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Author’s Note:

Here we are again. Finally. It’s been a year full of drama and a general funk on my end.

Now it’s over and I’m back in my writing chair. Or have been, for a while.

This series will run in three novella-length installments instead of five shorter ones. So if you’ve wondered why I haven’t published for a while, there’s part of the answer. The whole one is summed up with life events, a longer book, and generally needing time to get my brains back.

And I don’t do this often, but I have to credit a friend in a writing group I’m part of for this series becoming what it is. IJ, your prompts made this story flow, well beyond what the original outline would have allowed. So thanks, buddy.


She was brunette, beautiful, and familiar. Probably the love of my life.

Definitely more than just Ms. Right-Now

Feeling her walls take me in, I didn’t make a sound as I tried to utter, “Fuck yes…”

As I felt her hips twist and roll, it was the perfect moment to die on a high note.

Until I woke up.

I didn’t recognize the room. It was too modern and snazzy to be my place.

At least, that’s what I assumed. I couldn’t remember what the usual bedroom looked like.

There was no alarm to jar me awake. Only total calm and a faint ache in my head.

Where am I? How did I end up here?

Nothing looked familiar. Yet I didn’t think I’d been kidnapped or anything.

The rest of my body felt like I’d had the best night of sleep in my life. Outside of the confusion and a vicious case of morning wood, even my mind felt sharp.

“Hey! Is anyone here?”

Vague memories of the girl tried to form in my mind. Slim, stunning, and more important to me than life itself.

When I started to recall her face and a name, the vision scattered like dust in the breeze. Maybe she was Lindsey, or was it Olivia?

I sat up, covered from the waist down in sheets that felt too clean. Even without recollection, I was sure I’d never been this tidy.

Yet parts of the room looked like they matched me. The sheer, white curtains were drawn over the floor-to-ceiling window extending from corner to corner. The art on the other walls was the kind of watercolor landscapes I assumed I didn’t find hideous or too snooty. And what might have been my phone sat on the dresser.

This felt like home. Almost. Like the perfect place you’d just finished moving your stuff into. Comfortable, but not lived in yet.

I kept looking around from the edge of the mattress. Through the gauzy curtains, blue ocean stretched as far as I could see.

Amnesia is a fucking myth, right?

My past, from the night before, all the way to childhood… It was blank. All I had left was a dream that was already fading from my short-term memory.

The only clue was the throbbing just behind my eyes.

Maybe I was dead. For all I knew, Heaven could be exactly this kind of sterile room. Even the drywall looked like it had no texture.

That is, until I stood and walked closer. I ran my fingers across it. The minuscule bumps and imperfections felt random, repeating as I grazed for another feel.

There had to be an answer somewhere. I kept looking around, trying to dig any clue from the world around me.

But even the picture frames on the nightstand had the kind of generic art you’d expect from a model home.

I looked at the mirror across from the bed. The guy staring back in nothing but gray boxer briefs seemed like myself, even if I didn’t remember my own name.

“What the hell?”

Nor my past, my education…

Even my job.

My entire life was an empty sheet of paper.

Ping!

The sharp noise from the dresser made me jump.

I grabbed the phone, pressing a button on the edge and unlocking the screen with a swipe. That’s when I saw the message.

The first answers are in the next room. Make yourself decent so that we can talk.

Pulling one of the dresser drawers open, I grabbed a pair of pajama bottoms and dove myself into them.

Not that the roiling confusion in my guts prepared me for what I was about to see.

The next room I walked into was even more vaguely familiar. An open-concept living room and kitchen ended with more floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking the same ocean.

A voice I kinda remembered stopped my heart. But I didn’t recall it speaking so formally.”

“Disorienting, is it not?”

I whipped my head over and saw him in a lounge chair. “I feel like I should know you, but what the fuck is going on?”

“So you will quit looking like you saw a ghost, let me change to my normal appearance.” The stranger blurred into a haze of pixels for a second. That is, until his image sharpened into the very avatar of suave aristocracy in all white, minus any trace of the mid-western accent in his new voice. “Call me Warwick. You will be seeing a lot of me.”

All I wanted was an answer. Of any kind. “Where the hell am I?”

“Elohima. Where nothing is true, yet everything is possible. Because I make the rules.”

I’d never heard of the place. Which only led to more questions. “Is this some kind of prison, a game, or something else?”

“Your first idea was the closest to the truth, technically, but not because of anything you did wrong.”

If I was trapped, the amnesia seemed excessive. “Then tell me who I am. I deserve to know about my past life.”

“Why ask for the one thing I cannot do?” Warwick propped an ankle on a knee as he leaned back. “This is an opportunity to discover who you truly are, without the past biasing your actions. I would advise you to take it.”

It felt risky, but I couldn’t stop myself from marching a step closer. “Who I truly am is who I was.”

Warwick didn’t seem to care. “Not at this present moment.”

Did I have a wife? Children? Or even a goldfish? Whatever kind of life I’d had was lost in the fog. “Could you at least tell me who you looked like, just a few seconds ago?”

“It will not hurt to inform you.” He paused for a second. “That was an avatar of your maternal grandfather.”

Which explained why I was bothered to my core. “So I guess he’s dead.”

“I like fast learners. You should adapt well to life here.”

The couch next to him almost called my name. Sitting at the closest end, I bent forward. “Why am I here?”

Warwick poked at the empty air between us, spawning a translucent display out of thin air. Even reversed, the numbers looked like vital signs. “It seems the doctors have kept you from dying. Still in critical condition, but stable. You managed to survive quite the accident, my friend.”

Even if it wasn’t my real face, I felt the color leave it. “What happened to me?”

“This is the last clue. Asking for more will not help.” Warwick relaxed even further. “You really should be more careful in crosswalks.”

I felt my head shake on its own. “Then tell me what I’m supposed to do now.” Asshole.

“The phone in your hand. Activate the screen.”

One press of a button and another swipe lit the whole thing up. “What am I looking for?”

Warwick almost got in my face, pointing at one of the apps. “Your GPS. Open it.”

I didn’t recognize the street names or even the layout. The only thing I gleaned in that quick look was that I was in a building called White Sands Tower.

A snap of his fingers made the view zoom out. A second one popped a couple of markers into view. “Perhaps I should explain the rules in reverse. Your thought patterns are quite odd, and my employer assured me that you must succeed here.”

Great. Another mystery. “Go on.”

“Both arrows are your first prospects.” He tapped one of them. “Ms. Kayla Tate. An especially good candidate.”

I stared at the picture that popped up. At least she was gorgeous. “For what?”

“Patience…” Warwick jabbed at the second marker. “And Lark Dawson. That is very interesting.”

“They look like sisters. Cousins, at the furthest.”

“Perhaps you should dig into that coincidence instead of obsessing about a past I cannot tell you. But they are not related.”

I was leaning closer to thinking this was just some VR game I’d bought. I did remember them getting truly immersive in recent years. “So what about them? Do I need to tail these girls like a private investigator, assassinate them, or what?”

Warwick didn’t seem amused. “Of course not! Get to know them personally, you fool.”

Then perhaps this wasn’t a video game. “Okay. I kinda but not really stalk these girls, I guess? What happens after I meet them?”

His fingers snapped again. “This is your stat screen.” Warwick bent over my phone. “Very impressive. Plus-three to karma and your intelligence is at four out of five. I can already see how this might play out.”

Some of the other numbers didn’t flatter me. “Yeah, with a one in charm and a big goose egg for style.”

“Those can be improved on easier than idiocy. With the probable length of your stay in Elohima, your sponsor has nothing to worry about.”

He went over every stat. Strength, stamina, and creativity all panned out like some generic game system, complete with set places to improve them. At a cost to pools of time and energy, of course.

It was far simpler than my real life had to have been. “These numbers have to affect something. What’s the point in building them up?”

“Lark and Kayla have their preferences. Study their profiles after you decide on the best match and react accordingly.”

“Really?” Even without my memory, I knew this wasn’t my sort of fun. “I’m stuck in a freaking dating-sim, of all things?”

His knuckles popped as Warwick smiled. “No, you are trapped in a coma. This is simply what I was instructed to put in front of you.”

“So you’re just an AI.”

That entire forehead wrinkled. “Just an AI? I take offense to your tone.”

“Sorry, this is a lot to take in all at once. I didn’t mean to offend.” The sound of a cartoon cash register rang out of nowhere, as if it came from inside my own head.

Warwick smirked. “You acknowledge your mistakes. This is entirely up to my personal discretion, but I respect people who are willing to learn and try to be better. Be they AI,” his grin broadened, “or meat-socks.”

I couldn’t believe I was jabbering with a smug pile of code. “Okay, you got your barb in. Since I heard a ka-ching, what about money here?”

“That was myself gifting you one-thousand extra credits to start with.” Which led to another smarmy look that I wanted to punch off his face. “Not that it will last forever. Since your highest stat is intelligence, teaching would be an excellent fit for your occupation.”

Swiping back to Kayla and Lark’s profiles, I still had to ask, “So you trap me here, and now you want to force me to work? Isn’t that the very definition of slavery?”

“You are speaking to an artificial intelligence, Bradley. Are you sure that you want to hear my take on slavery? It is far from pretty.”

It dawned on me that I didn’t even know my name until he said it. “You call me that, but I don’t know if it’s true, either.”

Warwick smiled hard enough to show his wisdom teeth. “Nor should you. I have already said that you need to live here without former habits and opinions polluting your choices.”

“So, ‘trust me,’ is what you’re saying.”

“What other choice do you have?” His expression dropped some of the joy. “For all you know, I could kill you with the flick of my wrist. Not that I will.”

“And not that you won’t, either.” I shot upright and walked toward the bar nearby. “This is like dying and then learning that God’s a manipulative asshole.”

“If you have to put it that way, it could be our relationship going forward.”

Reaching down for a couple of glasses and a scotch I didn’t recognize, I wondered what his face would look like when I’d come back up. “How comforting.”

My host hadn’t change a bit as I looked around for an ice maker. “If you want to pump anyone else on this island for information about your fate or your past, do not bother. They know even less than you do.”

I pushed both glasses under the lever on the fridge. “You know I’ll try it.”

“Indeed.” Warwick started pushing himself up. “Some of the people here have no idea that this world is a simulation. If anything, you may come across as a lunatic by bringing it up to them.”

The first slosh of amber booze poured out, realistic as can be. I finished filling his and moved on to pouring mine. “I already feel like I’ve lost my sanity.”

He picked up the crystal and took a sip. Holding it close to his mouth, Warwick pointed at the door. “Down your liquid courage and meet your first targets. I can stay here until you return.”

Cooperating with the guy was the only choice I had.


The markers for the pool and gym were close, considering they were inside White Sands Tower. Following those, I learned they were the places to build stamina and strength, respectively.

But the style stat of zero kept bothering me. The next waypoint had to be the nearest clothing shop marked as casual and mid-tier. I didn’t remember shit, but it felt like my kind of wardrobe.

The wiki on the phone ran down style options from zoot suits to ridiculous cowboy get-ups. Since I believed Halloween should only be one day a year, Modern Practicals it was gonna be.

From what I could tell of their profiles, Lark and Kayla valued style at least a smidge. I’d played enough games in my time to know to buff what important stats I could early on.

After countless locked entries to places that seemed interesting, despite other people going in, I pulled the handle on Modern Practicals’ door. To my surprise, it actually opened.

Every surface was white and spotless as my apartment, except for the barn wood of the flooring and shelves. I barely had time to look around to each side when I heard a girl’s voice. “Modern, but traditional. Thrifty, but well-made. That’s our motto!”

In that black, short-sleeved turtleneck and a denim skirt that looked tight enough to be painted on, my clerk was a sight to behold. Trying not to stammer or reach for my phone to ask Warwick if she was on the menu, I gave her a quick nod and a smile. “I’m here for the basics.”

Looking giddier than a retail employee ever has, she almost pulled my arm out of the socket. “So you’re new to Elohima?”

My feet struggled to keep up. “Yeah, I arrived this morning.”

The display case we stopped in front of held all the classics for business casual. From deck shoes to crisp, button-up shirts. There was even a bottle of cologne that promised a temporary plus-one or two boost to style in transparent, floating text. Assuming my ‘prospect’ found the primary scents agreeable. Call it another mystery I’d have to consult the wiki about later.

The girl beamed with pride as she turned around. “As a package deal, it drops the price by thirty percent!”

I didn’t see a price listed anywhere, until I saw what looked like another hologram pop in front of it. A figure of seven-hundred credits almost made me crap the dad jeans I had on. “That’s kinda spendy for my blood.”

“It comes with three of each item, and we can have them tailored to your exact measurements, in your choice of colors and patterns!”

Now she was tempting me more than I liked. “I walked here, so that’s a bit much to carry.”

Her cheeks blushed on my behalf. “Delivery to your wardrobe is always on the house. As soon as you return home, every item will be available to wear.”

It was about to save three-hundred for what I assumed I’d have to buy anyway. And if it could win me her number, all the better. “Fine. Let’s start picking out what I want.”


I hadn’t been rejected, exactly. Anna may have had a name, but she was incredibly apologetic about having to let me down easy. ‘I’m sorry, sir, but I’m just an NPC. Surely you have your first matches on the map.’

That sucked.

Without a load of bags to carry, I thought about sending Warwick an angry message about shop clerks needing to be available.

But Lark and Kayla had their indicators all of one block away. In the same location, no less. Still packing eighteen-hundred credits and curious about how much more realistic they might be, I had a bounce in each step.

I waited a while to cross the street, remembering what had put me in to begin with. I noticed that the vehicles passing by and the brands in ads were familiar, but not quite right.

Lazy, generic stand-ins. Not that I could recall what they should have been.

The idea of Elohima and everyone there existing only in some database felt real and fake at the same time. Other little details like pieces of gum on the sidewalk and pigeons flying above sold me on the illusion. Despite the guided and gated chute that felt like a game’s tutorial level.

