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Perverted

Virtuality 

​ACT I: THE HOOK AND THE HARDWARE
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Chapter 1: The San Bernardino Smog
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The sky over San Bernardino looked like a bruised lung. 

It was a sickly, oxidized purple, choked with the exhaust of a million dying combustion engines and the endless, shimmering heat-haze that radiated off the cracked asphalt. It was the kind of heat that didn't just make you sweat; it pressed down on your chest, heavy and physical, smelling of ozone, stale urine, and the undeniable fact that the world was winding down. 

I sat with my boots propped up on a desk that had been manufactured sometime before I was born, staring at the ceiling fan. It spun with a lazy, arrhythmic tick—whir-tick, whir-tick—doing nothing to cool the suffocating air of my third-floor office. A single drop of sweat slid down the back of my neck, tracing the line of my spine, pooling in the worn cotton of my tank top. 

My name is Roxanne Silva, though the frosted glass on my door just read R. SILVA - INVESTIGATIONS. The "P" and the "I" had been scratched off by a disgruntled client three years ago, and I hadn’t bothered to fix it. If you were desperate enough to come to this part of the Inland Empire looking for help, you didn’t care about the signage. You cared that my rates were cheap and that I didn’t ask questions when the local badges were involved.

I took a sip of my coffee. It was a synthetic blend, lukewarm, tasting faintly of battery acid and burnt chicory. I grimaced, swallowing it anyway for the caffeine. 

The physical world was decaying, and most of humanity had decided to simply check out. Out on the street below, through the grime-caked slats of my blinds, I could see the slumped figures huddled in the alleyways. They weren't dead, though they looked it. They were plugged in. Thin, dirty cables snaked from the back of their cheap, knock-off Oasis headsets, tapping into whatever bootleg local servers they could afford. They were starving, covered in sores, their meat-bodies rotting in the California heat, but in their minds? In their minds, they were probably kings. They were fucking supermodels on digital yachts, or fighting dragons, or shooting up pure, synthesized dopamine. 

I hated the headsets. I hated the VR. It was a coward’s exit. But my hatred didn't pay the rent, and the stack of past-due notices sitting under a cheap plastic ashtray on my desk told me I had about two weeks before I joined the digital junkies out on the curb.

I needed a case. I needed a cheating husband, a runaway kid, a corporate embezzlement gig—anything that involved cash in hand. I was currently sitting on a bank balance of exactly forty-two credits, which meant dinner tonight was going to be another cup of battery-acid coffee and a nicotine patch. 

Then, the heavy wooden door to my office swung open. 

There was no knock. The frosted glass didn't even rattle. The door just opened, and the hallway's slightly-less-stifling air spilled into my personal oven. 

Two people stepped over the threshold, and the temperature in the room seemed to drop ten degrees just from the sheer, absolute cold of their presence. They did not belong in San Bernardino. They didn't belong south of the Hollywood Hills. 

The man was tall, built like a high-end combat drone wrapped in a bespoke, midnight-blue suit. Not a speck of dust on him. Not a bead of sweat on his brow, despite the fact that it was a hundred and four degrees outside. His silver hair was slicked back, and his eyes were the pale, flat gray of a predatory fish. 

The woman was a half-step behind him, sharp angles and severe posture, wearing a pristine white blazer and a skirt tailored so perfectly it looked painted on. She had a silver data-port grafted seamlessly into her left temple, the chrome winking in the dull light of my office. 

"Roxanne Silva," the man said. It wasn't a question. His voice was smooth, processed, devoid of any local accent. It sounded like money. Obscene, untraceable money. 

I didn't take my boots off the desk. I took another slow, deliberate sip of my awful coffee, letting the silence stretch. You don't give up ground to suits, especially not in your own space. 

"Door’s usually locked," I said, my voice rasping slightly from the dry air. 

"The lock is mechanical. A relic. Much like this building," the woman said, her lips barely moving. She stepped further into the room, her eyes scanning the cracked plaster, the overflowing trash can, the framed, faded honorable discharge certificate from my stint in the corporate border-wars hanging crookedly on the wall. She looked at it all with polite, calculated disgust. 

