped down.

The climax was a white-out event.

SYSTEM_SYNC: COMPLETE.

I poured into her. She poured into me. The energies collided and fused, creating a new, stable compound. It wasn't just mana anymore. It was a bond that defied the system.

We screamed together as the release hit, a prolonged, agonizing ecstasy that seemed to go on for minutes.

When it finally ended, the room was silent. The air was filled with floating particles of gold light, slowly drifting down like snow.

Kanna collapsed on top of me. The heavy gravity spell lifted, and she felt light again.

"Holy..." she mumbled into my neck. "shit."

I lay there, panting, staring at the ceiling. The text overlays were gone, washed away by the endorphins.

"Did we..." I wheezed. "Did we break the bed?"

Kanna lifted her head. She looked at the frame. One of the legs had punched through the floorboards.

"Oops," she giggled.

She rolled off me, flopping onto her back. She looked radiant. Her skin was flushed, the golden scar humming contentedly.

"That," she announced, staring at the ceiling, "was a solid performance review."

She turned her head to look at me.

"You passed the calibration test."

I reached out and took her hand. "So I'm cleared for field duty?"

"Cleared?" She squeezed my hand. "You're mandatory equipment."

She sat up, stretching. Her joints popped. She looked energized, ready to take on an army.

"Okay," she said, hopping off the broken bed. "Shower. Clothes. Then we go to the Bronx."

"The Bronx?" I sat up, wincing pleasantly at the ache in my muscles. "Today?"

"Why wait?" She walked to the closet and pulled out a fresh outfit—a black skirt, a tactical top, and new ribbons. "The Vermilion Queen isn't going to dethrone herself."

She tossed a bundle of clothes at me. My tactical vest. My jeans.

"Get dressed, Strategist. We have a leaderboard to climb."

I looked at the clothes. I looked at the girl who was currently humming a pop song while summoning a magical war hammer from thin air.

I stood up. I walked to the mirror.

My eyes were still glowing. The faint crimson ring was permanent now.

I smiled.

I wasn't Liam Miller, redundant tech support, anymore. I was the architect of the Crimson King's ascension.

I put on the vest. I adjusted the collar, feeling the cold leather settle against my skin. It felt like finality.

"Ready," I said.

Kanna turned to me. She walked over and adjusted the collar, centering the metal ring.

"Then let's go start the next level," she whispered.

She snapped her fingers.

The air in the bedroom cracked open. A portal swirled into existence—not the jagged, broken glass of the early days, but a stable, golden gateway.

Through it, I could see the skyline of the Bronx in the Hollow. It was burning. The sky was a storm of red lightning. Massive shapes moved in the distance.

It looked dangerous. It looked impossible.

It looked like fun.

Kanna stepped through.

"Come on, Pochi!" she called back, her silhouette framed against the apocalyptic fire. "Heel!"

I stepped into the light.

"Coming, Master."

The game wasn't over. It had just begun.
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