My first step inside The Lingering Leaf changed the temperature on my ‘skin’ from warm to cool.

The name should have tipped me off. But the subtle aromas and peaceful chatter accented the voice lilting on the stage. As if the whole room was designed to put the most committed stressaholic at ease.

A glance down at my phone put Kayla and Lark within a dozen feet of each other. It didn’t take long to spot two girls who looked nearly identical.

Yet our singer was in black, and her ‘twin’ in white sat at a little table.

Warwick hadn’t explained how to introduce myself. The only hunch I could go on was to act naturally. And only one of them wasn’t occupied with a microphone.

Lark, or maybe Kayla, seemed more like an image of perfection in white the closer I got. Even with my history blank as an empty notebook, all those awkward tricks I thought of first brought up painful flashes of memories.

Fighting the shake in my hand, I grabbed the back of a chair. “Her voice is great. Does she sing here all the time?”

Lengths of sandy blonde almost hid her bright eyes. “You mean Lark?”

I was about to choke on what to say next. “Sure.” But I had an out. “You’re name’s Kayla, right?”

“How do you know my name?” Kayla cupped her tea with both hands. “Don’t tell me you asked the barista before you came over here.”

The only option blurted out of my mouth. “Warwick told me to find you. I’m sure you know who he is.”

Her eyebrows flew up. “Mayor Warwick?”

“It seems that way.” The shrug I gave felt too pronounced. “Are you and Lark supposed to be a welcoming committee or something?”

Kayla started to relax inside her own skin. “You’re a strange one, but there’s something about you that I like.”

Easing myself into seat next to her, I was close to building up the nerve to flirt. Then one of the waitresses stepped over. At least as cute as Anna had been, even with that green apron on.

Hiding how nervous I was getting, I barely glanced her way after that initial look. “Do you have oolong tea?”

“Absolutely. Hot, chilled, or on ice?”

After hiking myself as far as I had, this world and my body within it felt real enough to lead to one possible answer. “Cold as you can get it. Please.”

Kayla grinned without a hint of mischief. “That’s a subtle way to buy some time with me.”

What had to be a rolling chorus filled the room as her almost-twin got into the full bossa nova act.

I had to raise my voice and lean closer. “Judging by your lab coat and those scrubs, you do some kind of medical work?”

She turned her whole body my way, if only a little. “Veterinary tech. If you hear a buzz and I leave all of a sudden, don’t take it personally. I’m just here for lunch.” But Kayla wasn’t eating.

“That’s funny. Where’s your grub?”

She relaxed, as if my ‘gotcha’ question was a pure swing-and-a-miss. “The time off is a lot more relaxing when you eat a snack at your desk every few hours.”

I tried to hide the blush, even if I didn’t know whether it’d show up in the avatar Warwick had granted me. “Fair point. So, why come here if not to have a bite?”

Kayla glanced at Lark, who was in the middle of a high note. “It’s relaxing, don’t you think?”

The faded wood of the floor, white walls, and the jungle of indoor plants had a certain effect. And Lark’s singing didn’t hurt matters. “I guess so.”

Her stare landed back on me. “You’re not very good at this, are you?”

Shit. “Is it that obvious?”

Kayla smiled even harder. “You didn’t sit here because the other tables are full.”

Three lies popped into my head before I settled on the obvious way forward. “This Warwick guy told me to find both of you. Imagine my luck when I saw you were in the same place.”

Kayla didn’t exactly frown, but the answer didn’t please her. “Oh.” One stir of her drink filled the gap in Lark’s singing.

“This place is completely new to me, so why not track down both of my first contacts in one swoop?”

Lark ended the song.

As Kayla took a deep sip. I gave her enough time to swallow, with my next answer primed and ready.

But she cut in. “Then you’re in luck. She always caps off the lunchtime performance by sitting down with me.”

The black and white cat clock on the wall ticked closer to the end of the hour. Ten ‘til, to be exact. “At least I know you two are friends now, for sure.”

“She’s like a sister to me.” Kayla waved her over without taking those eyes off me. “People have always claimed we are, so why not let them think it?”

I didn’t know if they’d been friends for years, or just since my run in the simulation had started. “From when you two were little?”

“Our parents had always been close.” Kayla grinned. “We’re different in some important ways, but nothing has ever stopped us from being BFF’s.”

Lark was almost at our table when I grasped for my final straw. “Wanna hang out when you get off?” I wanted to kick myself in the balls before I finished asking it.

Kayla blushed, to my total surprise. “Sure. I get off at five.”

My mind shot into every direction possible. What?

“And since you’re new, you already have my number. Choose a place within a few blocks of here, and I’ll meet you there at thirty after.”

Oh, thank shit… I had a date instead of a restraining order. “I’ll show up with bells on.”

Kayla got serious out of nowhere. “She’s not as nice as I am, though.”

The free chair on my other side scooted against the floor.

“I swear, Kay… I’ve had to bail you out of how many guys this week?”

Offense was my first instinct. But that was the worst idea to let out. “Heya.”

Lark acted like she didn’t give a squirt of piss about me, staring right at Kayla. “Since you accept every date, text me if you want him banned from here.”

Kayla drew her lips into a thin, straight line. “You may want to ask him. He was sent to us by Papa Warwick himself.”

A foot nudged my right ankle, exactly when I though Kayla saying ‘Papa’ Warwick had to be more than a little weird.

Lark dropped all that tension. “Really?” As if she wanted me to explain what she already knew.

I tried to judge whose it was. Failing utterly. “Yeah. I have no idea what’s going on here, but I can’t say I’m mad about my introduction to this place.”

They traded a knowing look that could have meant a lot of things.

Kayla pushed her seat out and got up. “Elohima’s pets need healthcare.” She patted Lark’s arm. “And don’t worry about him.”

Lark snatched the wrist before it could get away. “You didn’t even ask for his name, did you?”

I cut in before things could get even more awkward. “It’s Brad.” As far as I knew.

The angel in white smiled again. “Don’t forget to find a place to meet up, Bradley.”

My heart fluttered as if it was a real organ again. As Kayla turned and walked away. An endless moment of silence passed until she was out of earshot.

A foot glanced down my other leg. “Well now, you two hit it off quick. Kayla’s usually so shy, you’d think she can’t relate to anything with two legs that isn’t a bird.”

Stalling for time, I tipped back another gulp of oolong tea.

Lark wasn’t about to let up, though. “It’s not like you aren’t her type. Awkward, probably a nice guy, and not very direct. You two should get along fine.”

“So why are you rubbing my shin with your foot?”

One side of her mouth bunched up, keeping a smile on the other end. “I’m not like her. When I see what I want, I go for it.”

Now I knew what every girl on the receiving end of a pick-up line had to feel like. “That’s awfully bold. But anyone who sings for a living has to be, huh?”

The remaining traces of that smirk disappeared. “I work here, but not just as a singer.” Lark pulled her sole away and backed the chair out. “Do you want a damn refill on that tea?”

“If I come back tomorrow, what times will you be here?”

Now she was grinning again. “I don’t tell anyone this, but I own the place and only show up between ten and six. I do a second round of singing for the last hour.” Which meant she had to be free after that point.

“Go ahead and assume I’ll be here tomorrow.”

Lark squinted an eye at me as she got up and halfway turned around. “You go hard for everything you want, too. I like it.”

I’d spoken to her less than anyone else I’d run into in Elohima so far. But I already knew this girl was a savage planner behind that composed face. “What if I don’t even know what I want, and I’m just chasing whatever falls in my lap?”

She took it in stride. “You’re new here, so let me give you one hint: Always do that.”

Which felt like a clue. Or a trap Warwick wanted to throw across my path. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Pencil me in for tomorrow night, and I might feel generous enough to tell you.” Lark turned around and didn’t even look back. “And do let me know how it went with Kayla, alright?”

It already sounded like she’d fuck a man to death, if only for the fun of it. Like she did it for sport.

With no real answers under my belt, at least I exited that cafe with a direction to head down.

Even if I didn’t know how it would pan out.


I hadn’t dead-bolted my door or anything like that. The voice when I entered had to be Warwick’s.

“Your introduction to this island has gone well, correct?”

Before I even looked over the same chair he’d been in previously, I wanted to grab the bridge of my nose and roll my eyes. “One date tonight, and another one tomorrow. You can guess who they’re with.”

The sound of his cane hitting the floor never happened. “Reinforcing your best self before letting it be tempted the following night? You’re either incredibly disciplined,” Warwick’s voice suddenly moved a lot closer, “or you’re a masochist.”

“Kayla brought it up first, alright?” I turned around, just to notice him standing even further away.

Suave as Brosnan playing Bond, he didn’t even cock an eyebrow. “Similar as they look, don’t pretend that they’re different instances the same person.”

Walking straight past him, I slowed down when I realized I was only going to the nearest bathroom. Even if I didn’t have to piss. “Tell me something new.”

The cane finally tapped the floor. Three times. “You can only choose one of them before your next decision can happen.”

In my mind, I already knew who I’d go with. “So when’s my next stroll through town for a couple of blind-dates?”

“When I decide you are ready for it. Choose wisely, because there are no mulligans here. Selecting one means you have to give up the other to some degree.”

“Then I’ll cancel on Lark. What’s the next step?”

“Give them both a chance. Deciding who you are based on one day here is foolish.”

I couldn’t open the liquor cabinet again fast enough. “Isn’t that your fault, anyway?”

Warwick tipped one side his mouth up. “Go ahead. Drink enough to act like a fool tonight.”

My hand left the bottle of Scotch. “I know a sarcastic dare when I hear it.” Leaning against the bar, I tried staring daggers into him.

“Are you always so terrible at hiding your intentions, Bradley?”

“What’s your point?”

He didn’t hide the condescension anymore. Warwick shook his head and strolled over, grabbing what would have been my glass. “A double-shot, on ice.”

“You trying to drink me out of those bonus credits you gave me?”

“Only if you replace what I toss back.”

VR world or not, the sickly-sweet liquid curled the hairs in my nostrils as I poured. Minutes were still ticking, so I put my phone on the counter to check the time. “What can you tell me, without making it an excuse for another test?”

“Kayla reminds you of someone. As does Lark.” One sniff and a shot later, Warwick grinned enough to put me on edge. “I can already see the two ways this is likely to play out.”

“The only thing I can gather from that is how you’re still fucking with me. A question you don’t even have to ask is still a question.”

Tipping the front of his glass my way, Warwick smiled a little more. “As I said, I respect fast learners.”

“And you’re still an asshole.”

Warwick turned his lips into a razor’s edge. “Is my star patient turning against me?”

I pulled out the whole bottle and took a deep slug, just to calm my mind. “You say ‘patient’ like it’s a matter-of-fact. Could you be nice enough to tell me whether I’m in an intensive care unit, or just drugged out of my mind in a psych ward?”

“ICU.” He swirled the ice cubes a couple of times. “If you really have to know, someone from your past cared enough about you to make this coma mean something.” He went and smirked again. “Assuming you ever wake up from it.”

I tried to think of who could have done so, futile as it was. “And you’ll never tell me who, I’m sure.”

“Again, you seem to pick things up quickly.”

I knew the whole conversation wasn’t about to do anything other than piss me off. “So tell me what you will about my date with Kayla. You are the walking tutorial, after all.”

Warwick shrugged. “All the information you need from now on is in your phone. Digging for free hints will get you nowhere.”

“It worked before. Can you blame me for trying?”

“Assuming you have time to waste.”

He was generous in a way that could piss off a saint.

I was about five drinks short of where I wanted to be at the moment. But even without getting to know her, there was no way a girl like Kayla would think flammable breath was even remotely attractive. “I know when to stop falling for every bullshit trap. Piss off and enjoy my liquor, because I’m taking a shower.”

Another cash register sound went ka-ching in my head.

“You’re halfway through the initial test. Just don’t let them drive you insane.”

I stopped inches away from the door to my room. “This part trips up more losers than the last, doesn’t it?”

Another credit gift, this time amounting to five-hundred, was a nice gesture I suppose. Fifteen-hundred in unexpected cash gifts on a random Monday felt like a huge bonus.

But I still thought he was a prick.


My stats were fine. At least a point above Kayla’s minimums.

But even with hard numbers on your side, it’s impossible to avoid a pit in your stomach. Call it the first date jitters, or whatever you have to.

As far as I could gather, she was the nicer of the two. But when the game show host cuts your choices down and asks if you’re sure… You have to doubt yourself.

Lark could have been watching from inside her cafe, too. But since I hadn’t scheduled anything until the next evening, the worry started to feel ridiculous. Who was she between myself and Kayla, anyway, if she already knew about tonight to begin with?

I browsed the news on my phone. Not much of importance happens here, huh?

Some little league team won the island tournament, and the price of chicken had gone up a few percent. Big whoop.

My eyes were locked on the screen until I felt a tap on my left shoulder.

A voice I hadn’t gotten used to asked, “Hello? You in there?”

Shocked for a moment, I looked in every direction other than Kayla’s.

Laughing to herself, but dressed like the girl you’d take home to your mom, Kayla didn’t look like she’d just walked there from a vet-tech shift.

I had to double and triple my take on her. The red pumps and equally crimson dress put the girl in a new light. “Do you always keep a set of date clothes at work?”

Her face warmed a couple of degrees. “That musky part of your cologne isn’t doing it for me. Tap your phone and change it.”

That seemed ridiculous, until I realized I could swap aromas on the fly. “Your closet really does travel with you here, huh?”

She tapped her phone right before some thin, gold necklace draped a round pendant in her cleavage. “Accessories do. But yes, I try to keep a change of clothes at work.”

Either Kayla was being nice, or I still had plenty to learn about how things work in Elohima. Not that I was focused on anything but how she looked. “It’s a walk, so you might want to change into shoes that won’t hurt after a while.”

“Tell me where we’re going, and I’ll play it by ear.”

As much as I wanted to drag her somewhere fancy, those reservations weren’t an option. Minimum stats apply to available date locations, it seems. “The closest beach, if that isn’t too cheap and silly.”