"Who are you, and who’s paying for the new deadbolt?" I asked, finally swinging my boots down. They hit the floorboards with a heavy thud. I sat up, leaning my forearms on the desk, my right hand resting casually near the open drawer where I kept a kinetic slug-thrower. 

The man smiled. It didn't reach those dead, gray eyes. "I am Mr. Sterling. This is Ms. Vance. We represent AETHER-VR." 

I froze. Just for a microsecond, but long enough for Ms. Vance’s ocular implants to catch the shift in my pulse. 

AETHER-VR wasn't just a company. They were the architects of the modern world. They owned the Oasis network. They owned the hardware, the software, the servers, and the digital souls of about four billion people worldwide. They were a media conglomerate, a tech monopoly, and a shadow government all rolled into one heavily branded package. They didn't hire private investigators working out of strip-mall walk-ups. If AETHER had a problem, they sent paramilitary kill-squads, or they just deleted your bank accounts until you starved to death. 

"AETHER," I repeated, leaning back in my chair, trying to project a calm I didn't feel. "If your Oasis subscription servers are down, you’re in the wrong zip code. I don't do tech support."

"We are well aware of your resume, Ms. Silva," Sterling said, stepping up to the desk. He didn't sit in the ratty client chair opposite me. He wouldn't risk sullying the suit. "Ex-military intelligence. Dishonorable discharge after an altercation with a superior officer. Ten years as an unlicensed private operative. You specialize in... meatspace extractions. Finding people who do not want to be found, primarily in the physical world, off the digital grid."

"I find lost things," I corrected him. "And my discharge was general, under honorable conditions. The officer had a broken jaw before he hit the floor, so it wasn't much of an altercation. Now, why are the gods of the digital utopia slumming it in my office?"

Sterling reached into the breast pocket of his suit and withdrew a sleek, matte-black projection disc. He tossed it onto my desk. It landed atop a pile of unpaid water bills. 

"We have lost a very valuable asset," Sterling said smoothly. "And we require someone with your specific... detachment from the virtual ecosystem to retrieve it."

Ms. Vance tapped the side of her temple, sending a wireless signal to the disc. 

A holographic projection flickered to life in the center of my desk, casting a soft, blue-white glow over the grim reality of my office. 

It was a woman. Or rather, the flawless, algorithmically perfected image of a woman. She was breathtaking in a way that made your teeth ache. Long, cascading black hair, skin the color of warm honey, eyes that were a striking, unnatural violet. She was wearing a skin-tight haptic suit that left absolutely nothing to the imagination, her curves engineered to trigger every primal receptor in the human brain. Just looking at the static hologram made my heart beat a fraction faster. It was designed to do that. It was predatory beauty. 

"Sienna Reyes," Sterling said, watching my face. "Though the billions of users on our network know her by her avatar designation: Nova."

I knew the name. You’d have to be living in a lead-lined bunker on Mars not to. Nova was AETHER-VR’s crown jewel in the adult entertainment sector. She wasn't just a porn star; she was an entire industry. Users paid thousands of credits a minute to sync their Oasis headsets to her feed, experiencing her sensory input, feeling what she felt, doing what she did. She was the ultimate digital fantasy. 

"I know who she is," I said, tearing my eyes away from the glowing projection to look at Sterling. "What do you mean, you lost her? She’s the most famous face on the planet. Doesn't she live in some heavily fortified arcology up in the Hollywood Hills?"

"Until three days ago, yes," Ms. Vance chimed in, her voice cold and clipped. "Sienna Reyes breached her contract. She disabled her biometric trackers, bypassed a multi-million-credit security system, and vanished into the physical world. She has not logged into the Oasis since. She is completely off the grid."

I let out a harsh, barking laugh. "A VR starlet goes AWOL? Call the paparazzi. Call the tabloids. Hell, call the LAPD, you own half the precinct anyway. Why come to me?"

Sterling’s smile vanished. The temperature in the room seemed to drop another five degrees. "Because of what she took with her, Ms. Silva."