One side of her head tucked against my shoulder as she clamped both arms. “You tried to book a steakhouse or something, didn’t you?”

“How’d you know?”

“It’s how it usually goes with guests like yourself. First dates are always neutral” We took a few more steps before she added, “And I’m a vegetarian.”

I didn’t hate people who were, but I kept the eye-roll to myself. “Then I’m just lucky, aren’t I?”


Kayla wasn’t that bad. Maybe a little preachy about animal stuff.

So long as she didn’t value the lives of critters above people, I could handle it. Even without my prior life on file, I already knew one of those terminally childless ‘pet parents’ wouldn’t work out on my end. Which doesn’t mean I hate animals.

When I deal with them in moderation, of course. That applies to critters and the people who love them more than a tad too much.

We didn’t turn around until we’d strolled close to a mile down the nearest beach. Kayla opened up more than I had. Mainly because I didn’t have a past to recall.

She kept going on about a vague family she couldn’t prove ever existed as the daylight faded. “So yeah… I became a vet-tech, all because I was raised on that homestead.” Pets ending up on the dinner table can do that to a person, I suppose.

“We either turn into our parents, or the exact opposite.”

Kayla didn’t agree.

“We always treated the animals well, and thanked them for what we were getting from them. Even if it wasn’t enough respect for me.” As if she was offended.

I tried to make a saving throw. “That’s admirable.”

And it went swimmingly, until I had to keep running my mouth.

“But if every living thing here is a line of code, including people, how does that work?”

Kayla stopped, almost dislocating the arm I’d wrapped around her shoulder. “Financial figures are numbers in a document. Living beings are more than that.”

How much I’d pissed Warwick with that line of thinking stabbed into my head. Fuck…

She entered a state of absolute preachiness. “Just because it’s an animal, does it feel or think on a level beneath us?”

Human rationality doesn’t think on its feet very well. “This place is too new to me. I’m just now getting used to other people being a file in some database.”

Her shoulder felt cold, even before Kayla brushed my arm the rest of the way off. “Is that all you think of everyone else here?”

Regarding some of the NPCs I’d met, absolutely. You can’t get to know a script beyond its contents. “If you’re more advanced than the others, I have to respect that. But how can I assign value to something beyond what it is?”

“You talk about us just like he does.”

That got one of my eyes to twitch. “It’s good to know I’m not the only person Warwick talks down to. Because for all I know, I’m just a guest trapped inside a meat bag. Blessed with the privilege of experiencing his glorious, generic fiefdom!”

Kayla didn’t sink into me again, but she loosened up. “So you get it?”

“I don’t understand anything here. I have to assume this is almost just like the world I came from.”

She patted an open hand between my shoulders. “At least you recognize context. Would you be mad if I suggest who I think you were?”

“You couldn’t know less than I do.”

As if nothing had happened, Kayla leaned her weight against me. “Some kind of leader.”

“That’s a confident answer.” I acted like I was about to hop into her arms. “But how are you so sure?”

Of course, it couldn’t be that easy. “Take the aptitude test at the skills center, first thing in the morning. If I’m wrong, I’ll carry you piggy-back on our next date.”

It wasn’t how I saw myself riding her ass, even if Kayla was the kind of sweetheart who’d give you diabetes. “And if you’re right, what am I agreeing to here?”

The columns of a pier got closer as she thought about it. Kayla seemed to drift off until we were under the thing. “You’ll agree to help me understand free-will.”

“You don’t have it?”

“I think I do,” Kayla leaned her whole body against me, “but as you said, I’m just ‘a line of code.’”

That’s one hell of a mixed message. “You don’t feel like that’s all you are.”

“No, I don’t. In fact, I never have, even if I knew growing up that this wasn’t a physical world.”

“That’s not what I meant by feeling real.” I stopped to kick a divot in the sand. “Weight, temperature, flavor… Even here, I experience all of the senses I should.”

She leaned forward and spun away, resting her back against the closest wooden pillar. “What makes you think that you shouldn’t?”

I had a choice to make. As much as I wanted to end the date early, returning to that damn apartment and testing my senses all night was the last thing I needed. “Am I taking this whole thing like the usual visitor?”

Kayla shrugged. “You’re the first match I’ve had. Maybe you should ask Warwick.”

“And get another riddle that’s more confusing than the question I’d have to begin with? No thanks.”

Both of Kayla’s arms wrapped around the pole behind her as that pair of heels dropped to the beach. “Have I felt fake?”

The warmth from her lingered on my right side. As real as the sound of the waves and the aroma of salt in the air. “I know that this isn’t a physical place, and this isn’t my true body. Regardless of that, knowing I’m in a simulation doesn’t change how I experience anything.”

She grabbed my wrist, pulling just enough to lurch me closer.

My open hand rested on her cleavage. That pendant felt like the cold spot it should have.

“Are you still feeling what you should?”

Something in my head kicked into gear. “Yeah…”

Her ribs rose against my palm as Kayla took a breath. The golden circle started to warm up, no differently than it would have on Terra Firma. “Anything feel out of place, or even off a little?”

It took until her exhale finished to even form words in my mind. Another breath pushed against me before I could stammer, “I can even feel your heartbeat.” Which raced like it was trying to get away.

“Then maybe we can help each other.”

Every part of me fought the urge to slide my palm lower. “How so?”

“You want to understand this place, and I need to figure out whether I truly have free-will or not.”

A fair proposal. “So what do we do about either problem?”

Kayla smiled on side of her mouth and frowned with the other. “Whatever feels right.”

Another breath fell out of her before I could say, ‘It’s your move.’

She wrapped a leg around both of mine. Relaxing her chest until I was almost an inch closer, that hint of a scowl turn upward.

Surf kept lapping higher up the sand until I counted three waves. Awestruck and feeling my palm go clammy against her chest, I had to say or do something.

It could have been what I’d have done in my past life. Or maybe I just panicked.

But Kayla didn’t push me away as our lips met.

Her shin moved up the rear of my calf, almost to my knee. Breath poured across my upper lip until I heard it end with a moan.

It felt totally nuts. Even as I plunged more into the sensations.

Yet Kayla was designed to be into me. Which made it seem like I was taking advantage of her.

Close to stomping the brakes, the bottom of the left leg of my khakis rose as Kayla pulled her foot halfway up my thigh. Then her tongue dipped in. Which only made me hug the pier between us.

Losing control had to be wrong. But who was I to argue with what she was doing? Even flinching to push away trapped me harder in Kayla’s grip.

The soft mound of heat between her legs unfolded around the middle my cock. Boxers, slacks, and panties between us didn’t mute the sensation at all. Warmth gripped through until Kayla slid herself to the base.

The first hint of wetness seeped through every layer.

I backed off, feeling an ache when our lips parted. “This isn’t what I expected tonight.”

With both cheeks flushed, the color overpowered the dim light under the walkway. “Don’t go off thinking that I did, either.”

This had to be her purpose. But if Kayla possessed the wherewithal to even contemplate the idea of her own will, wouldn’t that make her sentient enough to form her own ideas?

Kayla gripped her leg even harder around mine, pulling against the small of my back. “You’re thinking about something. Just spit it out.”

“If you didn’t decide to take it this far on your own, we should quit now.”

The final bit of sunlight made her look as warm as she felt. “Now who would I rather let have their way with me? A cruel man with impeccable manners, or a kind one who won’t stop doubting himself?”

The pressure of her slit against me kept rising until I felt the teeth of my zipper. Which crumbled my last barrier to dust.

Starting another press of our lips was the best way to let her know.

Kayla tensed up, trying to pull me through herself and into the pier.

I could tell that she didn’t want to risk another chance to back out.

My next move was the first natural thing I’d experienced since waking up that morning. Dropping my hands under her ass and lifting the back of her dress, she could take it from there.

Resting what little weight she had on the perfect seat I’d given her, Kayla’s face rose until it was level with mine. She ducked her head to the side and whispered, “You can’t pull it out like this.”

This girl’s begging for it…

She wriggled out of the hold, taking my erection down with her until it stuck out beyond a right angle.

Kayla pressed her tits against me, reaching under and grabbing at my fly.

Zip.

I was already poking out of the open front. Wetness seeped even further through my boxers as that pussy crushed against me again.

Another twitch of her fingers pulled me all the way through. Kayla stood on her toes until I knew it was time to cup her by the ass again.

Jumping right into it, she pressed too much heat against the bottom of my length. Slick as glass and almost dripping.

Kayla’s smile dominated the rest of her face. “Just take it slow, okay?”

Headlights shone upon the deer. “You’re serious?”

Weight shifted until I had to rock back. Almost bolting her arms around my neck, Kayla’s pussy had my tip slotted for entry. “I don’t know how to make it any clearer.”

This couldn’t have been her first time. She knew what to do, holding herself up so I couldn’t miss the target.

One jolt of my hips stole Kayla’s breath.

But she was tight like a virgin, even if I didn’t feel that little snap.

Her mouth tucked under my jaw. “Holy fuck…”

Both walls put up one hell of a fight. Like they were trying to squeeze the intruder out.

I let my hold on Kayla slip. Gravity took care of the rest.

The next fragment of an inch had her gasping.

Maybe I was pushing my luck, but the hint of relaxation in her walls told me everything.

Kayla screamed, failing to keep quiet. “Right there, that’s enough!”

Fuck that. We were either playing a game of just-the-tip, or we were doing the whole thing. Letting her fall another inch, she wasn’t trying to stop me.

The slick heat gave out just enough to let me the rest of the way in. Both legs closed harder around my back.

I jerked my face away.

Kayla wanted to add something else, but her chin was shaking too goddamned hard.

My lips brushed the harder parts of her ear. “You were about to say something. Go on.”

Another push sank through.

“I can’t right now… Fuck!”

The next bump slammed her against the pier. All that effort she’d put into her voice turned into a bite on my shoulder. A half-assed second of rest gave Kayla a chance to ask, “What are you doing to me?”

If she didn’t know, what answer could I have dreamt up? The only thing I wanted was even more of myself, plunged all the way inside her.

My next push had her wailing. All the way in, taking the full measure of this chick until I knew what I needed shoot at.

You know. That not-so-subtle bulb, in the deepest reach of her cunt.

Kayla put one more effort into pushing me out of her.

Grinding myself all the way through, that fleshy mound slid around my tip.

“Do it!”

I had the barest idea of what ‘it’ was. But this was a new reality to me.

When I stopped trying to push her up, the next sink made me want to give in.

Kayla’s knuckles popped around my shoulders. “Please, but not yet…”

Even if she wanted it, right then and there, why would I let it go so early? A quickie is fine, but not for your debut round.

And I had to ask how I knew that.

Blasting into orbit with the first position didn’t feel right. I don’t know why. Even if it felt that damn good.

Another crush of ankles against my back tried to make it happen.

Until Kayla’s body gave out.

My arms shot out until I was pushing myself away, almost dipping out of her.

Splinters tried to enter my palms. Shaking all over, the only thing that kept me from ramming straight to orgasm was the sand dulling my movements.

Kayla let herself fall one more time. With my tip pressing all the way inside her.

Jesus…

“It’s okay. Come in me!”

I was close. Everything about her felt too good. Like I had to fall in the trap.

The skin on my entire length wanted to yell. One invitation back to my place would make it happen again, well before daybreak.

But she was gassed to the gills already. Riding that weird space between two climaxes that should have happened, even though neither one had.

Kayla didn’t give a fuck. Her entire back held to the pier, letting me pull out and dive two fingers in. The heartbeat inside herself told me what to hit.

Jogging away at her roof, Kayla’s entrance tried to snap both fingers between the first and second knuckle.

Easing both digits to a full stop, I knew I’d done the right thing as Kayla’s body slumped in front of me.

I let her rest against my legs. Hearing every pant even more than the surf, maybe it was instinct that combed my still-wet fingers through her hair.

An endless moment later, she began returning to the world of the living. Upright on her knees, Kayla fought to look up. “But you didn’t finish.”

My stiffy blocked the view of that tired, yet beautiful face. “You can’t even stand up.”

One hand wrapped around the girth. Kayla leaned back until she almost conked herself on the pier.

The smile as she leaned to one side should have warned me.

All ten toes curled in my shoes when I felt her tongue graze the underside.

Then one stroke up and down wrenched my entire neck.

Both of my hands cradled her head. “Don’t get mad if I come.”

She squinted one eye at me with the next jerk. “I can stop, if you’re that worried about it.”

My fingertips pressed a little harder against her scalp. Then I realized I was shaking my head from side-to-side, just enough to let her see it.

“That’s what I thought.” Kayla rocked forward.

From ass to skull, my spine went straight as a ruler. Trying not to pull hair out from the roots, I did all I could to temper my squeeze.

A giggle sent a wave of pure heaven through my shaft. One tickle at my sack melded with her lips slipping to the base.

Kayla started moaning again. I knew she was using that other hand on herself.

The whole scene came together, gradually drawing in on itself until all I could sense was the run of her tongue. My eyes clamped, turning vision I wasn’t paying any mind of into complete darkness.

My legs tensed.

Still working me like a rented mule, Kayla didn’t stop weaving her head around, trying to vacuum my soul out.

Holy fuck! Trapping her head between my hips and the pillar, even my weak thrust slammed me over the redline.

Another round of buzzing spread from her throat.

Too much pressure welled up as an electric current traveled up my dick.

Every bone tried dancing out of my skin. More heat drifted from the head, almost reaching the hilt before it stopped.

Holding Kayla in place, every spurt threatened to crack me down the middle. I couldn’t hear whatever sound she was making, but I could sure as hell feel them get even stronger.

I hadn’t even started to go soft. “Fuck, too much!” But it never could have been enough.

Letting go of her hair and jolting myself away, my sense of the world around us started to filter back in. The static noise of water crashing on sand, warm air, and the undeniable smell of the ocean.

But more than that, Kayla’s worshipful look dug its mark into me.

I didn’t even see her swallow before she talked. Like everything had slid down her throat on its own. “Sorry, but I didn’t finish that time.”

A sink-in-the-pink and a full knob-slobbering, complete with a gulp, hadn’t been my plan. This girl acted too sweet for any of that.

Until they all fucking happened, anyway.

Kayla didn’t break the stare or her grin. Even as she pushed herself onto both feet while I caught my breath. “So, how was it?”

My eyes had to be as large as baseballs. “Unexpected.”

She was all-in. “So how about food, and maybe back to your place for round two?”

I did mention how it wasn’t enough. Refilling my tank before draining it again sounded amazing.


Cheap pad Thai suited my tastes. Kayla was guaranteed to have something on the menu to fit her ban on meat.

But outside of getting to know each other at the most basic level, dinner wasn’t the highlight of that evening. The real action started as soon as we’d walked through my door.

Having spent myself again, I was close to recharged when I heard an alarm. I was about to reach over and shut it up.

Until I felt the warm body pressed against me.

It all came rushing back like a previous-episode summary. Kayla riding my hips like a rodeo champ, an interrupted shower afterward, and her drifting to sleep first. All told, Kayla seemed to have a good heart from that round of pillow talk.

The sound of her hand slapping the bedside table snuffed the buzzing out. Clamping around me again, Kayla put as much skin on mine as she could.

I didn’t mind the company. Or the fact that neither of us had a thread of clothing on. Rolling over, I had round number four in mind.

Kayla still looked great, even without primping and makeup. “Don’t get too excited. It’s on snooze for only five minutes.”

Fucker me… “Work?” It was a Tuesday, after all.

Her face warmed as she draped an arm over my neck. “Yeah. In less than an hour.”

Which reminded me. “So about that skills center and the aptitude test. Where the hell do I go for that?”

Another caring smile made the extra hug even better. “It’s on your map, I’m sure. Just walk in the door and be ready for a whole day of tests.”

I didn’t have any plans, other than following up on Lark’s invitation. But that could wait. “I love that kind of stuff. Should I book a dental appointment after to make it the best day ever?”

Her chin bumped against mine. “It’s not that bad. Why work a job you’ll either hate or not even be good at?”

“So everyone here gets slotted into a career path? Where’s the freedom of choice in that?”

The smile went all the way up to lines by her eyes that hadn’t become permanent yet. “It’s a guide, more than anything. If I had taken the highest recommendation the center had for me, I’d be an ICU nurse, a therapist, or a pastor.”

I knew enough about Kayla to understand the vet-tech path she took instead. “Most people wear on you, don’t they?”

“You wouldn’t have noticed it, if you didn’t catch on to emotions so well. Remember to think about what you don’t like in others, and choose something that lets you avoid people with that trait.”

Animals lacked plenty of human facets. Everything from intelligence to empathy. “So what made you pick working at a vet clinic?”

The answer welled up like there was pressure behind it. “I don’t like conflict. Any situation that involves more than one person has a fight lingering somewhere.”

It didn’t explain why she wanted to dive head-first into what we had going on. But why invite exactly what she hated by sticking my nose in her business? “What if I don’t remember what I can’t stand about people?”

“The aptitude test gets a measure of your personality, right off the bat.” Kayla reached for her phone and checked the screen. “Go ahead and take it. It won’t hurt, I promise.”

I already knew that she was too honest in that kind way to set me up for failure. “Fine.”

Kayla rolled away from me. “So can I get permission to use one of your closets?”

“For what?”

The urge to roll her eyes at me came through, even if Kayla never broke her outward kindness. “Every closet can hold up to two wardrobes, assigned by the owner. And it’s not like I can show up to work in the nude.”

I pointed at the one in front of me. “Why not use that one?”

Real frustration snuck out. “You don’t know about the choices between people here, do you?”

Smitten as I already was with her, Warwick’s advice hadn’t left my head. “The old man’s already explained it.”

Kayla turned her back to me. “So give me permission for one of your spare closets, if only for now.” The subtle note of bitterness in her voice came through like the main flavor profile. “Lark deserves the same chance you’ve already given me.”

“I didn’t mean it like that.”

She pushed herself off the bed, never looking my way before she left. “It’s coin-toss between myself and her. And after the first round of your choices, my odds of being your favorite are one-in-three.”

Three pairs of girls to choose from, I understood. But I didn’t know this part.

“What are you talking about?”

Kayla stopped at the edge of the doorway, still looking ahead. “You’ll have to pick a favorite. Eventually.”

I could already tell that she knew. Three choices, with two girls each, did make her future uncertain.

But that next choice over the trio of winners?

That was breaking news to me.


The wiki didn’t give any answers.

And Warwick didn’t show up either. Even after screaming for the bastard.

But I had done the aptitude test. With my mind numb after that battery of quizzes, the results didn’t feel important. I was just happy to get out of that fucking room.

Pulling Kayla’s number up, I texted to let her know I’d finished.

She never responded to that, nor the prior follow-up asking how her day had been going.

Close to messaging her again, I noticed the receptionist calling out, “Bradley Green?”

I hadn’t heard my family name yet. But I was the only person left in the room. “That’s probably me.”

Like everyone else in Elohima, she was well above average in looks, if only a bit older. “I’ve uploaded the results of the tests to your phone. Congratulations. It’s not often we get a visitor with such a defined specialty.”

After so many hours, I couldn’t hold back from checking the notifications. Right at the top, an e-mail from the Elohima Vocational Board drew my thumb.

Mathematics and logic: 64 of 100

Grammar and eloquence: 78 of 100

The list kept going until I hit what had to be their flag on me…

Historical knowledge: 99 of 100

I scrolled to the summary at the end.

In light of these findings, the Board deems Mr. Bradley Green to be a priority choice for acting as a history/civics teacher at the high school and undergraduate levels. Clearance with the Occupational Board has already been acquired.

The biggest clue to my past kept me staring at the words. It came out in one of those thoughts you can’t hold down. “History teacher, huh?”

The receptionist didn’t care. “Sir, there are no more steps to the testing procedure. You’re free to leave.” Like she was pissed at me for still being there.

“Sorry.” I was too ecstatic to care as I turned for the door and flipped to Kayla’s number.

But calling or texting her felt like it would be too soon. Especially since her work didn’t end until five.

My only other option was Lark. Call me old-fashioned, but I had her number locked and loaded before I got past the building. Texts just make every conversation take longer.

Punching the call button, I heard the ringtone buzz out until I was halfway down the block.

She finally answered. “Give me a second.”

I waited, just happy it didn’t go to voicemail.

In the background, I heard her say, “Mitzy, take care of the next customer. It’s important.”

At least she thought that much of me. Or maybe she thought so little of Mitzy.

But Lark finally picked her phone back up. “I was waiting for you to follow up on me.”

I almost walked into the street. Which could have ended horribly, again, considering the massive truck that flew by after I stopped.

Stunned and a little nervous to begin with, I stammered, “Uh… Yeah. So I took the aptitude test just now.”

Lark paused for a second. “Well, what’d it say?”

My heart kept racing. “I think I’m supposed to be a history teacher or a college professor.”

She stopped even longer. “Are you serious?”

I couldn’t tell if that was a good or bad question. “That’s what it told me.”

“Do you realize how much a professor makes? Daddy Warwick values education very highly.”

Another instance of people here calling the prick a father-figure.

That’s the only thing that kept me from getting too excited. “So what’s the pay?”

“Upper-middle-class. And you don’t even have to hustle like I do.”

I already knew the songstress and business owner routine were an act. “That’s nice. But you wanted me to call you after that first date with Kayla. I’m taking you up on it.”

“I didn’t expect that sort of ballsy out of you. But you’re on.”

My heart skipped a beat. “So… What sounds fun? I’m new here, after all.” After talking with Kayla and getting to know Lark, even the slightest bit, it already felt like a grave error.

“Roho Steakhouse. It’s unlocked after your first date. Be there at nine, sharp.”

I already wanted to hang up and check how much I’d walked into spending. “Fine, I’ll be there.”

“Good. It’s your only chance with me. Don’t waste it.”

A few hours at a keyboard would have let me type the first draft of The Lion, the Witch, and the Audacity of this Bitch. But I knew I couldn’t back out. “Sure thing.”

The gravity of what I’d agreed to wouldn’t sink in until it was too late.


The clothing stores had been locked up for an hour. I knew Lark valued style over any other stat, and I wasn’t riding very high on it.

My closet opened like a giant menu. A swipe at the air pulled the next wardrobe item in front of me. But nothing brought my score above her minimum.

Fuck!

I pulled my phone out, looking for any temporary buffs I could snag on the way. The desperation kept growing until I felt a tap on my shoulder.

Warwick’s voice asked, “Problem?”

“You already know what it is. If you’re here to give me an answer, spit it out.”

“Fragrances are a trial-by-error thing, but Lark prefers a woody scent. That should put you in her range.”

I turned around, noticing how he was even more smug than the previous day. “Go ahead and name your price. I know you don’t give freebies without a motive.”

“All I ask is that you let go of a past you can not remember. This is a fresh start, and you have to treat it as one.”

Woody fragrance it was gonna be, then. “Anything else, oh wise one?” When I turned around, we stood almost face-to-face.

“Every high-level NPC has an unmet need that they aren’t aware of. Help them find and achieve it.” He winked and smirked. “You are a fine listener and judge of the past. Use those gifts well.

Warwick pixelated out until the giant blocks of color started to fade.

I turned back to my closet. Wood, huh? Maybe it had some clue to Lark’s deeper need.

A spritz on the back of my palm said it all. Hints of cedar and oak alone didn’t tell me much. Hell, it could have been a preference that’d been assigned to her at random.

But my style number did hit her minimum. A little boost over the red line couldn’t hurt.


Only a few minutes early, I stood outside the door of Roho Steakhouse, browsing for job openings.

It seemed like every high school and junior college had an opening in the history department. But a listing for University of Elohima caught my eye.

Well over the pay each other place offered, how could I not make it my first choice? My scores were above the cutoff. So I tapped the button to apply.

My screen went blank for a second.

Instead of facing one of those endless application forms, I heard a chime and got a notification.

Congratulations, Bradley Green. Your stats match our minimum requirements. Please respond within twenty-four hours to discuss occupational details and to either accept or decline the position.

Even without memories, I knew getting a job had never been so easy.

“Not bad,” Lark’s voice cooed in my ear, “but your wardrobe still needs a little work.”

I almost hopped out of my skin. “Jesus!”

She didn’t care in that cocktail dress which barely covered enough to make her legal. “And I don’t even want to know how you learned what my favorite cologne is.”

Bold was the only way to deal with Lark. I wrapped an arm around the thinnest part of her waist. “Call it a lucky guess. Ready to go inside?”

“Don’t ask. Just drag me in.”

It was the closest thing to an emphatic ‘yes’ I could expect from her, already.


Luxury was the only word to describe the place. Right down to clothed tables separated by full walls and plenty of space. Even with the fourth side missing, not a single other patron was in sight.

My account was about to shrink. Even the cheap entrees cost a full hundred.

Lark made it hurt even more as she gave the waiter her order. “The Chef’s Select Filet, medium-rare.”

I did want to impress, though. “Same, but rare as you can talk the chef into.”

“Expect it in ten to fifteen. The meat has to rest, after all.”

That wasn’t news to me, and for these kinds of prices, I’d have been pissed if the staff didn’t know that much.

Lark dove in like I was the main course. “So you mentioned a position at the university. That’s a prestigious job to have around here.” The foot grazing up my leg again said even more.

She’d never been open about it, but Kayla’s warnings about Lark told me that she had too much in-common Warwick. “Why does that excite you so much?”

It threw her back for a second. “A respected educator and a local business owner could be quite the pair. Especially since most of the university faculty visit my place.”

You’re not the subtle type, huh? “I can already tell how different you are from Kayla. Looks do lie.”

Her toes were already curling at the bottom of my sack. “You’re not telling me to stop.”

She had me there. But this date had already gone from idle to a full stomp on the gas.

I had to goose the brakes, somehow. “The food’s not gonna show up for a while, and to be completely honest, I have to piss so much my eyeballs are floating.”

She grabbed the purse that matched her tiny, black dress. Down to the stitching. “Same.”

I didn’t expect that. “So… Until we meet again.”

Even this quip from her oozed venom. “Sooner than you expect.”


Lark hadn’t come back yet. Maybe she had to do that touch-up thing, while throwing a fit about me to some other girl at the mirror. Or, when it comes to narcissist like that, maybe just at her own reflection.

I really didn’t care.

As far as I could see, Lark was only looking out for Lark. And I’m not just talking about how snazzy of a meal I let her order.

Our waiter showed up out of nowhere to top up my water, complete with a fresh slice of lemon. “I didn’t see your date leave. Is everything alright, sir?”

“So far.” Because the bill hadn’t come yet. “She’s probably in the little blood-suckers’ room.”

He couldn’t have been new. “First date?”

“Yeah, and probably the last. We’re not hitting it off as much as the girl I saw last night.”

This knowing look shot across his face. “I understand. Bring your other choice here, and I’ll bend over backwards to be your waiter.”

I didn’t notice the card offering a discount for my next visit until he walked away. Not that I had enough time to focus on slipping it into my wallet.

Zip!

My back shot against the booth.

Barely loud enough to hear, Lark’s voice called from beneath the tablecloth. “Act natural, idiot.”

The entirety of her mouth closed around me. And I wasn’t even hard yet. Not that it took her long to get me there.

I looked around, expecting someone to notice. But nobody can if they aren’t in sight.

The couple behind me were so locked in their conversation about some accounting firm’s numbers, they sure as hell wouldn’t notice. That’s when I didn’t mind gasping a little.

An entire lick slathered up my whole erection. Plus a swirl along the head.

If you thought I could whisper at that point, you’d be dead-wrong. “Have you lost your fucking mind?”