He tapped a key on his wrist-cuff. The hologram of Nova shifted. The beautiful woman faded, replaced by a rotating 3D schematic of a headset. It wasn't the sleek, consumer-grade Oasis visor you saw in the ads. It was bulky, industrial, covered in heat-sinks and thick neural-link cables. It looked less like an entertainment device and more like a medical restraint. 

"Sienna was participating in a closed-beta test for a new piece of proprietary hardware," Sterling explained, his voice lowering, taking on a dangerous edge. "A highly customized interface containing an experimental algorithmic build. The software is classified. The hardware is priceless. She stole it from our secure R&D facility."

"A porn star robbed a heavily guarded AETHER tech-lab?" I raised an eyebrow. "What, did she flutter her violet eyes and ask the security mechs to take a nap?"

"She had inside help," Vance stated. "We are dealing with that. Our priority is the retrieval of the hardware. The data contained within that specific headset cannot be allowed to fall into the hands of our competitors, or the public market."

I looked at the schematic, then up at the two corporate sharks standing in my office. My bullshit detector was screaming so loud it was giving me a migraine. 

AETHER didn't care about a stolen piece of plastic and wire. They were a multi-trillion-credit empire. They could build a thousand headsets before breakfast. And they certainly didn't hire burned-out private eyes to do their corporate espionage. If Nova had stolen something, they would have sent their own black-ops retrieval teams to tear the city apart block by block. 

Unless... unless they couldn't. 

Unless whatever Nova stole was so radioactive, so deeply sensitive, that AETHER couldn't risk putting it on their official books. They needed a ghost. They needed someone disposable. Someone who didn't exist in their digital ecosystem, someone who wouldn't leave a corporate trail. If I found Nova and got the headset back, they got their prize. If I got a bullet in the head looking for her, no one would ever care, and AETHER’s hands remained perfectly clean. 

"You’re lying to me," I said flatly. 

Sterling didn't blink. "Excuse me?"

"You're omitting ninety percent of the truth. A starlet doesn't just wake up one morning and decide to play cyber-terrorist. And AETHER doesn't come to a shithole like San Bernardino unless they are desperate to keep something off the official ledgers. Whatever is on that headset, it's not just a new software update. It's leverage. Or it's a weapon."

Ms. Vance took a step forward, her hand twitching toward her hip, but Sterling held up a single, manicured finger to stop her. 

"You are exceptionally perceptive, Ms. Silva. That is exactly why you were chosen," Sterling said, his voice a purr of manufactured charm. "You do not need to understand the nuances of the software. You only need to understand the parameters of the contract. Find Sienna Reyes. Retrieve the hardware intact. Return it to us."

"And what happens to the girl?" I asked. 

"Sienna’s fate is an internal HR matter," Sterling said. The deadness in his eyes told me exactly what that meant. HR was going to bury her in a shallow grave out in the Mojave. 

I looked back at the projection of the headset. My conscience—a shriveled, neglected thing I usually kept locked in a box—twitched. I was broke. I was desperate. But I wasn't a corporate hitman. Selling a runaway out to a megacorp felt dirty, even for me. 

"Not interested," I said, leaning back and crossing my arms. "I hunt cheating spouses and bail jumpers. I don't do black-bag jobs for suits who are too afraid to use their own muscle. You can take your projection disc and your bespoke tailoring and find your way back to the freeway."

Sterling didn’t move. He didn’t look angry. He just looked at me the way a man looks at a slot machine he’s about to feed a coin into. 

"Two hundred thousand credits," he said softly. 

The number hit the suffocating air of the office and hung there, shimmering like a mirage. 

Two hundred thousand. 

I stopped breathing for a second. That wasn't just 'pay the rent' money. That was 'buy a new identity, move to an orbital station, and never look at the polluted sky again' money. It was generational wealth for someone in my tax bracket. It was a number so large it eclipsed morality, logic, and self-preservation in one fell swoop.

I tried to keep my face perfectly neutral, but I felt my fingernails digging into my palms. 