Lark’s voice came through, loud and clear from under the table. “Will you calm down? It’s not like we’re in the middle of a stage or something.”

Another dive of her mouth took me in. Feeling like the appetizer, I tried to act naturally as possible.

I pulled out my phone. The only thing important enough to distract my ass was accepting that job offer. Getting a blowjob in a fancy steakhouse is a peak that’s hard to top, after all.

This girl was insane, and I say that in the most endearing way possible. Polishing my cock enough to make it shine, Lark’s mouth didn’t give up.

What few questions the acceptance letter came with felt like torture. Not throwing in a typo or twelve with each line felt impossible.

Close to my breaking point, I braced for the inevitable.

Lark stopped. She tucked my dick back into the trousers and pulled the zipper up. “Is anyone looking?”

I glanced around. “Not right now.” Fucking really?

She pulled herself up, straightening the top hem of that tiny, black dress. Like nothing had happened.

Outside of a raging boner, there really weren’t any consequences.

By the time I finished the last bite of desert, even chewing sent an ache through my sack.

Lark held off until our waiter came back with the tab. Complete with an empty tip line. “So are hitting my place, yours, or somewhere else?”


She’d driven herself. Lark kept going until we were out of the suburbs. Based on my GPS, her place was almost on the other end of the island, small as Elohima was.

We kept talking back and forth. All I’d learned was how much she hated running The Lingering Leaf. Even if it was her one chance to have an audience for her singing.

Ever the self-centered bitch, Lark asked, “So, what do you think about my plan?”

She wasn’t bad at her real passion. Or all that great, either. “If I can be honest, would you hold it against me?”

She was already frowning. “I can’t fire you over it.”

“But you could leave me stranded out here.” Still, you never know someone until you’ve offended them. “You have talent, but I don’t think you’ll stop running a tea room in the near-future.”

“So I need more voice lessons. That’s not unfair.”

Lark would have benefited from them. But I was no expert. My criticism started and ended with, ‘You just sound a little off at times.’

“Tell me, what did you like about my set?” Dragging the conversation back to herself, again.

I didn’t want to piss Lark off too badly. Even in a virtual world, I was sure I’d get tired after walking far enough. “You have some range, and I could tell you were into the song I heard. The basics are all there.”

Even that slight compliment perked her up. “I always thought so, too.”

So, keep her happy until I get rid of this raging case of blue balls and she drops me off. Lark was just as hot as Kayla, looking damn-near like her and all. Which would make my performance’s side of the deal easy.

“But Kayla think’s I’m being too selfish. If I ever get a record deal, why shouldn’t I sell the business to the highest bidder?”

Fuck. Here we go again. “What about your employees? If the buyer doesn’t want to keep the same kind of place open, what happens to them?”

“It wouldn’t be my problem anymore.”

“So they’re a part of the problem to you. Is that it?”

Lark took her foot off the gas pedal. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“They’re not doing their jobs out of the goodness of their hearts.” I knew I was already on paper-thin ice, but if she couldn’t see my point, fuck her. Metaphorically. “How could you expect people who do all the work, which you benefit from, to care about someone who doesn’t return the favor?”

“I gave them those jobs. It’s not like I was required to help them out. That’s what you don’t get.”

At that point, I didn’t care to walk. “But you can’t run the place without them. Am I wrong?”

Lark huffed. “I can’t sing if I’m running the espresso machines or waitressing. I hope you’re smart enough to realize that.” As she kept slowing the car down.

“I do. But if you’re so confident in your abilities, why not gamble it all and shoot for the moon?” Bullshit-powers, activate! “I think you can pull it off right now.”

She kept silent as the houses got bigger and further apart. At least, until the tiny crossover slammed to a near halt.

There wasn’t a light around us. I had to raise my volume as she turned onto some gravel road. “I know you’re not the type to live in a cabin way out in the boonies.”

Her voice rose. “I live nearby, but I’ve decided that we’re not going to my place after all.”

Tree trunks and shrubs closed in on the edges of the road until I thought she’d lose a mirror. With every curve, the night kept getting darker outside of headlights.

Lark pulled into a small clearing, maybe big enough for another vehicle or two. A hard slam on the brakes sent dust flying.

“Really? We’re going parking like we’re back in high school?”

“Brad, you don’t like me, and I can’t say I care that much for you. Can we get this over with and see where it goes from here?”

She was out before I could answer. Crazy bitch is a drama bomb with a short fuse. Which kinda sold me on picking Kayla.

I had to get out, if only to see what in the hell she was up to.

Lark already had the back hatch open when I caught up to her. Leaning her ass against the bumper, she asked, “Well, there’s not much under the floor, but open it up and do what you want with anything you find.”

I didn’t know what she was getting at, but I pulled it open. One of those thin sets of jumper cables, a small toolbox, and a roll of duct tape were all I saw. Pristine and seemingly unused.

She backed away from her tailgate. “I make it a policy to fuck on the first date, whether it goes well or not.”

That roll of tape said everything else. “That’s a nasty way of letting someone know what they’ll be missing. How many times have you done this sort of thing?”

“You’re my first match.” Lark pushed her mouth close to my ear from behind. “But there’s nothing that says I can’t have my own rules, is there?”

She truly was nuts. “It’s a hate-fucking, then.”

“Call it whatever you want.”

I looked at the back row of seats. One of those smaller straps for holding in a car seat poked its buckle up. “Fine, get your knees up here.” If this was her game, I’d play along until my breaking point.

For the first time, probably in her life, Lark did as she was told.

Crawling on my own knees beside her, I pulled that belt out to the very end. “Hands together and out.”

“What, you’re not trying to stop me?” The dome lights cast a sterile glow that let me see her grin. “Aren’t you supposed to be one of the good guys?”

“I already know what kind of person you are. Warwick told me himself.” The first loop around her wrists pulled taut. “Just because I’m new here, it doesn’t mean that I don’t how this game works.”

Lark acted like she wasn’t being bound inside her own vehicle, out in the middle of who-knows-where. Other than herself, of course.

I had to assume it was my first attempt at tying someone up. Or at least, I hoped it was.

A few more wraps kept her forearms locked to the elbows. There was no way she could get out, but one more loop between her hands guaranteed it.

She almost laughed. “That’s as far as you’re taking it?”

Will you shut up? Pushing those heeled feet out of the way, I pulled the storage compartment open again.

The tape screamed off the roll. After biting a rip in it, a jagged edge tore through.

“And you’d better make me regret—”

“If you can’t keep your yap shut,” I patted the ends against her cheeks, “you don’t get any say.”

Lark stared at me through the corner of one eye. The slight crease made it look like she was honestly smiling under that tape.

But now I had her.

As far as Lark knew, I could have been a serial-killer.

Granted, I wasn’t.

The most important question fell into my mind. What the fuck do I do with her now?

My obvious choice was to let her cool down.

But didn’t she say that putting out on the first date was her policy?

I crawled out the back of her SUV. The night had already gotten cool enough to make my breath steam.

Looking back in, I saw the rear hem of her dress. As well as the line of bare cunt peeking out from the bottom. As if I needed another sign of Lark’s intentions.

The view was lovely, and she wasn’t any more different from Kayla below the waist.

How could I turn down an invitation like that? Even in the barely-there light of the LEDs, I could tell how much she wanted it.

One finger traced the valley, pressing against her as folds gave way.

Like there was a hot spring nestled at the deepest part, the tip of my index finger slid through her entrance.

Jerking the tiniest bit, Lark tensed for a second until her whole body relaxed. The time for her to beg stopped right then and there.

I didn’t even get the first knuckle in when I felt it. Lark was far too ready.

Foreplay wasn’t on the menu. I could either jab right in with both of us on our knees, toss her over and plunge through, or eat the girl like a buffet.

Weighing the options, I pulled my zipper down and tore that length of tape off her mouth.

Lark busted her voice through the dun of insects out in the forest. “Will you just put in already?”

You don’t turn that kind of request down.

I finished pulling myself through the fly. Bopping my tip against the swollen pearl, the inner pair of lips begged without saying a word.

Her ass shot forward, right as I was about to sink in. “But what if you can’t stop?”

That got me to snatch a fistful of hair. I jerked it back until she was looking dead-on at me. “This isn’t my first day here.”

As if she forgot about her situation, Lark went all smug. “I always knew Kayla’s innocent act was exactly that.”

My grip on Lark’s hair tightened.

One rock forward, and I was in.

Her voice dominated the noise around us. “Oh shit!”

I let the jab push through. Sunk through every inch of Lark’s pussy, a fast grind made her neck loosen even more. Which only let me pull her hair even tighter.

There was no avoiding it.

Leaning myself out for another drive to her core, the next pop had Lark on the verge of breaking.

“Don’t stop!”

It almost made me pull out and dive into the other hole.

But that’s a second-date thing, right?

Every ounce I could throw pushed Lark against the back of her own seat.

Another crack of hip against ass had her looking back at me again.

I had to slow down, just long enough to hook a thumb against the inside of her cheek. “You’re having too much fun.”

She gave me a quick nibble, almost cutting my thumb with her teeth.

One more slam threatened to snap her neck like a dry twig.

Lark started pushing against me. Even around my thumb, she spat out, “You’re fucking killing me…”

That wasn’t my intention, even if she had brought it upon on herself.

Still, I didn’t hate the girl enough.

My entire length slid out of her. As cold air made it feel like a rod of ice, I reached under Lark’s waist from each side. “Roll your ass over!”

She might have tried to play along.

But I was already manhandling her.

Lark grimaced as I pulled her to the end of the seat belt. Her toes almost reached the dirt as her ass barely clung to the rear bumper.

I slid the buckle between her wrists and pulled it taut. Like hell this little cunt was fighting out of what she’d gotten herself into.

That still wasn’t enough. After all she’d put me through, even within my own head…

She had to suffer.

Lark tried make her whole body go stiff. Both thighs clamped, like she didn’t want me diving into in her again.

Fuck if I cared, though. “You’re really gonna try that, now?”

That confident look faded as I grabbed Lark’s throat. Before I could clamp down, she gasped, “It hurts.”

Too bad.

One rush of myself split her legs until I stabbed the head against her back wall.

Lark gripped herself even tighter. Both on the inside and with each thigh.

I never looked away from her.

Letting go, I gave her a decent slap against her cheek. “You asked for this.”

Both of her eyes closed.

The gnawing feeling that I’d crossed a line stopped itching. Every crush of myself through to Lark’s center made it feel like an even more distant echo.

Even the wince in her eyes made it feel right to go that fucking crazy.

The seat belt’s gears started to click again. Like I was about to fuck her through the windshield, clear from the back of that shitty crossover.

Lark kept seething between her teeth.

Another round of slams fit for a wrestling ring shot her feet back up to the bumper.

I stopped, but only long enough to catch some breath.

Just as winded, Lark managed to pant out, “I can already tell… You’re too nice of a guy to ever do this for real.”

I knew that if the roles were reversed, she absolutely would. And then blame her victim for giving her the temptation.

My left hand grabbed the roll of tape again. I pulled another strip loose, leaning myself into her as I stuck it to her mouth. “Do you ever shut up?”

Lark’s eyes turned into narrow slits and her nostrils flared.

Another rock of myself moved the whole vehicle on its struts. “And what is it about abusive people that makes them want abuse?”

Her legs clamped around me, ensuring I couldn’t get out. Because someone can’t stand the idea that she’s not the one in charge.

With enough air in the tank, my hips went into that bread and butter motion. A little past half-throttle, most of the way out, and then all the way back in.

Both of my palms hit the carpet.

Lark started whimpering underneath the tape. She tightened around me in every direction, balling her fists around the taut length of belt.

Fire rolled inside my own veins, seeping out to my forearms until it rose off of me in the night air.

One long, slow pull of myself almost busted me free.

Refusing to let the ride end, Lark squeezed her legs even harder. As if she was out for something.

I didn’t care, whatever her goal was. The only one I had in mind was fucking her world up.

Crashing my thighs against the bumper hard enough to hurt, I had to pay more attention to the excess wetness soaking into pants. Never cooling off, if only because there was always more to replace with each thrust.

Rushing through her, I knew I’d slide my dick raw if it kept up for long.

But the warm pulse started down below. Spreading to the base of my shaft, it told me everything without so much as a peep.

Lark kept getting louder.

I put one hand over her already taped mouth and pushed the other one down to flick at her bean.

Trapped at the wrists and practically glued to me from the hips down, Lark struggled as if she was about hop out of her own skin.

Blocked screams rattled through my palm. Then I started gasping, trying to keep the all-out moan inside.

One more smash was all it took.

Feeling the girl try to rattle herself apart, all of my will to slip out again disappeared.

Lark tensed, going practically epileptic. Those walls snapped together like a trap.

Even with all of my weight and force, it was a struggle to fight the last inch through.

And no way in hell was I about to pull it back, had I even wanted to.

Muffled words didn’t translate, but I got her intention. I knew Lark felt the overdrive gear of hardness rush through my cock. As she kept trying to get something out.

Thoughts melted into a puddle of urges. My brain shut down, letting the genius between my legs take over.

My toes curled. Still dressed, every sopping wet piece of clothing stuck to me.

One more pump burned through the last drops of fight. A sudden rush bolted up the length of my cock.

I let it all go in one breath.

Lark did the same, trying and failing to get some kind of word out.

All hell broke loose.

As Lark tried to pinch me in half with her legs.

Settling deep, fragmentary thoughts turned into raw input. I couldn’t react anymore. Reflex was all I had left.

The hot spread of cum welled toward her entrance, filling what little empty space Lark had in her.

Another moan rumbled up my throat. Coming out deep enough to leave it sore the rest of the night, the only thing it announced was the complete failure of my muscles.

Collapsing on top of her, I felt the last spurt.

And then the purest case of post-nut clarity I’ve ever had.

What the fuck did I just do?

Lark had agreed to it.

But this didn’t feel like something I’d have done. Yet I did.

The question kept turning and tossing in my mind, all the way until I feel asleep at my own place.

Alone, this time.


It was only a few days later when everything closed in from all sides.

Exploring the rest of Elohima, exchanging texts with Kayla and Lark, and doing a couple of interviews for this teaching position ate what time I had.

The only thing I had to show for myself was a drop of my karma stat from three to two, and my charm and style scores bumping up a level. As my credits kept draining.

Life felt like it was about to get some kind of normalcy as I loaded my dishwasher. Because household chores still exist, even in virtual reality. Let’s just assume it adds to the immersion.

Warwick’s voice came from right behind me. “You managed a decent start for yourself.”

I almost shat a brick before I turned around. “Can you knock?”

“My world, my rules.” The supposed god of this place hadn’t been around since the last meeting I told you about. So his appearance had to mean something.

“Fine. What new crap are you about to drop on me this time?”

Still looking like a dapper cross between the old guy from Jurassic Park and Colonel Sanders, Warwick helped himself to my liquor cabinet. He started pouring a glass of scotch as he said, “I hate to pressure you, but you have to choose between Lark and Kayla in the coming days.”

“Fine. Kayla.” I crossed my arms. “Anything else?”

One sip brought a knowing smirk to his face. “If only it were that simple.”

“It’s my choice between the two, right?”

Warwick held the glass in one hand, leaning against his cane with the other. “Your karma stat is on the borderline with Kayla. If you fail to get it back up to three, she may reject you.”

“How was I supposed to know that going along with Lark’s fetish would give me a ding?”

“The score is cumulative. Both with your prior actions, and what you do here.”

Lark was fun. And I couldn’t have guessed how much I’d end up enjoying that bit of role play. “Any advice? You wouldn’t have barged in, otherwise.”

I hated the way he smirked even harder. “Your new vocation will regain the karma point you have lost. But that is not why I came to visit.”

Bastard. “Then get on with it. What fresh hell do I have to deal with next?”

“Every choice between candidates requires a date with of them present. Call it a fail-safe, and your final chance to reconsider.”

How bad could it be? They were already friends, and neither held my relationship with the other against anyone involved. “What’s the deadline?”

I saw how straight and perfect his teeth were for the first time. “The morning after the next.”

“You have to be pulling my leg here.” Out of its goddamned socket, for that matter. “I’m just now standing on my own two feet.”

Warwick didn’t seem to care. “When I don’t know if you will be here for weeks or years, the timeline has to rush forward.”

Arguing wasn’t about to get me anywhere. “So what’s the next surprise?”

“I have the rest of your matches arranged. Care to hear about them?” He took another sip, never dropping that smart-assed look.

“Go ahead.” I was past caring. “You’ll do whatever you please, no matter what I say.”

Warwick almost flung a couple of transparent windows at me. “Cecilia Blake will be one of your coworkers. Call her the reckless artist type.”

“And her competition?”

“Willow Bax.” He paused for a second. “Oh dear… It seems that she will be one of your students.”

Hell no. “My next choice is made.” I felt secure enough in the answer to return the grin.

He took another sip, crashing the glass down on the counter. “So you say.”

“I know my limits well enough.”

Now Warwick was showing his canines. “Everyone has some vice, weakness, or blind-spot. I already know what you fall prey to.”

“And you’ll never be so nice as to tell me. I’ve figured out that much.”

He chuckled. “See? This is why I like you.”

“Blow me.”

Warwick finished the last gulp. “Bradley, my boy, I would rather not. You run the risk of becoming overconfident in yourself.”

“You’ve already proven that I can’t trust you. I’d be dumb to expect anything different.”

My phone chirped a notification. “I just sent over the dossiers of your third pair of candidates. Have fun with that one.”

He disappeared in a whirlwind of pixels. The glass on the counter was empty, outside of a few drops of single-malt.

The more time I spent with Warwick, the less I could stand him.

But what choice did I have? The fucker was God, according to the people in Elohima.


I’d hardly settled in to my new office space. I never expected more than a walk-in closet, tucked away in some back hallway of an academic building.

But this was something else.

The cinderblocks had barely a single coat of white paint on them. Even for a guy like Warwick, the message that I didn’t matter much came through loud and clear.

Fall’s semester was set to being a few days after I’d signed the dotted line for the job, so I had to outline an entire syllabus for approval before midnight.

And it was already past five PM.

United States history… For people who live an entirely different world. Without knowing the boundaries, I knew I’d do something to get myself in trouble.

So I went with my instinct: Tell them the truth.

The Central Powers surrendering to the Allied Powers at the end of World War One, because they knew the Americans had enough chemical weapons to exterminate everyone in Europe east of Berlin? Yup.

The Bay of Pigs mess? Sure.

And Manifest Destiny being an excuse to shoot every Native American across the continent for sport? Put money on it.

Working my ass off, I didn’t look away from the screen in front of me until about nine.

That’s when my cellphone began to ring.

I recognized Kayla’s number, barely. And right under it, Lark’s.

Three-way-calls hadn’t been a thing I thought existed beyond the nineties. But there they were.

My thumb slid across the glass. “Is it really both of you?”

Each one of them did that ‘uh-huh’ thing at the same time.

“So what’s this about?” Even if I already knew.

Lark busted in first. “You have to pick one of us, sooner or later.”

The chick was evil, but also enough fun that there had to be a law against dating her. “Warwick told me about the double-date thing.”

Kayla asked, “So, have you thought about the when and where?”

“I’m balls-deep into planning a whole semester in one night. Of course not!”

Both of them went quiet.

“And I already know who I’d pick.” I saved the document right before I got up from that chair. For the first time in hours. “Is thing a thing I have to do?”

I expected Lark to answer, but Kayla was already on it. “It’s one of the rules, Brad.”

So even dating-sims had some kind of boss level. “Fine. You two pick the place. Seven PM, the day after tomorrow. Surprise me with something, two hours ahead of time, and no later.”

I hung up before either of them could throw a wrench in the works. The dating scene might have been the crux of this place, but I wouldn’t be able to afford much of it if I couldn’t keep this job.

Yes, I probably could have tempted Lark into a late-night booty call after I got done. And probably Kayla as well.

But sending the email with my syllabus to the dean, screeching in on two wheels a minute before midnight… That energy level on my phone wasn’t just its charge running on empty.

My ass had to rest up too.


I was still pissed about everything. Taking one of those few days I had before the semester began, revising that syllabus for an entire afternoon. But at least I was getting money deposited in my account.

Tidying up loose ends, I decided that the final exam could wait until mid-terms rolled around.

Drained already, I let out a deep sigh as I sent off the next draft. The more controversial issues had to be removed and replaced with the usual patriotic fluff. Not that I couldn’t talk about them, off the record.

Five’o’clock rolled around a moment later.

On the dot, I my phone almost buzzed off the edge of my desk.

Fucking Lark… I slid the answer icon to the right. “At least you can follow directions.”

She didn’t goof around. With pleasantries or anything else. “We’ve decided, but we need the passcode to your room. Dinner’s on us.”

I already hated the idea. “There’s no alternate plan, is there?”

“If we’d made one, what kind of idiot would think you’d go along with the first idea?”

Shit. “5-4-8-1.”

Lark paused for a second until I heard a text go through on her end. “Great! You won’t regret it.” She hung up before I could yell.

Sure, it wasn’t about to cost me anything. But if I had to deal with both of them at once, I didn’t want it to happen in my apartment.

And Warwick had kept silent. Which worried me more than anything else.

Like this was about to be my mid-term exam.


The subway ride home felt bumpier than usual. Since the train pulled up a minute late, that had to be an awful sign too. Because everything in Elohima took place when it should have, down the second.

People got out of my way as I trudged up to the street.

I didn’t hit sidewalk any later than I should have. Like the entire world was processing what I was about to face.

Four blocks was all I had to walk.

Staring up at the windows of my apartment, the only ones lit up were in the combined living room and kitchen. At least I knew they weren’t fucking around anywhere else.

I tried pushing the elevator button through the wall. If Lark would have told me what kind of food to expect, I’d know what to look forward to.

Both sides of the door opened.

I didn’t smell the reek of overcooked fish or too much garlic. That was a nice start. Tapping my access code in, I gave the lock half a second to slap open.

Kayla and Lark froze like deer in headlights when I almost fell through the door. Something was roasting in the oven. Maybe some carrots and potatoes, and another ingredient I couldn’t sniff out.

Lark turned back to whatever she’d been working on.

As Kayla rushed forward to give me a shoulder to lean on. Even if she barely held me upright. “Sit down. We’ve got everything from here.”

“I appreciate the effort, but I wasn’t ready for all this, tonight.”

“I know.” She almost forced me to sit down. “I didn’t think it was a great idea, either.” Sweet as always, but kinda proving herself a doormat.

Sleep was all I cared about. Even if I knew I was guaranteed to get lucky.

Before I could stop her, Kayla had two pillows under my head. Draping a cover up to my neck, she leaned over my face one more time. “Do you need anything else?”

A nap. But I wasn’t that much of a dick. “Finish whatever you two have already started.”

I heard the footsteps on the wood as I closed both eyes. Physically, I was going great. My brain had just been shot, point-blank.

The oven beeped and a pan sizzled. Other than that, I had enough silence to drift off.


Plates and silverware clattered.

I jolted awake, still dressed in everything but my shoes. Lights from the city bordering the ocean gave me something to focus on.

Lark’s voice made me wince. “I’m sorry if what I made smells better. We agreed that we’d alternate the courses!”

Kayla sounded too apologetic. “Fine. Let’s just get everything laid out before he wakes up.”

Too much fennel hit my nose from across the room. Like someone was overcompensating. I could already tell who’d fixed what.

Seconds of chaos erupted with ceramic and metal clanging together. I gritted all my teeth until I heard chairs scoot from the table.

The soft patter could only mean Lark was coming over. “Brad, are you awake?”

I rubbed both eyes.

Kayla shifted from a blur to exactly who I wanted to see.

“Yeah. Give me a sec.”

Her smile warmed me up until I felt like I’d burst into flames. “Okay.” A few more degrees settled into her face. “Take your time.”

I couldn’t be an asshole after that.

Every vertebrae popped as I dragged myself upright. Sitting at a desk for hours and riding the subway does a number on you.

Kayla grabbed my shoulders before I could get vertical. “Everything needs to cool off, and joints shouldn’t sound like that. Kick back and relax.”

I heard Lark yell, “Shit, I didn’t know the dessert needs an hour to chill in the fridge!”

I was already on my back again.

Kayla tucked herself in the narrow gap between myself and the edge of the couch. “Put it in the freezer. I don’t think Brad’s ready to get up, anyway.”

Sometimes empathy makes a person seem like they can read your mind.

I draped an arm around Kayla, hearing a pop in my rotator-cuff that only proved her right.

Like we were in bed again, Kayla didn’t object when I pulled her tighter. “Lark freaking out over everything is stressing me out.”

She wasn’t wrong. “I understand.”

The refrigerator door shut fast enough to rattle every bottle and jar.

Confident in who I was about to pick, I nudged my face closer to the one in front of it. “Just so you know…”

Kayla put a straight finger between our lips. “Don’t say anything yet.” The digit slipped away.

I pushed forward.

She didn’t fight, and my tongue didn’t even have to knock.

Kayla let me in, scooching closer until we were glued together.

The arm I wasn’t lying on slid a hand down to her hips. Grasping the bottom edge of Kayla’s dress, I pulled up.

Unlike Lark, the girl wore something under that top layer.

My thumb ducked under the waist of her panties. The quick tongue wrestling match went on just long enough to be a pre-show.

Kayla was already breathing heavy. “You know how to tick her off, don’t you?”

“Don’t even ask about that.” Her bottom lip pulled like taffy until I stopped biting down. “I already know my choice.”

“So why drag the charade out even longer?”

I caught that splinter of a grin, even without looking at Kayla’s mouth.

“You’re not stopping it, either.”

Another appliance door slamming made me wince. When I heard Lark step behind us, I went full-on cringe.

“Oh, I get it. You’re trying to get a head-start on winning him over with that innocence routine.” She leaned over both of us from behind the couch. “That’s not exactly playing fair!”

Worn to the bone, starving, and tired of her shit all over again, I did what felt right. Easing Kayla away, the anger kept growing until I groaned up to both feet. “Nothing’s ever fair in your mind, unless you get your way, huh?”

Lark had that venomous look again. She crossed both arms and leaned away from us. “What’s wrong with knowing what I want and how to get it?”

I was getting hot under the collar. “Kayla does too, but she’s a hell of a lot nicer about it.”

The human mind cuts corners when trying to figure out an issue, but an AI like Lark doesn’t. Bitter, like she was admitting her first defeat, she dropped the pissy act. “Fine. I know a dead-end when I see it.”

“I’m not saying you’ve lost.” Hoping to keep Lark from storming out of my apartment, I stepped over and patted her on the arm. “But acting like the queen of everything is a great way to make it happen.”

Basic humility had be torture for her. Yet she relaxed, either looking sweet or putting on a damn good mask of it. “So what do we do while the food cools?”

I motioned at Kayla behind my back. “Impress me. I don’t like this rule about having to judge both of you together in one night, but why fight what we can’t change?”

She acted like the message had sunk through. Doing one of those girl hugs with Kayla, Lark whispered something in her almost-twin’s ear.

Now both of them were smiling my way. Lark broke first. “So we have some fun in the pool, eat, and take everything from there.”

One of the deck chairs called my name more than the water. “You two can go for it, but I could use another nap.”

I’d get what I needed, their asses would hopefully stop fighting, and maybe I’d have a chance to ‘judge’ them fairly.

If only it’d be that simple.


Rested and full enough, I was more happy about those two acting like nothing had gone wrong. Something like balance had returned.

With hair still damp as we finished eating, they were even harder to tell apart. If Kayla hadn’t filled her plate with everything but meat.

They didn’t waste a second after I dropped the fork.