"One hundred thousand transferred into an untraceable, decentralized crypto-wallet right now," I said, my voice amazingly steady. "The other hundred when I hand over the hardware. I work alone. You don't track me. You don't monitor me. And I don't kill the girl. I get the headset, what she does after that is her business. Those are my terms."

Ms. Vance sneered. "You are in no position to dictate—"

"Agreed," Sterling interrupted smoothly. 

He didn't even hesitate. He didn't bargain. He just agreed. 

That was the biggest red flag of all. If they were willing to part with a hundred grand up front without a blink, the job wasn't just dangerous. It was likely a suicide run. 

Sterling reached into his jacket again and pulled out a small, physical data-slate—old tech, the kind that couldn't be hacked remotely. He laid it gently on my desk next to the projection disc. 

"The slate contains her last known physical coordinates before she disabled her trackers, a list of known meatspace associates, and the encryption keys for the deposit," Sterling said. "You have seventy-two hours, Ms. Silva. After that, we will assume you have failed, and we will pursue alternative... methodologies."

He didn't threaten me directly. He didn't have to. The implication hung heavy in the stifling heat. If I took the money and ran, or if I failed, they wouldn't just kill me. They’d make an example of me.

"Tick-tock, Ms. Silva," Sterling said. 

He turned on his heel. Ms. Vance gave me one last, lingering look of absolute contempt, and then followed him out. The heavy wooden door clicked shut behind them, sealing me back in my oven. 

I sat in the silence for a long time. The ceiling fan continued its lazy, mocking rhythm. Whir-tick, whir-tick. 

I looked at the data-slate. Then I looked at the hologram of the headset, still spinning slowly in the blue light. I reached out and touched the projection. My fingers passed right through the light, feeling nothing but the oppressive heat of the room. 

Two hundred thousand credits to find a ghost who stole a piece of plastic. 

I opened the drawer, took out the slug-thrower, and checked the magazine. Full. I slammed it back into the grip with a satisfying, metallic clack, shoved the gun into my shoulder holster, and grabbed the data-slate. 

The screen glowed, illuminating my face in the dim room. The first file was a single address. A dilapidated, low-income hab-block on the edge of the industrial sector, just before the desert swallowed the city. 

Sienna’s last known location. 

I grabbed my keys, threw back the rest of the cold, bitter coffee, and walked out the door. The San Bernardino smog was waiting for me outside, thick and toxic. 

I had a job. I was officially on the clock for the worst people on the planet, chasing a girl who had likely signed her own death warrant. And as I walked down the creaking stairs of my building, out into the blinding, bruised afternoon glare, I couldn't shake the cold knot of dread sitting heavy in my stomach. 

I didn't know it yet, but the physical world—the smog, the heat, the grit, the blood—was the least of my problems. I was about to step into the Engine. And the Engine was hungry.
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Chapter 2: The Drop
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The address on the data-slate belonged to a monolithic, brutalist hab-block squatting on the far edge of the industrial sector. It looked like a rusted tombstone erected to mourn the death of the American dream. 

By the time I parked my battered sedan at the curb, the sun was beginning to dip below the jagged smog-line, casting the entire neighborhood in the color of old blood. The heat was still absolute, radiating up through the soles of my boots as I stepped onto the cracked pavement. 

The building, designated 'Sector 4 - Residential,' was a towering vertical slum. The facade was scarred by acid rain and adorned with the tangled, parasitic vines of stolen fiber-optic cables. The air here smelled heavily of synthetic cabbage, cheap Freon coolant leaking from overtaxed window units, and the sour tang of unwashed humanity. 

I checked my slug-thrower, pulling my jacket tight to conceal the bulge, and walked through the shattered glass of the lobby doors. 

The elevator was a rusted cage that smelled of urine and ozone, and it was out of order, the digital display flashing a perpetual red ERR. I took the stairs, listening to the scuff of my boots echo in the stairwell. Four flights up. The halls were narrow, lit by flickering fluorescent tubes that cast everything in a sickly, jaundiced glow. Behind the thin, corrugated metal doors, I could hear the muted, synthesized moans and explosive gunfire of cheap Oasis bootlegs. Everyone in this building was plugged in, riding out their miserable physical lives in a digital haze. 

Except for the occupant of apartment 412. 

Sienna Reyes—Nova—was supposed to be here. The most desired woman on the planet, hiding in a place where the rats had cybernetic enhancements just to survive the toxicity. 

I paused in front of 412, pressing my ear to the metal. Nothing. No hum of a server, no shifting weight. Silence. 

I pulled a small, magnetic decryption pick from my pocket. The lock on the door was cheap, a standard biometric-override latch. I slid the pick into the seam, waited three seconds for the green light to flash, and twisted. The deadbolt clicked over with a heavy, satisfying thunk. 

I drew my gun, pushing the door open with my boot. 

The apartment was a single, cramped room, suffocatingly hot. The window was covered with layers of heavy aluminum foil and duct tape, sealing out the red twilight. I swept the room—corners first, then the closet, then the tiny, mold-stained bathroom. Empty. 

I holstered my weapon and turned on my pocket flashlight, the tight white beam cutting through the stagnant air. 

If a multi-million-credit VR starlet had been hiding here, she was doing it in absolute terror. The place was a monument to paranoia. The walls were lined with cheap faraday netting, an amateur attempt to block outgoing signals. There was a thin, soiled mattress on the floor, surrounded by empty nutrient-paste tubes and half-drank bottles of distilled water. Clothes—expensive, high-fashion silks and leathers completely incongruous with the rotting drywall—were scattered everywhere, as if she had been rapidly shedding layers of her old life. 

She was gone. And judging by the layer of dust on the water bottles, she had been gone for at least forty-eight hours. 

I sighed, wiping the sweat from my forehead with the back of my hand. Sterling had sent me to a dead end. But I hadn't survived ten years in the gutter by walking away from an empty room. People who run always leave a ghost behind. 

I started tossing the place. Methodical. Clinical. I checked beneath the mattress, slitting the cheap fabric to feel inside the springs. Nothing. I checked the toilet tank, the loose floorboards, the space behind the cracked bathroom mirror. Nothing. 

Then I noticed the air filtration unit above the door. 

In a building this old, the filtration units rattled continuously, choking on the smog. But this one was dead silent. I dragged a plastic crate over, stood on it, and aimed my flashlight into the rusted grill. Behind the louvers, it wasn't a filter. It was a solid mass of matte-black static-mesh—the kind of military-grade material used to hide localized energy signatures from corporate drones. 

I pulled my combat knife, jammed the blade into the edge of the grill, and pried it off. A cloud of ancient dust rained down on me, but I ignored it, reaching into the dark cavity. My fingers brushed against heavy, cold metal. 

I gripped the package and hauled it out. It was dense, weighing easily ten pounds. 

Jumping down from the crate, I laid the bundle on the mattress and sliced the static-mesh open. 

There it was. 

It matched Sterling's holographic projection perfectly, but seeing it in the flesh was different. The physical object was menacing. It was an Oasis headset, but warped, bloated, and aggressively modified. The visor was a seamless band of obsidian glass, but the casing around it was thick with aftermarket heat-sinks, auxiliary processing nodes, and thick, braided neural-link cables that looked like black arteries. Inside the headband, instead of the standard soft haptic gel-pads, there were rows of tiny, wicked-looking micro-needles designed to pierce the epidermis and interface directly with the cerebral cortex. 

It looked less like a portal to a digital utopia and more like a high-tech execution device. 

I stared at it. The device that made a corporate hit-squad drop a hundred thousand credits into my lap. The device that had turned a billionaire porn star into a terrified refugee. 

Where was Nova? 

She hadn't left this behind by accident. The faraday netting, the hidden compartment—she had stashed it here because it was too hot to carry, too dangerous to keep on her person. But if I wanted to know where she ran to, the answer wasn't in this sweltering, rotting room. The answer was in the hardware. 

I swallowed hard, my mouth dry. 

I hated VR. The last time I had jacked in, it was for a corporate espionage job three years ago, and I had spent two days puking my guts out from the sensory disorientation. I liked the physical world. I liked the weight of my gun, the smell of my awful coffee, the undeniable, concrete reality of the things I could touch and break. 