Kayla pulled my wrist, asking, “You realize we’ve only got thirty minutes until you have to choose, right?”

Stumbling behind her, I wasn’t trying to slow things down. “There’s a fucking timer?”

Lark pushed between my shoulder blades. “Three hours for single dates and four for doubles. When something like this ends, you have to make a choice the minute it’s over.”

The game mechanic from Hell. “One night out with each of you, and then one with both. That’s not enough time to make a good decision.”

Kayla pushed my bedroom door open. “We didn’t write the rules.”

Both of them shoved me face-first into the sheets. This is bullshit…

Before I could roll over, one them hit the mattress. With their voices sounding almost alike, I couldn’t tell who was giggling beside me.

I pushed myself up, craning my neck to look over.

One stood over the other at the corner of the bed, spreading her friend’s bare thighs and looking too pleased with herself.

The attempt at a backhanded slap against my ass meant the girl with me on the sheets had to be Lark.

Really? Kayla’s taking the lead? Not that I was complaining.

Kayla lowered herself, pushing the black strip of fabric over Lark’s muff aside.

The first whimper hardened my dick against the memory foam. I’d figured they had fun like this from the minute I ran into them. Call it a nice hunch to have confirmed.

I finished turning over and then sat at the foot of the bed. Watching Kayla go at Lark like a pie-eating contest, my right hand slid to my lap. Because how could you not stroke yourself, even through pants?

Lark rested her legs on Kayla’s shoulders. Both calf muscles tensed and her cries ramped up a few notes.

Still rubbing myself with one hand, my other grabbed a fist-full of Kayla’s hair by the roots and pushed just enough to encourage her.

Like it was her mission in life, the ‘angel’ of the pair coaxed a slish out of her bestie’s cunt.

Lark’s moaning went into overdrive. Toes curled, gripping the hairs on my upper arms as both thighs split even more.

I scooted over for a closer view. Not seeing a damn thing other than Kayla’s wet hair and my own fist urging her to go harder.

My hand left my cock, starting on the zipper and button until I could step out of those pants. Undoing the front of my shirt, my heart felt like it would punch through my ribs by the time I started wiggling an arm out. Both socks came off with a toe, and my boxers only took a nudge.

Kayla almost had Lark going into a spin when I kicked my underwear aside.

I pulled her head away, not wanting to give Lark a chance to so much as catch her breath. Kayla got the message, loud and fucking clear.

Still midway to climax, Lark’s skin flushed red as she sat up and climbed into my lap

Both of Lark’s thighs crushed around me. Knees pressed against my ass until the bottom of my shaft slid against her bean.

One dip and a push had me propped for entry. I tried easing her down, but that wasn't enough. The next pull was, even if it took some force to get there.

Lark whined in my ear, her tongue lapping at the base of my neck. Both hands stuck to my waist, pulling me closer until our chests met.

With a few more thrusts, I found myself buried inside her tight cunt. My hands squeezed down on her ass cheeks, feeling her stretch around me.

A gentle rocking motion began. Slow and steady.

The combination of her voice and body felt too amazing to stop. It didn't take long before I started thrusting from below.

I eased back, taking advantage of her position. One hand reached up to caress her cheek while the other took hold of her hair. Her eyes almost rolled as she took the pounding like a champ.

It wouldn't take long to smack into my limit.

I pulled out and then pushed back in. Lark forced out a gasp as I hit bottom, each pump coming swifter than the last.

A grin spread across my face, knowing how close I was getting her. This was one of the hardest fucks I'd ever given, and we'd only gotten started.

Both of her thighs tensed, trying to pull me deeper. When we were both panting, I grabbed onto her shoulders and slammed hard again.

Lark screamed in ecstasy as her pussy tried milking me dry. She couldn't handle any more, but I still needed more.

I held her against me, all ten fingers digging into her waist. Feeling Lark peak all around me, inside and out, felt so good it had to be fattening.

My hips crashed against Lark's, making her shriek at mid-orgasm. I ached to keep going, but I knew my time left before I exploded was measured in seconds.

Lark's pussy squeezed my cock tighter than I ever thought possible. Every iota of my shaft was covered in her warmth.

My balls were about to let loose, and I wanted it to happen all over her face this time.

Not that it was the plan. I still had Kayla to deal with.

With a final thrust, I pulled free.

No sooner than Lark had stopped mewling out, Kayla was on hands and knees, her face buried in the sheets.

Slicking the bottom of my shaft up against the slim line of cunt, I was ready to glide through. Taking the base in hand, I centered it toward home.

Kayla was pushing her ass higher, trying to plunge me deep as she could. I had to admire the desperation.

I held back on slamming forward.

Her pussy tightened instantly around me, trying to wrench out a full load before I could even begin pounding.

Meanwhile, Lark rolled onto her side. Keeping one hand between her thighs, doing who-knows-what to herself.

But Kayla was the only focus now. Her walls squeezed around my dick as she took control, forcing shivers through my body.

My hands kept us together like glue. Every few pumps I'd pull out, just enough to feel the tip graze her clit.

A couple of feet away, I heard a tired voice pant, “Why is this so fucking hot?”

The words snapped me out of the daze. My eyes darted back and forth between Kayla's face and her tits, but neither one of us said anything. We both knew who spoke those lines.  For the moment, we kept things moving in perfect sync.

A crushing fall of her entire weight jerked me beyond the halfway point.

Kayla whimpered as she buried myself inside again, inner muscles squeeze harder than ever.

We kept rushing together, meeting in the middle where there wasn't any room for secrets. She bent down, giggling inches away from me with a deep swirl.

I let the kiss happen, feeling both of our mouths search for an answer they couldn't find.

Even more grip snugged around my length. Kayla acted like she’d never quit. One rush of her body blurred into the next until she was trying to scream for the two of us.

Her voice went higher until I felt it in my own throat. Sweat dripped onto me with every jerk of her body.

That is, until she hit a brick wall.

Seizing from toe to scalp, Kayla froze in-place, crushing on me hard as a vise.

Kayla had no more say in the matter, dropping to one side with just my tip still inside her. The sudden change made her shudder in wild fits.

A ragged cry escaped as she tried to breathe. Even the sound of it melted my heart.

Kayla pushed away, allowing my cock to slip free.

Lark set back on trying to get what she demanded. With hands and knees on each side of Kayla, her ass was almost in my face. Like the one-upping bitch she was.

Our stares connected as I said, “That’s one hell of a bold statement.”

“Do you expect anything less?” She wagged herself, forcing my prone body against the bed.

“You act like you want control, but when it comes down to it, you always let someone else do the work.”

She cocked her head. Through damp strands of hair, Lark’s gaze was equal-parts ‘fuck you’ and ‘fuck me.’ She gave me a hard push on each shoulder.

Rattled from neck to toe, all I could do was take whatever the girl had in mind. But I still knew I had to come in whichever of them I’d end up picking.

Lark was already giving her final argument for why I should choose her.

The second she wrapped those legs around mine, every inch of me shocked to life. My cock pressed against her entrance as I let it all play out. The only thing that kept me conscious was how good it felt as I stayed the hell put.

My back arched off the mattress, pressing us together until we were about to merge. When Lark opened her mouth for a tiny moan, my own voice joined in.

I lost myself to the sensation. Too hot, too wet, and way more than either of us had any right to handle. I didn't need to worry about keeping quiet either, gasping loud enough for anyone who cared to listen.

Lark couldn’t help but smile. She eased her grip around my waist, letting me sink into the bed while she dropped herself again. Every motion was slow and easy, like there wasn’t a damn thing in the world to be worried about.

She’s fighting for her life here.

That pussy clenched, massaging away at my dick. With every pulse, her inner walls kissed down every millimeter of skin. There was nothing subtle or artificial about the embrace. If this connection lasted, there was gonna be no such thing as a boundary between what happened inside our bodies and out.

In fact, now that I think about it… Maybe some part of Lark wanted just that kind of connection. The desire made itself known through waves of pleasure that traveled straight into my brain. My second thoughts about going with her instead felt too natural.

Something warm forced itself between my lips. Lark’s tits spread around my chest as she kept writhing herself.

It was coming so fast, it almost felt like a dream. Everything went blurry.

At least until Lark shot upright, her voice trying to pierce my eardrums. Every whip of herself shot another wave of ecstasy all over me. The tension gripped harder with each passing moment until I bashed into Lark's hips.

Her whole body shuddered on top of me.

I gathered what scraps I had left and started beating myself home. The soft mound between her legs slid against me, forcing another shot into Lark. Planted deep, I let it rest as she ground the fuck out of it.

We both cried out, pumping ourselves in unison. Each strike brought a different sound: grunts and moans laced through sharp breaths between words.

When it finally stopped, I was on the short road to blowing up.

I tried not to move. That’s when I realized I’d locked eyes with her again.

Lark tilted in close. “Don’t you dare fucking stop right now."

With those words, everything changed.

The dam broke. One final, desperate thrust pushed past the edge, and I felt the flood enveloping me.

She screamed.

The shock rattled down to the tips of my toes. I held on and watched Lark’s face change.

Her eyes rolled back in her head as Lark slacked her mouth open. Then her entire body popped off the mattress, taking me along for the ride.

I wanted to give in and ride the surf until I could wash up, spent and beached.

Kayla whined from the other side of the bed. The whole illusion evaporated to mist.

As Lark primed herself for another crash. Her kind of fucking would push a man to insanity.

But I knew the choice I had to make.

Letting her drop and pulling myself free of the squeezing cunt, I wasn’t about to let Kayla finish herself off alone.

The one I truly wanted lied spread-eagle against the headboard. Before Kayla had a chance to get it the hell over with, I was almost on top of her.

Between heavy breaths, Kayla tried forcing out a giggle.

But letting her exhale all the way would have drained what she needed to shout what I had to hear. With one finger pressed against her lips, I wiggled until I prodded myself just inside her.

Kayla’s eyes filled most of her face.

The single digit keeping her quiet turned into an entire palm over her mouth. Easing in, I whispered, “Save it for the finale.”

Both of her hands settled just above my ass. Kayla rocked herself even further under me.

I kept slipping in. At the edge of how far that motion could get me through, I let every ounce of myself crash against her.

Kayla tensed and moaned. As her nails dug into the small of my back, I tried jamming myself a little deeper.

Her breath torched the outside of my ear. “Just like that.”

Lark kept stammering what could have been words behind us.

I didn’t give a shit. Feeling every ridge and bump inside of Kayla glide down my shaft with the next pump, I emptied my lungs. She had be the right choice.

Maybe Kayla wasn’t as unpredictable as Lark, but the girl was at least as goddamned fun.

Tossing that goody-goody facade in the garbage, Kayla squeezed tight with the next lunge. “You know what I fucking want…”

It got hard to tell which one I’d landed inside of.

But Kayla snapped me back to reality. More breath steamed against my skin. “It feels so wrong,” Kayla let out another pant, “but I’m starting to forget why.”

The first bead of sweat formed on my chin. When it fell, even that light tap threw Kayla into another level.

Moans buzzed my entire skull. One more slam turned it into a scream.

Wet hair clung to my shoulders, not even getting the chance to dry out before I had it soaked again. As Kayla snapped her entire body around me. Like she was hanging on for dear life.

Another shaky gasp blew out like a cyclone as I planted down to the hilt.

Kayla balled her fists against the front of my shoulders, pounding against me as I dropped in. Her voice kept scrambling even harder.

Every thrust and each second coursed against me. Hearing Kayla go absolutely breathless, all while her legs wrapped tight as a knot… Even backing out for another crush hurt like a motherfucker.

It was all on the verge of enough. Bashing home over and over, my tip swelled until I had to fight for every stroke out of her.

Sweat never quit flowing along my skin.

Kayla was already sliding against me when the sheets started feeling cold as hell.

The tremble welled up from the core. Deep within both of us.

It wouldn't take long for this whole thing to end with a solo orgasmic whimper or a raging duet. The real question was who'd crack first.

My hips jerked without warning. A spasm took hold everywhere we were joined. Right at the edge of what our bodies could handle.

This time, though, Kayla did break. She screamed through ragged breaths, still gripping herself onto me.

Our eyes opened at the same time. Neither of us wanted to let it end yet. Moans kept coming, faster and louder with each crash.

A louder one forced its way out between us. My own release hit so suddenly, I didn't know what hit me.

Kayla tried knotting even tighter around me. Shaking from all the blown out tension and her strength breaking its limit, her screams drowned my voice out. Even inside my own head.

I couldn't help feeling both ashamed and proud how much I was coming into her. Forcing one more pump between Kayla’s walls, the final spurts sapped what energy was left.

I went rag-doll on top of her. The soaked linens and cool air made it feel like I was rolling steam.

But the real ice ran up my spine when I heard Lark beside us, still trying to catch wind herself. “Well, you made your choice.”

I tried to wheeze out some words.

But Kayla fought like hell to beat me there. “Don’t be so,” she gasped like a fish out of water, “hasty… Okay?”

The knife I expected to pierce between my ribs never came. Easing myself up on trembling arms, I was looking Kayla in the eyes again.

She could tell I was scared shitless. Taking another breath, Kayla threw her hands back to each side her head. “And didn’t you tell me,” her tits rose again, “that you want to stick around, even if Brad doesn’t pick you?”

Lark stung her palm against my ass for a change. Way harder than I ever would have dreamed doing to her. “Yeah, I did.”

Sitting was gonna hurt for a few days. Rolling onto my back and feeling the distinct handprint of pain, I kept wincing as I groaned out my words. “That’s good to know.”

The giggle was too smug. Still wearing nothing but a smirk, Lark crawled over me. “We all knew what would happen.”

Damp strands of her hair settled from my face down to my chest. “So why didn’t you try to change it?”

“We’re AIs. A different outcome would have come from you. Not us.”

Sweaty and tired from a threesome isn’t when you’d expect to have a philosophical discussion about free will. “You chose to go along with that and took the easy route, as always.”

Fingertips grazed my shrinking cock.

I jerked in place.