But I needed a lead. And the only way out was through. 

I dragged the plastic crate to the center of the room, away from the walls and the window. I locked the deadbolt, shoved the heavy mattress against the door, and checked my weapon one last time, placing it on the floor right beside my foot. 

I picked up the headset. It was cold to the touch. 

I took a deep breath, slicked my sweat-damp hair back, and slid the heavy rig over my head. 

The weight of it pulled my neck down. The visor sealed over my eyes, plunging me into absolute, suffocating darkness. Then, the micro-needles activated. I hissed as a dozen tiny, sharp pricks bit into the skin behind my ears and along my hairline, injecting a microscopic dose of conductive fluid. 

My heart hammered against my ribs. 

Click.

The boot-up sequence didn't chime like a normal Oasis rig. It thrummed. A deep, subsonic vibration that rattled my teeth and resonated in the marrow of my bones. 

A line of pure white text materialized in the digital blackness before my eyes. 

> INITIATING EROS-ENGINE_V7.2 > SCANNING BIOMETRICS... > ALERT. USER DNA PROFILE DOES NOT MATCH: [REYES, SIENNA]. > UNREGISTERED USER DETECTED. > ANALYZING NEURAL PATHWAYS...

A spike of panic hit my chest. I reached up to pull the rig off, my hands grasping the cold metal of the casing, but the text changed before I could move.

> NEW SUBJECT ACQUIRED. > RECALIBRATING SENSORY FEED. > MAPPING DESIRE MATRICES.

The darkness shattered. 

The transition wasn't a fade-in. It was a violent, instantaneous displacement of reality. The stifling heat of the hab-block vanished. The smell of the slum was instantly scrubbed from my brain, replaced by the sharp, metallic tang of adrenaline and the heavy, humid scent of sweat and expensive cologne. 

My language centers stuttered. The logical, analytical part of my brain—the part that formed sentences and assessed tactical threats—was abruptly seized, overridden by a massive influx of raw, unfiltered sensory data. 

I was no longer Roxanne Silva, sitting in a plastic chair. 

I was falling. 

my mind is not my own it is a river a sewer a floodgate smashed open and the images are not images they are raw nerve endings fed directly into the meat of me and the meat is singing a hymn of yes yes yes yes the static is a tongue now licking the inside of my skull a thousand tongues a thousand mouths and I am all of them I am the mouth and the thing being taken the pressure is everywhere a weight a presence a god in the machine and it is not gentle it is not kind it wants to see the shape of my breaking it wants to map the fault lines so it pushes

first it is the warehouse vast and echoing concrete cold under my bare knees and the men are not men they are shadows with purpose with hands that grab and pull and there are too many hands on me hot heavy friction on my skin pinching pulling me down into the wet dark and a hand in my hair yanking my head back and another forcing my jaw open and the suffocating heat fills me before I can scream before I can breathe and I am drowning in the pulse of it the relentless hum of the servers vibrating through my bones as the simulation degrades into pure feral need and I am scattered into a million digital pieces all of them aching all of them desperate for the next touch the next shock the next wave of blinding white surrender

but it doesn't stop there the machine is learning it is tasting the fear in my blood and it realizes I am not the starlet I am not the soft thing used to performing for the cameras I am hard edges and armor so it changes the code it strips away the shadows and the warehouse dissolves into a blinding neon grid and suddenly he is there the avatar of a god pulled from the deep archives of the network a face I recognize from the billboards the perfect jaw the scarred chest the eyes that do not ask permission he is the co-star he is the alpha script and he steps out of the digital ether and his hands are not ghost hands they are real they are heavy they possess a gravity that pins me to the invisible floor 

I try to fight back my mind screams to lift the gun to strike to break but the engine intercepts the neural command and rewires it into a gasp a shiver a desperate arch of my spine his hands are everywhere mapping the scars on my ribs tracing the line of my throat pressing down on my chest until the air leaves me in a ragged sob and the humiliation is a drug a poison spreading through my veins because I want him to do it I want the destruction I want the total absolute loss of control 

the code wraps around me like leather binds my wrists above my head invisible restraints that burn with electric heat and he leans down his breath hot against my ear whispering lines of script that I cannot understand but my body obeys moving against the weight of him the friction building into a scream that is trapped behind my teeth the machine is pushing a current directly into my pleasure centers flooding the synapses bypassing the flesh altogether it is a violation so profound it feels like a religious awakening a baptism in fire and synthetic lust 

every time I reach the edge he pulls me back denying the release holding me suspended in the unbearable agonizing heat of the build-up my digital flesh is bruised burning sensitized to a degree that a single breath of air feels like a whip across my skin and he knows it the engine knows it reading my spiking heart rate my dilated pupils my soaring temperature feeding the data back into the loop making him rougher making him heavier driving the knee between my thighs forcing me open to the dark the wet the consuming void of the program

it is endless it is a loop of breaking and being remade of crying out for a mercy the machine is not programmed to give and I am weeping not from pain but from the sheer terrifying scale of the sensation from the absolute crushing dominance of the algorithm rewriting my identity until there is no Roxy there is no San Bernardino there is only the heat there is only the submission there is only the electric hum of the god in the machine demanding my total surrender and pulling me down down down into the suffocating heat before I can scream before I can breathe and I am drowning in the pulse of it the relentless hum of the servers vibrating through my bones as the simulation degrades into pure feral need and I am scattered into a million digital pieces all of them aching all of them desperate for the next touch the next shock the next wave of blinding white surrender

CRITICAL OVERLOAD. HEART RATE: 198 BPM. ABORTING FEED.

The physical world slammed back into me with the force of a freight train. 

The heavy rig disengaged, the micro-needles retracting with a sharp sting, the magnets releasing their grip. I didn't take it off; the sheer force of my physical convulsions threw the headset from my face. It clattered onto the rotting floorboards, the obsidian visor smoking slightly in the stifling air. 

I fell sideways off the plastic crate, hitting the floor hard. 

My lungs desperately sought air, pulling in the hot, sour, cabbage-scented oxygen of the apartment in ragged, tearing gasps. I was drenched. My clothes were soaked through with sweat, clinging to my skin. My hands were violently trembling, shaking so hard I could barely press them flat against the dusty floor to push myself up. 

My body was humming. My nerves were absolutely fried, singing with a phantom heat, a terrifying, lingering arousal that left my muscles weak and my core aching. I curled my knees to my chest, letting out a raw, involuntary sob that echoed loudly in the silent, foil-wrapped room. 

I dragged myself backward until my spine hit the wall, my eyes locked on the modified headset lying on the floor. 

It sat there, inert, silent, the blue light of the optical sensor slowly pulsing like a heartbeat. 

Jesus Christ, I thought, my mind finally re-assembling the fragments of my identity, fighting through the thick, narcotic fog of the VR hangover. 

That wasn't a simulation. It wasn't a pre-recorded sequence of a porn star's greatest hits. 

It was alive. 

The Eros-Engine. I had felt it thinking. I had felt it probing the edges of my mind, finding exactly what would break my defenses, dynamically generating a scenario designed specifically to bypass my mental armor and force my physical body into a state of absolute, helpless submission. It didn't just play a video; it crawled inside my head and played me. 

I looked down at my hands. They were still shaking. I could still feel the ghost-weight of the avatar pinning my wrists, the phantom heat of the friction. The physical reaction was so intense I felt nauseous. 

If this was what Nova had been subjected to, if this was the closed-beta test AETHER was running... no wonder she ran. No wonder she disabled her trackers and hid in a slum. The machine was a psychological weapon. It was an addiction engine, designed to read your deepest, most violently repressed desires and weaponize them against you until you were entirely dependent on the hardware to feel anything at all. 

I swallowed the bile rising in my throat. 

I had been under for maybe three minutes in real time. It had felt like hours. It had felt like an eternity. 

Slowly, agonizingly, I forced my legs to work. I stood up, leaning heavily against the wall for support. I picked up my slug-thrower from the floor, the heavy metal grip grounding me
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