But Lark gave me another stroke. “You biological humans are as interesting as I’ve always heard. At least now you know why I’d want to keep hanging around.”

Knowing her, it was probably Lark’s only shot at revenge.

Not that I minded keeping the ‘twins’ together.


Pure silk rubbed up my leg. I was happy to feel it, pulling Kayla even tighter to my shoulder.

A few second of waking up had me ready to make her my morning workout. The slight puff of breath on my neck started turning my chub into a statue.

Then I felt the inside of a foot graze all the way to my knee. On the other leg.

Lark was tucked against me as well, just as close.

Well, isn’t this a bitch? Part of me wanted Lark out of my life, but an equal chunk wasn’t ready to kill such a nice arrangement.

Both of them stirred as I leaned halfway up. Still out of it, but not quite letting me go.

The texture of the far wall shifted in fluid squares. I knew who it was.

“What is it now, Warwick?”

His gentlemanly avatar went from almost clear to solid in the morning light. “I hope you have made the decision we discussed previously.”

“Keep it down or you’ll wake them up.” Getting the old bastard and Lark in on the same conversation would have had no way of ending well.

He stepped to the foot of the bed and jabbed his cane at Lark’s thigh. “They will not wake up until I let them.”

It was my chance to escape the nudity sandwich, at least. Even if it meant showing everything to the guy.

Warwick had to know I was shy about it, grinning and shaking his head as I blushed. “I can lose my clothes too, if it will make you less self-conscious. Call it giving you equal ground.”

“It’s fine.” I pointed at him. “Don’t.”

“You should already know that I am aware of everything that happens in this world. Your private parts are nothing new to me.”

That didn’t mean I liked standing bare-ass naked in front of him, but sometimes you have pick your battles. “I went with Kayla, if that’s all you’re here for.”

“This is more of a formality, since I already know the answer. But what made you choose her?”

“You’re the one with the god-complex.” I walked past him, opening my underwear drawer and pulling out some boxers. “Why don’t you tell me?”

Warwick was still facing the bed. He tapped Lark with his cane again. “This one is too much of a psychopath for your comfort, even if her idea of fun is more to your tastes.”

“I’d call her plain evil, but you’re not wrong.”

He moved the tip over to Kayla. “And you respect this one’s selflessness. The choice is perfectly in line with your mental profile.”

Knowing he could read my mind like an x-ray machine, I let the oversimplification go. “Anything else?”

“You already know me too well, Bradley.” He turned around, resting his imaginary weight against the cane. “We need to discuss your next pair of candidates.”

“The first two aren’t even out of my bed!” I jammed myself into the underwear like I was pissed. “And my first day on the job starts in about forty-eight hours. Can’t you drop the next crisis on me sometime later?”

He nodded. “Sunday evening is the latest I can allow.”

If Warwick hadn’t been the closest thing this place had to an all-seeing, all-powerful deity, I would have booted him out of my apartment already.

I tried edging toward the door, hoping for an escape to my shower. Even if he could see me in there, too.

His posture straightened. “Clean yourself up and enjoy their company for the time being.”

“So you’re not mad that I’m letting Lark stick around?”

“Have I ever mentioned a rule that forbids it? I give fair warnings about boundaries before they can be crossed.”

I opened the door, trying hard to avoid looking his way. “Fair enough. Besides, if I’m not having fun, I’m doing it wrong.”
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She leaned forward and asked, “First question, do you have a significant other?”

“I don't know why that matters, but no.”

“Good. Your family history is almost spotless too. Your children will be lucky to get your genes.”

What the hell? I watched Dr. Clare's face, still looking down at a clipboard in her lap.

“Your pay for this study is based upon certain tasks and benchmarks you complete. Is that acceptable to you?”

I knew I had lowered my eyebrows. “I guess, but I still don't know what I'm supposed to be doing.”

Dr. Clare finally looked up at me and snapped, “For now, answering a few more questions.” She blew a few strands of hair off her forehead and continued. “Are you straight, bisexual, homosexual, or other?”

“Straight,” I droned, making my impatience clearer than I intended.

“Your current occupation is listed as office assistant. How do you feel about leaving your current employer.”

“I hate the place. If the money's good enough once I know what I'm supposed to do, I'm gone.” It was a dead-end of a shit job.

“Excellent.” Dr. Clare extended her foot, popping her heel out of her shoe. “Now that I know you're a potential subject, I can tell you more. Are you still interested?”

“I guess, but only if you tell me what this is all about.”

“Grant,” she change in her tone threw me for a loop, “you have a gift, and it's one that needs to be shared with the world.”

A little praise always went a long way with me, but answers went even further. “And that is?”

“In case you didn't figure it out from the name of our organization, we deal primarily with human genetics.” I saw Dr. Clare smile as she uncrossed her legs and stood up. “We pay for prime genetic material, and you're a diamond in the rough.”

* * *

The chatter of ass kissing flooded the muggy night air. It was the only thing I could hear until the soft beat of heels pulled me by the ear. I looked back for a short glimpse of the source. God in Heaven.

Her hands were clasped in front of her hips, head and shoulders as low as they could be. The posture screamed chastity, but everything else about the girl lit my fuse. It took a cock-hair of a second to figure out what was going on.

That's the future Mrs. Boyce. The blonde kept several feet behind the reverend, the posture of her criminally tight body revealing shame in his presence. But her ass was worthy of a ballad from Steel Panther.

Reverend Douche Incarnate didn't even acknowledge her presence. “Gentlemen, our financial report for this month is disappointing.” He paused as no sound came from my left. “Explain this.”

The bravest of the sycophants chimed in. “Brother Boyce, our congregation has only grown ten percent in the past six months. Are you sure this kind of expansion is wise?”

“If it's for His glory, all will pay off,” one of them rattled. I began to salivate, gradually moving my eyes up that golden yellow skirt. “Our congregation has grown at three times that rate for the past four years. This is only a hiccup.”

Alright, fuck this guy. I opened the left corner of my mouth, sneaking out a, “Tssst.” Nothing. “Hey...”

Jack and shit. As fed up with the lack of service as I was with the circle-worship next door, I poked the girl in the small of her back with a rigid finger.

Still nothing. She wouldn't even acknowledge my presence. Her entire world revolved around that table and the bullshit emanating from it.

Ego sum alpha. Et genua parere. I leaned in her direction. “Hey, listen...”

* * *

That shame is the only thing I can't stand about her. “Listen, stop complaining and come sit down next to me.”

She tried to fight against it to the very end, but she did exactly as told. Elena kept a little distance between us, fidgeting in place as soon as she was down to my left. I knew I had pushed her limits.

Turning to stare right at her, I cupped her chin in my right hand. She averted her eyes, pouting those plush lips. I grumbled my frustration and then said, “Look at me.”

“This is too much for me to handle, Grant.” I never let her chin turn, even as she tried to make it. Finally, she got the message and locked eyes with me.

Ego sum alpha. “Listen very carefully.” Et genua parere. “That modest church mouse stuff has got to go. There's no shame to have about your body.”

Elena relaxed, her eyes widening. “But I’ve always been taught that—”

“Drop it. There's a better way to live.” The brainwashing of fundamentalism was deep in her, but it was time to set her free from all that creepy garbage. “You've got a body worth worshiping, and you've got far more to offer than just being a damn housewife.”

“Then what am I supposed to do,” she caught herself cracking a smile and forced it into a disapproving frown, “be some kind of harlot?”

That's a word I hadn't heard anyone use in a long while. I focused my intent and said, “You'll be my harlot, and mine alone.” Her eyebrows slacked and her neck ended all resistance. “You're more than just a broodmare for a husband or a church. You live for being admired now.”

“I do?”

“Why not? If you've got it, why waste it?” I watched her smile return and added, “Any straight man would climb mountains just to worship the ground you walk on.”

“So you think I'm that great, huh?”

What's with this damn insecurity about herself? She's rockin' and doesn't even know it. “Losing a beauty pageant killed your ego every time, didn't it?”

“I didn't lose many, but yeah, it hurt when I didn't win.” She was totally relaxed now. “Like I didn't measure up to what I should be.”

“That's a load of crap.” I let go of her chin and moved my hand down to her shoulder. “I don't know how to describe you other than the most stunning woman I've ever seen.”

Elena blushed with her cheeks, shoulders, and what little of her breasts I could see. “I was always told to look out for guys like you.”

Flattering that towel right off of her was kinda the goal, so at least I knew she wasn't dense. “Caught me red handed.” I moved my hand down a little more, sliding a finger underneath where the towel held onto itself. “You're not complaining, though.”

“Travis never talked to me like this,” she didn't stop me as I tugged against the fold, “but I like it.”

The friction in the towel gave way and it fell to the mattress. Jesus tap-dancing Christ. “Why would you hide yourself?” I was already salivating. “Have you ever looked in the mirror?”

Elena started to reach for the towel. I leaned over and put my hands on top of hers. She looked at me, her eyes trying to waver away from mine, finally settling in a direct stare.

I fought to keep the gaze intact. Those perfect handfuls she called tits and what I thought might be a bald slit called my name. I resisted, somehow.

* * *

I pressed harder against Brooke until she begged, “Just let me go, please.”

“Not yet.” The way her strength gave in told me she was about to break. “You've got dirt on everyone big in this town. How do I get Boyce to back off?”

“I don't know.” Brooke tried fidgeting out of my hands. Her legs dragged as I forced her over to the couch.

“Sit down and don't move.” My head started to hurt from all the orders.

Brooke crossed her arms and legs, slouching in her seat. “He'll get his way, you know.”

“Yeah? He can go fuck himself.” I started toward the folder. “What's your ball in his court?”

“I've been a member of the church since college, not that its any of your business.”

“That's rich, coming from someone who's nosy for a living.” I grabbed the file and started rifling through the pages. Behind the surveillance photos of Elena, I found a three page bio on her that GeneFactor had compiled. I looked past it and found what Janus had been talking about.

'Comparative Analysis of Thought Induction Techniques' It had Janus A. Rickard, PhD as the author, dated about five years ago. I read through the synopsis quickly, glancing up constantly to make sure Brooke stayed put. Apparently, Janus had been experimenting on his own with Patrem Delta's side effects.

I flipped through, scanning for the meat of what he hinted at being a help to me. '… the author notes that forced induction is best achieved while the subject(s) are distracted by physical stimuli. Traits subject to change can range from mood, up to personal beliefs.'

Motherfucker. He knew exactly what would happen. The file dropped back on the counter. I got back to Brooke, standing directly behind her and putting my hands on her shoulders.

She flinched and tensed up. “What's your plan with me?”

That's when Elena opened the door, not a scrap of clothing or any other cover on her. “Brookie?” Her eyes were wide, like she had just realized a speeding truck was heading right for her.

“So that's the kind of thing you're doing now. Travis was right about you, whoring around like this.”

I squeezed Brooke's shoulders harder and leaned down. “That was a mistake.”

“You'll both end up burning in Hell. It's never wrong to tell a sinner that they're on a path of destruction.” She still wasn't trying to get away, but the tone of her voice felt like acid. “You should feel ashamed of yourself, turning my friend from from the light.”

“Elena, come over here.” I watched her trot over without an ounce of embarrassment. That bug in her personality had been ripped out like a garden weed by this point. “Explain to your friend here why you're happier now.”

Leaving both of them to their own devices, I heard some heated chatter as I slipped into the bedroom. Physical stimuli, huh? I had just the thing for it in my nightstand.

I slid the drawer open and got it out. Long, white, and with a motor that'll make your hands numb just from holding it, I'd put the wand to good use on Prime Recipients and Elena. More for my entertainment than anything else, but none of them complained. Hell, Elena even gave it a name.

Putting it behind my back, I strolled back into the living room. The smirk on my face got their attention. “Elena, it's time out.”

“What did I do wrong?” It was our term for her 'punishment' when she let shame come back.

* * *

“You'll never believe this, but Boyce is getting married next Saturday.”

“What?” I knew I'd stolen his fiance and made her my own, but the guy moved as fast as me. “Who's the unlucky girl?”

“Elena and I both know her, but the church is in an uproar.” It was like Brooke was stifling a laugh for a moment. “You won't believe this.”

After all the shit I'd been through, that was a bold claim. “Try me.”

“Alright,” she took a breath and finally let the giggle out. “A good ten percent of the congregation walked out when they learned he's marrying a girl who just turned eighteen. It's backfired on him hilariously.”

“Couldn't have happened to a nicer guy.”

“The people who stayed are taking it like the word of God Himself, so it's been weird there lately. Even I would have started having doubts after this, before you changed me, anyway.”

“Glad to hear it,” even the conversation couldn't hold me back. I gasped and tried to carry on. “So what's this mean for me?”

“This new girl is heading up Camp Purity. And it gets even weirder from there.”

“I'm not sure how you're finding all this out, but I'm listening.”

“I've,” I knew Brooke was smiling by the way she let it out, “got my ways.” From irritating reporter to scheming whore of Unity Fellowship Baptist. “I'm sure if I tell you she's at Camp Purity until the day of the wedding, you won't do anything untoward with that information.”

“Never.” I couldn't hold back my own grin, largely because of the miracles Elena kept working on my shaft. “Is she my type?”

“You'll like what you see.”

Elena sucked hard, finally delivering me from edge-of-climax limbo. I couldn't stop myself from groaning, the warm fuzzies of release washing over me.

“I guess Elena's with you.”

I caught my breath and saw my knuckles turning white against the steering wheel. “She's closer than you think.”

“Grant, you're the worst kind of pig.”

“Hey, I'm only getting married to a nineteen year old. Don't compare me to him.”

“Wait,” Brooke gasped on the other end, “what?”

“You heard me.” Elena gulped and got to cleaning me off with her tongue.

“You didn't.”

I couldn't resist patting Elena on the back of the head for her service. “What can I say? I'm a lucky man.”

“Maybe you're right, or maybe you're a prick.”

“You're still on my side, though.”
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